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ABSTRACT

TERRI MARIE SEAY
THE RELATIONSHP BETWEEN ADMINISTRATORS’ IMPLICIT ATTITUDES 
ABOUT RACE AND LOCAL SCHOOL SUSPENSION RATES FOR AFRICAN 
AMERICAN STUDENTS 
Under the direction o f J. KEVIN JENKINS, Ed.D.

Black students in Georgia are disproportionately suspended. Georgia suspends 

8% of its student population and of that number, 65-67% of suspended students are 

Black- an extremely high number given that Black students make-up 38% o f the student 

population. Some studies purport poverty, differential rates o f misbehavior, poor 

classroom management, and inadequate policy guiding administrator decisions around 

the use o f suspension explain disproportionate suspension rates for Black students, but to 

date no study has investigated how administrator discretion, influenced by implicit bias, 

may contribute to disproportionate discipline practices. This study surveyed 

administrators across the state using the Implicit Association Test (IAT) to measure their 

implicit beliefs to correlate the IAT score to the suspension rate for Black students.

Using Pearson’s correlation, partial correlation and multiple regression analyses, results 

indicated over half o f Georgia administrators held implicit biases against Black people 

and o f that group 42% had a moderate to strong bias against Blacks. However, little to 

no statistically significant relationship was found between administrators’ implicit biases 

and the Black student suspension rate. Additional analysis showed o f the nuisance

x



variables studied, those with the strongest relationship to the Black student suspension 

rate were the White student suspension rate, school level, and percentage o f Black 

students enrolled. These results suggest school culture and climate may have a stronger 

influence on increased suspension rates for Black students than administrator bias. Low 

response rate and small sample size could have impacted study results. Additional 

research should be conducted in this area to more clearly determine how both teacher and 

administrator implicit bias may impact student discipline and to better understand the 

relationship between out o f school suspension with other variables. The researcher 

recommended administrators consider alternative discipline practices in lieu o f 

suspension in an effort to better serve all students, especially those who are 

overrepresented in exclusionary discipline rates.



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

School safety is essential to student learning (American Psychological 

Association Zero Tolerance Task Force, 2008). Instances o f violence, crime, and other 

disruptions can affect the individual(s) involved, witnesses to the incident and even the 

overall climate and culture of a school and its surrounding community (American 

Psychological Association Zero Tolerance Task Force, 2008). Despite evidence that 

school violence has declined over the past 15 years (Robers, Zhang & Truman, 2012), 

media reports of rare, but tragic school shootings and other episodes o f violence heighten 

the perception that schools are unsafe (American Psychological Association Zero 

Tolerance Task Force, 2008; Small & Tetrick, 2001; Watts & Erevelies, 2004) prompting 

educational leaders to implement severe consequences for misbehavior (Borum, Cornell, 

Modzeleski, & Jimmerson, 2010; Welch & Payne, 2010).

Some of the most frequently used punitive discipline practices are discipline 

referrals, detention, and suspension (Academy o f American Pediatrics, 2013; Gottfredson 

et al., 2000; Mendez & Knoff, 2003; Fenning & Rose, 2007). Out o f school suspension, 

henceforth referred to as suspension, is o f particular interest because rates have continued 

to escalate since the early 1970s (Skiba et al., 2011). The overuse o f suspension is 

described in one study which reviewed data from over 26,000 middle and high schools.



In it they estimated that over two million secondary students or one in nine were 

suspended during the 2009-2010 school year (Losen & Martinez, 2013). In the same 

study 2,600 individual schools reported suspending over 25% of their student population 

(Losen & Martinez, 2013). These data are reiterated by the most recent statistics from 

the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) which reported that in 2006-2007 

over three million students were suspended (Synder & Dillow, 2013). In both studies 

students were only counted once, even if they were suspended multiple times in the 

school year (Synder & Dillow, 2013). It is important to note the NCES report included 

numbers from elementary schools, so it is difficult to directly compare Losen and 

Martinez’s (2013) data being that it excluded elementary populations, however, 

considering elementary schools do not use exclusionary discipline practices nearly as 

often as middle and high schools it would seem that Losen and Martinez’s (2013) 

estimates are consistent with NCES’s findings.

The suspension rate in Georgia reflects this national phenomenon. The Georgia 

Department o f Education reported that in 2010 roughly 8% of Georgia’s students were 

suspended (Georgia Department o f Education, n.d.) and according to NCES that places 

Georgia’s suspension rate as the 10th highest in the nation (Rhodes, Hill, Vadodaria, 

Carter, & Gold, 2011; Synder & Dillow, 2013). In other words, during the 2009-2010 

school year 1,667,685 students were enrolled in Georgia public schools (Chen, 2011) and 

that same year around 135, 082 students or 8.1% of Georgia’s students in public schools 

were suspended (Georgia Department of Education, n.d.; Rhodes, et.al, 2011). Since 

that students were only counted once, these data indicate that 135,082 students missed
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instructional time as a result of school suspension for one or more days. Missed 

instructional time is compounded for students suspended multiple times. A report by the 

Georgia Appleseed Center for Law and Justice, an organization that has a confidentiality 

agreement with the Georgia Department o f Education granting them access to sensitive 

student discipline data not accessible to the public (R. Rhodes, personal communication, 

May 8, 2015), reiterated NCES’s findings and added that some Georgia school districts 

suspended more than 20% of their student population during the 2009-2010 school year. 

For a few indiviudal schools the suspension rate was close to 40% (Rhodes et al., 2011).

The problem with the overuse o f exclusionary discipline practices such as 

suspension is that there is no evidence that suspensions actually improve student behavior 

or school safiey (American Psychological Association Zero Tolenrance Task Force, 

2008). In contrast there is evidence that shows students who experience discipline 

problems, including suspension, are at an increased risk o f not graduating high school, 

entering the juvenile justice system and poor academic achievement (Balfanz, Byrnes & 

Fox, 2013; Fabelo et al., 2011; Shollenberger, 2013).

Not completeing high school can be detrimental (Sum, Khatiwada, McLaughlin,

& Palma, 2009). For instance, students who fail to graduate are less likely to find and 

retain employment. According to the United States Census Bureau, the unemployment 

rate for students who did not graduate from high school in 2014 was 9% compared to the 

national rate o f 6.1%, and 3.5%, the unemployment rate for college graduates with a 

bachelor’s degree (U.S. Census Bureau, 2015a). Not graduating high school is also 

closely related to a student’s future earning potential. Figure 1 shows, on average for a
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student who does not earn a high school diploma, he can expect to earn an annual 

income of $25,462...$9,392 less than the average earnings for a high school graduate and 

$31, 985 less than someone who has earned a bachelor’s degree (U.S. Census Bureau,

2015a). High rates o f unemployment and lower earning potential cost the nation in lost 

productivy and taxable income and burden the taxpayer through indirect means such as 

incarcertation (Sum et al., 2009). Research confirms a correlation between school 

suspension and student attrition, regardless o f race and soci- economic status (Lee, 

Cornell, Gregory, & Fan, 2011; Suh & Houston, 2007).

Unemployment rate in 2014 (%) Median weekly earnings in 2014 {$)
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Figure 1. Earnings and Unemployment Rates by Educational Attainment 
Source: 2013 Population Survey, U. S. Bureau of Labor Statistics

Students who are suspended are also more likely to become involved with the 

juvenile justice system (Wald & Losen, 2003). No longer perceived as an issue of school
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discipline, some students are finding that consequences o f misbehavior can include both 

suspension and referral to law enforcement or juvenile court (Heitzeg, 2009). Results 

from one study found that 23% of students involved in the school disciplinary sytem had 

contact with the juvenile justice system. In contrast, only 2% of the students studied were 

reportedly found to be involved in the juvenile justice system, but not involved in the 

school disciplinary system (Fabelo et al., 2011). These data establish a potential 

relationship between the number of students involved in the juvenile justice system and 

the number of students being suspended and expelled (Fabelo et al., 2011).

Another risk correlated with exclusionary discipline practices and arguably the 

most significant is the influence it appears to have on student achievement. Simply put, 

students who miss instruction concurrently miss opportunities to learn (Losen & Skiba,

2010). Missing five or more days regardless of the reason is likely to have a negative 

impact on academic achievement (Kramer II & McGiboney, 2012). Although all 

statistical data shared in this document reference studies where students suspended 

multiple times are only counted once it is important to note that for students who are 

suspended more than once, missed instruction is further compounded.

Concerns about increasing student suspension rates and its relationship to 

decreased graduation rates, poor academic achievement and increased risk of 

involvement in the juvenile justice system are even more troublesome for African 

American students who are disproportionately suspended. Over 40 years o f research 

consistently documents that students of color are two to three times more likely to be 

suspended than White students (Gregory, 1997; Losen & Skiba, 2010; McCarthy &
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Hoge, 1987; McFadden, Marsh, Prince, & Hwang, 1992; Raffaele-Mendez & Knoff, 

2003; Skiba, Michael, Nardo & Peterson, 2002; Wu, Pink, Crain, & Moles, 1982). “Black 

children constitute 18% of the nation’s school population, but 40% of the children who 

are suspended or expelled (Lewis & Stevenson, 2013, para. 10). In Georgia, African 

American students represent 38% of the student population, but 65-67% of the total 

number of students suspended (Rhodes et al., 2011). White students make up 45% of 

Georgia’s student population, but represent 26-30% of the total number o f students 

suspended (Rhodes et al., Figure 10). Black students in Georgia are more than three times 

more likely to receive out of school suspension than students o f other races (Rhodes et 

al., 2011).

“A number of possible hypotheses (which will be discussed in more detail in 

chapter two) have been proposed as mechanisms to account for rates o f disciplinary 

disparity by race/ethinicity, including poverty, differential rates o f inappropriate or 

disruptive behavior in school settings, and cultural or racial stereotyping” (Skiba et al.,

2011, p. 86). However, very few studies explore how administrative decisions potentially 

contribute to racial and ethinic disparities in school discipline (Skiba et al., 2011) and if 

there is a connection between administrator attitudes about race and how one wields 

suspensions. The purpose of this study was to explore this phenomenon and add to the 

exisiting body of literature by providing insight into the potential relationship between 

administrator beliefs and out o f school suspension rates for Black students in Georgia 

public schools. Because research suggests people are motivated to respond in socially 

desireable ways on explicit measures (Tourangeau & Yan, 2007) and because people may
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not be able to consciously (or accurately) access their racial beliefs (Nosek & Riskind, 

2012), this study focused on implicit racial attitudes and how those implicit beliefs relate 

to the Black suspsension rate.

Statement o f the Problem 

National statistics illustrate the disproportionate rates o f African American 

student suspensions (Gregory, 1997; Losen & Skiba, 2010; McCarthy & Hoge, 1987; 

McFadden et al., 1992; Raffaele-Mendez & Knoff, 2003; Skiba et al., 2002; Wu et al., 

1982). In Georgia, where the suspension rate is the 10th highest in the nation and African 

American students constitute 65-67% of students suspended, this issue is even more 

problematic (Rhodes et al., 2011). Discipline disparities among African American 

students increases their risk o f experiencing poor academic achievement, not graduating 

from high school, and involvement in the juvenile justice system (Balfanz et al., 2013; 

Fabelo et al., 2011; Schollenberger, 2013; Skiba & Rausch, 2006; Wald & Losen, 2003). 

This study investigated a gap in the literature by examining a potential relationship 

between Georgia principals and assistant principals’ beliefs about race and the suspension 

rate for African American students.

Research Questions

RQ1. What are the implicit racial attitudes administrators possess for Black and 

White people?

RQ2. Is there a relationship between administrators’ implicit attitudes about race 

and the African American student suspension rate?
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RQ3. Is there a relationship between other variables such as school level, the 

percentage of students receiving free or reduced lunch or the number of 

African American students enrolled and the African American student 

suspension rate?

Theoretical Framework

The ability to make good decisions in a variety of areas is at the heart o f an 

administrator’s work (Hoy & Miskel, 2012; Schomburg, 2008). Since these decisions 

influence the quality o f education students receive it is worthwhile to better understand 

the mental processes that influence administrator decisions. Studies from cognitive 

research reveal two important concepts regarding how people think: 1) A large portion of 

our mental function occurs irrespective o f conscious awareness and conscious control, 

and 2) much o f our mental processes are not rational or objective (Nosek & Riskind, 

2012). In other words, our “(m)inds use shortcuts, heuristics, inferences, stereotypes, and 

expectations to help comprehend what happened before and predict what will happen 

next” (Nosek & Riskind, 2012, p. 113). These processes can shape “ ...perception, 

judgment, and behavior implicitly- without the person’s awareness or (conscious) 

control” (Nosek & Riskind, 2012, p. 113). Together these psychological processes 

illustrate the descriptive term, implicit social cognition (Nosek & Riskind, 2012).

Implicit bias occurs as a part of implicit social cognitive processes and describes 

thinking that occurs outside o f conscious awareness or control (Greenwald & Banaji, 

1995). Popular belief suggests that behavior is deliberate and that decisions are a 

function of explicit thinking (Nosek & Riskind, 2012). This assumption is not entirely
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true. Nosek and Riskind (2012) state judgments, decisions, thoughts, and behaviors are 

influenced by subconscious cognition, or thinking that occurs beyond conscious control. 

Furthermore, research suggests implicit and explicit beliefs can co-exist (Wilson,

Lindsey, & Schooler, 2000) and that it is possible for a person to possess implicit 

associations or biases that conflict with their explicit cognitive values. Take for instance 

people who report egalitarian values, but are found to implicitly associate the concept of 

good with youth or good with thin people (Nosek & Riskind, 2012). It is possible and 

not entirely unusual for people to “ . . .actively and honestly disagree...” with attitudes that 

they are found to hold implicitly (Nosek & Riskind, 2012, p. 115).

Implicit social cognitive research also reveals that people cannot fully control 

what enters their minds (Nosek & Riskind, 2012). Zajonc (1968) conducted a study 

where he flashed pictures in front o f participants so quickly that they could not 

consciously detect their appearance. Later, when presented with a set o f pictures and 

asked which images they preferred, participants were more likely to choose those which 

had been flashed earlier. “Subliminal exposure (the pictures) was sufficient to alter 

participants’ evaluations without their knowledge o f the source or its influence” (Nosek 

& Riskind, 2012, p. 115). Implicit bias can also be developed through indirect and direct 

social learning experiences or even implicit egotism, the act o f preferring people who 

look, talk, or act like one’s self (Banaji & Heiphetz, 2010; Devine, 1989; Fazio, Jackson, 

Dunton, & Williams, 1995; Greenwald & Banaji, 1995; Olson & Fazio, 2001). For 

administrators who routinely make decisions with the potential to affect students, implicit 

bias theory suggests the thinking behind their decisions could be influenced by implicit
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biases and could potentially contribute to disproportionate suspension rates among Black 

students if an administrator is found to hold unfavorable biases towards Blacks. To 

further this point, in one study researchers found that people who showed a bias against 

Blacks were also likely to exhibit less generous behavior towards Blacks (Stepanikova, 

Triplett & Simpson, 2011). Research shows, as it did in this example, both implicit and 

explicit bias influences behavior and decisions (Nosek & Riskind, 2012). If for example, 

an administrator holds an implicit association between Black people and violence, then 

he/she could be more likely to suspend a Black student than a White student, because 

he/she may implicitly presume that Black students pose more of a threat to school safety.

Significance of the Study 

Investigating administrators’ implicit biases could potentially reveal a relationship

between hidden racial attitudes and disproportionate discipline practices. Very few

research studies explore how administrative decisions potentially contribute to racial and

ethnic disparities in school discipline (Skiba et al., 2011) and at this time, no studies exist

that explore a potential relationship between an administrator’s implicit racial attitudes

and suspension rates. This study adds to the existing body of literature by providing

insight into administrators’ implicit racial preferences and their relationship to the

suspension rate for African American students.

Procedures

Correlation analysis is appropriate when the purpose of research is to determine if 

there is a relationship between two variables (Warner, 2013). In this instance correlation 

analysis was used to determine if a relationship existed between administrators’ implicit



beliefs about race (independent variable) and suspension rates for African American 

students (dependent variable); however, there were other variables that could have 

potentially influenced or have a higher correlation to the suspension rate. Some o f those 

factors included school level, the percentage of students who are economically 

disadvantaged as determined by the percentage o f students receiving free or reduced 

lunch and the number o f African American students enrolled. By collecting data on and 

holding these variables constant through partial correlation and multiple regression 

analyses, the relationship or lack thereof between administrators’ implicit racial attitudes 

and African American suspension rate was more clearly determined.

Administrators’ implicit racial attitudes were evaluated using the computer-based 

Implicit Association Test (IAT) for race, the most widely used test to reveal implicit 

beliefs (Stuttgen, Vosgerau, Messner, & Boatwright, 2011). Unlike explicit measures 

that ask direct questions like, “How do you feel about Black people?” “ ...which assumes 

the participant has a conscious awareness o f the attitude being assessed, implicit attitude 

measures do not require conscious awareness and can capture attitudes that may be 

introspectively inaccessible” (Greenwald , Smith, Sriram, Bar-Anan & Nosek, 2009, p. 

242). The IAT measures the strength of associations between race- Blacks and Whites- 

and the evaluations “good” and “bad”. Data from the IAT and the school’s suspension 

rate for Black students was used to calculate the correlation coefficient. The correlation 

coefficient showed the degree to which an administrator’s implicit attitudes about race 

could predict the suspension rate for Black students. Because Georgia was o f particular 

interest as a result of the high suspension rate and disproportionate number o f Black
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students being suspended, the population was limited to administrators in this state. The 

sample included administrators from elementary, middle and high schools from across 

the state. After receiving approval from Mercer University, the researcher used publicly 

accessible email addresses to send email invitations to take the IAT. The invitation 

included a letter that explained the purpose o f the study, procedures, potential risks and 

consent. The participating districts, schools and administrators were kept confidential.

Limitations and Delimitations 

While conducting this study there were variables that influenced its outcome, but 

were beyond the researcher’s control. One o f those limitations was the sensitive nature 

o f the subject matter being studied and participants’ comfort level participating in a study 

about racial bias which likely affected the number of people who were willing to 

participate. Lee (1993) defines sensitive research as research that poses an intrusive, 

sanctioned, or political threat. An intrusive threat poses a risk to privacy and for example 

could include a study that investigates religious practices. A sanctioned threat refers to 

fear of persecution and could include a study in which the participants may worry about 

being stigmatized or incriminated. A political threat refers to studies that investigate 

personal or group interests of those in power (Lee, 1993). Conversations about race, 

inequities in education, decision making, and disciplinary practices encompass all of 

these threats. These conversations are admittedly complex and intertwined with personal 

values, stigmas, privilege and power. Although the purpose o f this research was only 

meant to reveal the nature of the relationship between administrator beliefs and 

suspension rates for black students, a pervasive fear o f being misidentified as any number



of socially undesirable names associated with race- racist for example- could have caused 

participants to attempt to adjust their responses during the IAT or discouraged them from 

participating at all. Research has demonstrated results on the IAT remain unaffected 

despite attempts to alter responses, however, in theory, the ability to skew results does 

exist (Egloff & Schmukle, 2002).

Also, it is well known that classroom management and teacher attitude can affect 

the number of teacher referrals made to the principal, therefore impacting the number of 

suspensions that occur. Teachers with more experience, effective classroom 

management, and/or culturally relevant pedagogy might mitigate student behavior that 

leads to suspension. Moreover, implicit or explicit bias favorable to African American 

students may influence the way a teacher perceives or react to an African American child. 

In one study, Skiba and Knesting (2001) found that a small set of teachers in one school 

could account for the majority o f student referrals to the office. To some degree, a 

teacher’s ability to manage his/her classroom plays a role in the number and type o f 

students they refer to the principal and consequently, the number of students who are 

suspended.

There are also boundaries or delimitations which have been set for this study. An 

existing body o f literature purports poverty, disproportionate rates o f misbehavior among 

African American students and explicit cultural or racial stereotyping could explain 

disparate suspension rates. There are most likely a multitude of factors that work in 

isolation and in concert to impact school and district suspension rates. For this reason, 

the researcher attempted to shed some insight into the relationship between suspension
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rate and other variables such as poverty and minority composition; however, there is 

research that has shown that when some o f these variables are controlled for, like 

poverty, disproportionate suspension rates still persist. Very little research has been done 

to uncover a relationship, if any, to implicit bias and discipline practices. In light of the 

gap in the literature, it was the primary purpose of this study to explore administrators’ 

implicit associations and the degree to which they could predict disproportionate 

suspension rates for Black students while also acknowledging that there are a variety of 

other variables that have the potential to influence suspension rates as well.

Definition o f Terms

Administrative discretion: The use of professional judgment in instances where 

policy or law do not mandate a particular action (Administrative Discretion, n.d.).

Implicit bias: Preference for a particular concept (i.e. thin people) that is hidden 

from the conscious awareness (Nosek & Riskind, 2012)

Disproportionate: An imbalance in the number or amount o f something in 

comparison to a specific value. For the purposes of this study, the researcher focuses on 

the discrepancy in the number o f African American student suspensions as compared to 

their total enrollment (Disproportionate,n.d.).

Exclusionary Discipline: Punitive practices that remove students from the 

classroom and exclude them from instruction (Cohen, 2013).

Implicit Associations: Associations o f a concept (i.e. race) to an evaluative term 

(i.e. good or bad) that are hidden to the conscious mind (Nosek & Riskind, 2012)
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Suspension rate: the number o f suspended students as a percent o f the number of 

students enrolled.

Suspension: A punitive discipline practice that removes a student from the school 

building for a specified amount o f time.

Summary

Over 30 years of research has documented increasing discipline disparities for 

African American students (Gregory, 1997; Losen & Skiba, 2010; McCarthy & Hoge, 

1987; McFadden et al., 1992; Raffaele-Mendez & Knoff, 2003; Skiba, 2011; Skiba et al„ 

2002; Wu et al., 1982), which is associated with poor student achievement, an increased 

likelihood of not graduating from high school and an increased likelihood o f becoming 

involved with the juvenile justice system (Balfanz et al., 2013; Fabelo et al., 2011; 

Schollenberger, 2013; Skiba & Rausch, 2006 ; Wald & Losen, 2003). This phenomenon 

was of particular concern in Georgia, ranked 10th in the nation for its suspension rate 

(Rhodes et al., 2011) because Black students constitute 38% of the student population, 

but 65-67% of the students suspended (Rhodes et al., 2011). Some studies purport that 

poverty, differential rates o f misbehavior, poor classroom management, and inadequate 

policy guiding administrator decisions around the use of suspension explain 

disproportionate suspension rates for Black students. However, a gap in the literature 

reveals very little research has investigated how administrator discretion, influenced by 

implicit bias, may contribute to this problem. Using implicit bias as the theoretical 

framework for this study, the researcher attempted to address the gap in the literature by 

conducting a quantitative analysis o f the relationship between administrators’ implicit



bias and the suspension rate for African American students. This study does have its 

limitations/delimitations though. These limitations include a relatively small sample size 

due to its sensitive topic and possibly the plug-in participants were required to download 

to take the 1AT, the number o f variables which have the potential to influence a school’s 

suspension rate and the lack o f prior research in this area. In addition to its 

limitations/delimitations, the researcher chose not to solicit data which would identify the 

race, gender or age o f the participants. Demographic data about the participants could 

have helped to provide insight to the relationship between administrators’ biases and the 

suspension rate, but revealing that type of information could have further discouraged 

potential subjects from participating in the study. As a result, the scope o f this research 

remained focused on administrators’ implicit biases only while collecting data for a few, 

less sensitive variables around school composition. This study was significant because a 

review of the literature revealed it could be the first to explore administrator implicit bias 

and suspension rates. It added to the body o f literature around disproportionate discipline 

practices and could influence policies, decisions, and training situated around the use of 

student suspension and classroom management.



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Boote and Beile (2005) state a comprehensive literature review is at the crux of 

meaningful research. This chapter surveys current research in student discipline to gain 

clarity on the use o f student suspension, federal and state guidelines around student 

suspension and currently proposed theories which seek to explain the existence of 

disproportionate suspension rates for African American students. Through in-depth 

analysis o f earlier studies, a gap in the literature was revealed, strengthening the need for 

this study.

Disproportionate Suspension Rates: A National and State Dilemma 

For over 30 years, administrators have increasingly utilized suspension and 

expulsion as a consequence for misbehavior (Skiba et al., 2011). In 1972-1973 less than 

1% of elementary students and 8% of secondary students were suspended (Losen, 2011). 

Now, national suspension rates have increased to 2.4% and 11.4% respectively (Losen,

2011). While this increase could be perceived as relatively small, it should be noted that 

a closer look at the data reveals that for subgroups o f students, specifically African 

Americans, the suspension rate has risen dramatically. 24.3%, the current suspension rate 

for secondary African American students is 14 percentage points above the suspension 

rate for African American students in the 1970s. This phenomenon is not true for White 

students whose suspension rate has only increased by 1 percentage point growing from

17
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6% in the 1970s to 7.1% now (Losen, 2011). The United States Office o f Civil Rights 

(CRDC) reported that in 2009-10, out o f 2,923 school districts in the United States 

enrolling 50 or more Black students, 761 had secondary suspension rates o f 25% or more. 

In other words, 761 school districts in the United States suspended 25% or more o f their 

Black student population in secondary schools. 65 school districts had secondary 

suspension rates of 50% or more for Blacks (U.S. Department o f Education Office for 

Civil Rights, 2012)

This issue has become a focus for policy makers as well. Eric Holder, the former 

United States Attorney General and Arne Duncan, the current United States Secretary o f 

Education state disproportionate suspension rates for minority students is a real problem. 

At an event in Maryland they stated, “ ...too many (schools) resort to suspension, 

expulsion or arrest for problems that could be handled in more constructive ways” (St. 

George, 2014). Holder is paraphrased as saying: “Offenses that once landed students in a 

principal’s office now might land them in a police precinct” (St. George, 2014). “ ...(A)s 

many as 95% of out o f school suspensions are for nonviolent behavior- like being 

disruptive, acting disrespectfully, tardiness, profanity, and dress code violations” (The 

White House, 2014).

Georgia’s suspension rates are no better. Several studies conducted in Georgia 

report similar findings o f overrepresentation and disproportionate suspension rates for 

Black students (Georgia Advisory Committee to the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 

2013; Rhodes, Hill, Vadodaria, Carter, & Gold, 2011; Waltz, 2011). The Georgia 

Advisory Committee to the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights (2013) reported that the
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disproportionate suspension rates for African American students is a serious matter 

deserving state and national attention and the problem is “ ...serving to promote a 

burgeoning underclass o f poorly educated persons based upon race” (Georgia Advisory 

Committee to the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 2013, p. 13). Another report 

released by the Georgia Appleseed Center for Law and Justice (2011) stated Georgia had 

the 10th highest suspension rate in the nation (Rhodes et al., 2011). With 1,667,685 

students enrolled in Georgia public schools during the 2009-2010 (Chen, 2011) school 

year, 8.1% (Rhodes et al., 2011) o f them or 135, 082 were suspended. O f that amount 65- 

67% (Rhodes et al., 2011) or at least 87, 803 of the students were Black- that is a 

significant overrepresentation o f African American students considering they constitute 

only 38% of the total student population. For the vast majority of these offences, the 

students were suspended for nonviolent behavior (Rhodes et al., 2011). Moreover, a 

significant number of these suspensions were not catagorized, described only as 

suspended for “other discipline incident” (Rhodes et al., 2011).

State and District Policies on Suspension 

Georgia law provides very little mention or guideline for use o f student 

suspension. Instead, it provides a general decree for student discipline and safety and 

states primary responsibility rests with local school districts (The Improved Student 

Learning Environment and Discipline Act, 1999). The Improved Student Learning 

Environment and Discipline Act o f 1999 provides that local school boards are responsible 

for developing and implementing policies designed to sustain a quality learning 

environment by improving student behavior. Student codes o f conduct must be age
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appropriate and (1) address standards for behavior, (2) a process for student support, (3) a 

process for progressive discipline and (4) a process for parental involvement. In addition, 

the law states the Georgia Department o f Education is required to provide models in each 

o f these areas (The Improved Student Learning Environment and Discipline Act, 1999). 

The law goes on to outline specific offences that must be addressed in a district’s student 

code of conduct which include inappropriate behaviors such as verbal and physical 

assault, disrespect, and persistent violation o f the student code of conduct.

Pursuant to the law, the Georgia Board of Education provides models for the four 

areas it says must be addressed in a district’s student code o f conduct. In these documents 

the state takes an explicit stance on suspension, stating a preference for placement in 

alternative education settings in lieu o f  suspension or expulsion. In addition, it reiterates 

the spirit of the law stating disciplinary practices should be in proportion to the severity 

of misbehavior taking into account other relevant factors, including previous disciplinary 

history.

Negative Student Outcomes Associated with Suspension 

Suspensions and expulsions are used quite frequently in the United States yet it is 

unclear if they improve outcomes for the student on the receiving end o f the suspension 

(Academy o f American Pediatrics, 2013). However, there is evidence to show 

suspension can cause harm (Academy o f American Pediatrics, 2013). Some potentially 

negative outcomes associated with suspension include lower graduation rates, an 

increased likelihood o f school dropout, lower earning potential, higher unemployment
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rate, poor academic achievement and higher incarceration rates. These threats are 

discussed in detail below.

Dropping Out o f School

Higher suspension rates have been linked to lower graduation rates (Balfanz, 

Alemedia, Steinberg, Santos & Fox, 2009; Cornell, Sheras, Gregory & Fan, 2009). 

Students who experience discipline problems, including suspension, are at an increased 

risk o f dropping out o f school- and not completing high school can be detrimental 

(Balfanz & Byrnes, 2012; Cornell et al., 2009). For instance, students who dropout are 

less likely to find and retain employment. In 2013 the unemployment rate for students 

who did not graduate from high school was 12% compared to 8%, the national 

unemployment rate, and a mere 4%, the unemployment rate for college graduates (U.S. 

Census Beurea, 2015a). Not graduating from high school is also closely related to a 

student’s future earning potential. According to the United States Census Beurea, 

students who do not complete high school can expect to earn an annual income o f around 

$20,241 ...$10,386 less than the typical annual income for a high school graduate, and 

$36,424 less than someone who graduated college with a bachelor’s degree (U.S. Census 

Beurea, 2015a). Over the span o f a lifetime students who dropout o f high school are 

estimated to earn $400,000 less than high school graduates (Northeastern University 

Center for Labor Market Studies, 2009) For males the earnings gap is estimated to be 

nearly $485,000 less than graduates, and in excess o f $500,000 less for males living in 

larger states (Northeastern University Center for Labor Market Studies, 2009). High 

rates o f unemployment and lower earning potential cost the nation in lost productivy and



22

taxable income (Northeaster University Center for Labor Market Studies, 2009). Due to 

the likelihood o f lower lifetime earnings, students who fail to graduate tend to contribute 

much less to federal, state, and local taxes and instead can burden the taxpayer through 

indirect means such as incarcertation (Northeastern University Center for Labor Market 

Studies, 2009; Sum, Khatiwada, McLaughlin, & Palma, 2009). Just as Georgia has one of 

the highest suspension rates in the nation, at 22.1% Georgia also has one o f the highest 

dropout rates (Northeastern University Center for Labor Market Studies, 2009). Similar 

to the disproportionate rates of suspension amongst African American students in 

Georgia, Black students are overrepresented in the number of students who do not 

complete high school. In 2007, 270,114 students dropped out o f high school and o f that 

number 94,490 were Black (Northeastern University Center for Labor Market Studies,

2009).

School to Prison Pipeline

According to the International Centre for Prison Studies (ICPS), the United States 

incarcerates more of its population than any other place in the world (Walmsley, 2014). 

The United States Bureau o f Justice Statistics (BJS) reported that in 2011, the U.S. 

imprisoned 2,266,800 adults and placed 4,814,200 adults on probation or parole. O f the 

number o f people imprisoned, nearly 50% of them are Black. Often referred to as the 

school to prison pipeline, suspension has been associated with an increased risk o f arrest 

and incarceration- and because Black students are disproportionately suspended they are 

also at an increased risk of being involved in the juvenile justice system (Fowler, 2011). 

The school to prison pipeline purports exclusionary discipline practices, such as
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suspension, distances students from school by steering them from the classroom to the 

criminal justice system (Fowler, 2011).

According to a study conducted by the Public Policy Research Institute at Texas 

A&M (Fabelo et al., 2011 ), a history of discipline referrals is the single greatest predictor 

o f future involvement in the juvenile justice system. This statistic might imply that a 

trend o f misbehavior in school, leading to higher referral rates, can naturally lead to 

involvement in the juvenile justice system; however, Fabelo et al, (2011) found a 

student’s behavior is not the greatest predictor of the likelihood a student will receive a 

disciplinary referral (Fowler, 2011). In a study in which millions o f individual student 

records were examined, researchers controlled for 83 variables, and found that regardless 

o f the nature o f the offense, poverty and many other factors, Black students were still 

disproportionately suspended (Fabelo et al., 2011). To drive this point home even 

ftirther, they examined the consequence for first offenses coded as student code of 

conduct violation by race. For African American students, 26.2% of the 94.2% of 

students whose first disciplinary action was a code o f conduct violation were suspended. 

In contrast, only 9.9% out of 93.3% of White students who received the same conduct 

violation code were suspended (Fabelo et al., 2011). These suspensions are a result of 

discretionary decisions (Fabelo et al., 2011). In the same study when researchers 

examined instances where discretion was not an option and the infraction required 

mandatory suspension (i.e. bringing firearms or drugs to school) they found they were all 

comparatively low with very little racial discrepancy. 7.2% of Black students, 7.9% of 

Latino students, and 5.3% of White students were found to commit serious offenses that
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required suspension (Fabelo et al., 2011). These data strengthen the hypothesis that 

administrative discretion and attitudes about race may contribute to increased and 

disproportionate suspension rates.

If as the literature suggests, suspensions increase the likelihood that a student will 

become involved in the criminal justice system (i.e. school to prison pipeline), it would 

be important that educational leaders look for ways to decrease suspension rates and 

understand how to minimize Black students’ exposure to the school to prison pipeline. In 

other words, just as high student attrition rates have encouraged educational leaders to 

look for ways to improve student retention (Bridgeland , Dilulio, & Morison, 2006), it 

would appear logical that educational leaders would also want to look for ways to 

decrease suspension rates by investigating alternative discipline practices.

Poor Student Achievement

The use o f exclusionary discipline practices, specifically suspension, can also 

negatively influence students’ academic achievement (Gregory & Thompson, 2010). 

Students must be present to learn (Balfanz & Byrnes, 2012). “Achievement especially in 

math, is very sensitive to attendance...” (Balfanz & Byrnes, 2012, p. 3). When students 

are suspended, they are removed from the classroom and excluded from learning. The 

number o f days students miss as a result o f one suspension can vary including one day to 

a total of ten days suspension depending on school practice and policy (Gregory, Skiba & 

Noguera, 2010). Further compounding the missed instructional time, some students are 

suspended more than once, again making them more susceptible to falling behind in their 

studies as a result o f missed instruction. Research shows missing any number o f days of
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school, regardless of the reason, can hinder students’ academic achievement (Krammer 

III & McGiboney, 2012). Krammer III and McGiboney reported that .increasing 

students’ attendance by five days could represent the most efficient intervention aimed at 

increasing student proficiency rates” (Krammer III & McGiboney, 2012, p29).

Decreasing students’ attendance as a result of suspension or any other reason could 

represent an intervening factor negatively contributing to poor student achievement. 

Missing instruction can also impact graduation rates In one study, Krammer and 

McGiboney (2012) found that for the group of eighth graders studied, the graduation rate 

dropped from 78.73% (for students with no absences) to 30.89% (Krammer III & 

McGiboney, 2012). The graduation rate for eighth graders who missed 11-14 days was 

54.33% and the graduation rate for eighth graders who missed six to ten days was 64%. 

Plainly stated suspending students from school, in essence, prevents them from learning 

and can further exacerbate an already existing problem.

Factors That May Contribute to Disproportionate Suspension Rates 

A survey o f current literature reveals there are various factors which have been 

proposed to explain or at least partially explain disproportionate suspension rates. Some 

of these proposed theories include poor classroom management, differential rates of 

misbehavior, poverty, and administrative discretion. These theories are explained in 

more detail below.

Poor Classroom Management

Creating an environment conducive to learning is one of the primary 

responsibilities of a teacher. Schussler (2009) says that a healthy classroom environment
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provides academic challenge, support, quality instruction, and relevancy- and at the core 

o f creating an environment conducive to learning is effective classroom management (H. 

Wong, R. Wong, Rogers & Brooks, 2012). Well managed classrooms organize students, 

space, time, and materials so that learning can occur. They are safe, predictable and 

consistent. Poorly managed classrooms create opportunities for off task behavior (H. 

Wong et al., 2012) which some educational leaders hypothesize can result in increased 

office referrals leading to suspension. However, Bradshaw, Mitchell, O ’Brennan, and 

Leaf (2010) explored select classroom level factors on the odds o f receiving a 

disciplinary referral and found that higher ratings in classroom disruptions actually 

resulted in a reduction o f discipline referrals. Another study observed similar findings. 

Petras, Masyn, Buckley, Ialongo, and Kellam (2011) found students in more chaotic 

classrooms with increased disruptive behavior were less likely to be suspended. Poor 

classroom management might explain poor achievement, but it does not appear to explain 

increased suspension rates, particularly among African American students.

Misbehavior

Instead of poor classroom management creating space for African American 

students to get off task leading to disproportionate discipline referrals, maybe differences 

in behavior might explain increased suspension rates. In other words, maybe Black 

students exhibit inappropriate behavior more frequently or commit more serious offenses 

as compared to White students (Beaver, Wright & DeLisi, 2011). In one study, Wright, 

Morgan, Coyne, Beaver, and Barnes (2014) replicated prior studies showing racial 

discrepancy in suspension rates, but when controlling for prior behavioral problems, was
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able to explain the difference in discipline practices. Wright et al., (2014) posits that his 

study shows that students with an early history o f behavioral problems typically continue 

to exhibit behavioral problems later in life that often materialize in the classroom. 

However, several researchers argue there is a larger body o f evidence that shows 

investigations in differential behavior among Black students produce little to no evidence 

that African American students misbehave at a significantly higher rate or commit more 

serious discipline infractions than other students (Fenning & Rose, 2007; Losen & Skiba,

2010). To this point, Skiba, Eckes, and Brown (2009) found that Black students typically 

receive discipline referrals for subjective offenses such as disrespect, excessive noise, and 

loitering while White students are more likely to be referred for objective offenses such 

as smoking, vandalism, or using obscene/offensive language. For more serious offences 

which often require suspension, such as possessing a weapon or drugs on school grounds, 

the differences in the number o f Whites and Blacks committing these violations are 

minimal (Gregory & Weinstein, 2008). These studies suggest the differences are not 

necessarily in the frequency or severity o f the offence, but in the differences and severity 

o f the consequence.

Starr and Rehavi (2012) o f the University o f Michigan Law School assessed 

disparities in criminal sentences for Whites and Blacks convicted o f similar crimes in a 

working paper titled, “Racial Disparity in Federal Criminal Charging and Its Sentencing 

Consequences”. They found that in 80% of cases differences in sentencing could be 

attributed to pre-charge characteristics such as previous convictions; in comparable cases 

though, where both White and Black people had similar histories and convicted o f the
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same charge, Blacks received sentences nearly 10% longer than sentences handed to 

Whites. In another case, the Department o f Education Office for Civil Rights (OCR) 

conducted an investigation into the disciplinary practices by Christina School District 

(located in Delaware) and found they violated Title VI of the Civil Rights Act. The OCR 

found multiple instances where African American students who had engaged in virtually 

identical behavior to White students were more harshly punished than White students 

with similar or worse disciplinary records. In addition, statistical analysis showed for first 

time violations of similar severity, African American students were twice as likely to be 

suspended as White students. For first time violations categorized as “inappropriate 

behavior” African American students were seven times more likely to be suspended than 

White students receiving the same first time referral. Further investigation revealed 

administrators used penalties in excess o f guidelines outlined in the student code of 

conduct and unfortunately these penalties were disproportionately imposed on Black 

students (U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights, 2012).

Poverty

Another hypothesis that has been suggested to explain disproportionate 

suspension rates for Black students is poverty. Research confirms poor students are 

disproportionately suspended (Mcloughlin & Noltemeyer, 2010). It is not clear, 

however, if this phenomenon is the result o f higher rates o f misbehavior, learned 

behaviors which do not fit within school norms/expectations or other variables. There are 

a few studies which indicate a correlation between poverty and an increased likely of 

disruptive behavior, albeit small (Letourneau, Duffett-Leger, Levac, Watson &Young-
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Morris, 2015). However, poverty itself does not seem to explain racial disparities in 

discipline. In Georgia, nearly 60% o f students or 1,017, 313, were eligible to receive free 

or reduced lunch during the 2013-14 school year (Georgia Department of Education, 

n.d.). If poverty explained racial disparities in discipline practices it would seem 

Georgia’s suspension rate would actually be higher and that poor, White students would 

be experiencing a similar disproportionate suspension rate as poor, Black students. 

Instead, disproportionate suspension rates still persist even when studies control for 

poverty (J.M. Wallace, Goodkind, C.M. Wallace & Bachman, 2008).

Administrative Discretion

The Georgia Board o f Education does not mention student suspension other than 

to define its meaning (i.e. short vs long term suspension) and to stipulate a preference for 

placement in alternative education settings in lieu of being suspended. As a result, local 

school boards are left to develop specific suspension policies to guide administrators’ 

disciplinary decisions at the local school level. A review o f Georgia school district 

policies shows very few disciplinary infractions which require mandatory suspension. 

Some of these infractions, often referred to in zero tolerance policies, include bringing a 

weapon onto school grounds, being in possession of or the use o f illegal drugs, or 

fighting on campus.

In contrast, the vast majority o f suspensions are made based on administrative 

discretion (Manley-Casimir & Moffat, 2012). In other words, the majority of 

suspensions are not mandated by policy, but are instead a response to misbehavior 

imposed on students based on administrators’ judgment (Manley-Casimir & Moffat,



30

2012). There is an expectation that these decisions will be made using sound processes, 

especially being that they will have a direct impact on children, their families and the 

community.

The “ ...traditional gold standard” for arriving at a rational decision uses the 

weighted additive rule (Gigerenzer, Todd, & ABC Research Group, 1999, p. 26). The 

weighted additive rule is a complex process for making accurate decisions or judgments 

and has been shown to require substantial effort (Payne, Bettman & Johnson, 1993). To 

make a decision using the weighted additive rule requires that a person (1) identify all 

applicable pieces of information, (2) be able to store and retrieve the value o f each piece 

of information either through an external source or by memory, (3) determine the 

weighted value o f each piece of information, (4) sum the weighted values before (5) 

selecting the one with the highest sum. This process, however, takes a considerable 

amount o f time and cognitive processing- and because people do not have an unlimited 

amount o f time or processing capacity (Shah & Oppenheimer, 2008) it is not realistic 

(Simon, 1990). Herbert Simon defines this phenomenon as “bounded rationality” (Simon, 

1955, 1956, 1990) or the existence of . .constraints imposed by (limited) cognitive 

resources and the task environment” (Shah & Oppenheimer, 2008, p. 207)- and as a result 

of bounded rationality people seek ways to simplify their decision making processes 

using cognitive shortcuts called heuristics (Lee, 2011; Simon, 1990).

In contrast to the weighted additive strategy, decision making using heuristics 

means that when making a decision people use one or more shortcuts. They either (1) do 

not take into account all relevant information (2) reduce the effort of retrieving and
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storing the actual values of relevant information (3) use simplified based weighted values 

(4) do not take into account all the weighted values before making a decision or (5) 

develop or compare fewer options. When people identify less information, typically they 

make judgments or decision based on the information that they have determined is of 

utmost importance. By simplifying the process o f attaching value to information people 

may use easier forms of comparison. For instance, instead o f remembering the calories in 

an apple and the calories in a candy bar, a person would instead simply remember that 

fruit is a lower calorie food choice. Finally, by reducing the information used to 

formulate alternatives and/or reducing the number o f options to choose from, people are 

also reducing the amount of time and effort it takes to reach a decision. Administrators, 

like other working adults, operate in bounded rationality and as a result are also likely to 

employ heuristics to make decisions.

Implicit Bias Theory and Administrative Discretion 

Being able to make quick judgments, regardless of their validity can be an 

effective strategy. Rather than thinking not all bears are likely to pose a threat, it is much 

easier to assume that bears are dangerous and it is best to avoid them in the wild. The 

problem with the use o f heuristics, though, is these quick and easy strategies or cognitive 

shortcuts are influenced by implicit (i.e. unconscious) biases which can lead to poor 

decisions based on stereotypes and assumptions. Implicit biases refers to a person’s 

preferences that develop in the subconscious mind that can manifest in everyday 

conversations, interactions, decisions and the way humans receive and store information 

(Casey, Warren, Cheesman, & Elek, 2012). Current research suggests that unconscious
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or implicit biases are developed in multiple ways. They can be developed through 

personal experience (i.e. direct interaction) (Olson & Fazio, 2001), through social 

learning experiences (i.e. watching parents) (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995), cultural 

stereotypes (Devine, 1989; Fazio, Jackson, Dunton, & Williams, 1995), and implicit 

egotism, or the act of preferring people who look, talk, or act like one’s self (Banaji & 

Heiphetz, 2010). People can have implicit biases (or preferences) about a host of topics 

including age, gender, race, sexuality, or even weight. For instance, in one online study 

using a nonrandom sample o f participants from the United States, researchers found 80% 

of respondents associated old people with “good” and young people with “bad.” In the 

same study researchers also found 68% of participants showed an implicit preference for 

White people compared to Black people (Nosek, Greenwald & Banji, 2007). In another 

study investigating whether young Black boys were viewed as having childlike qualities, 

like innocence, and deserving protection in the same way as young White boys, they 

found Black boys were seen as older and less innocent than White boys o f the same age 

(Goff, Jackson, Leone, Culotta & Dittomaso, 2014). Beginning as early as age 10, 

participants in the study, all o f whom were police officers, began to overestimate the age 

of Black boys. Results showed that by the age o f 13 Black boys were typically viewed as 

adults. After reviewing the police officers’ records, the results went on to show that 

participants who show indications o f dehumanizing Black boys were also much more 

likely to have used violence when taking a Black child into custody (Goff et al., 2014). 

Similarly, if administrators use heuristics to make disciplinary decisions then it is 

possible these decisions are being unduly prejudiced by implicit racial bias.
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Measuring Implicit Bias 

One way o f measuring implicit racial bias is with the use of the Implicit 

Association Test (IAT) developed by Greenwald, Banaji, and Nosek in 1998. The 

Implicit Association Test (IAT) measures implicit attitudes about Black and White 

people, specifically those of a sensitive nature that someone may be unwilling or unable 

to document using traditional self-reported measures such as a survey (Greenwald, 

Poehlman, Uhlmann & Banji, 2009). The computer-based test uses millisecond 

technology and requires “(p)articipants classify items by rapidly pressing 1 o f 2 keys” 

(Haider et al., 2011, p. 3). The IAT is able to measure the strength o f implicit attitudes by 

capturing the amount o f time it takes for a participant to associate a concept (i.e. White 

people) with an evaluation (i.e. good) or stereotype (i.e. violent) with the underlying 

assumption being response time is quicker when closely associated concepts and 

evaluations/stereotypes share the same response key (Greenwald, McGhee, & Schwartz, 

1998). In other words, participants respond more quickly to associations that are already 

strongly linked together in their mind.

Summary

The use of suspensions to penalize inappropriate behavior continues to increase 

and has been shown to disproportionately impact black students. Research shows that 

most of these suspensions are not mandated by law and are typically the result o f 

administrator discretion which could explain its inconsistent and subjective use across the 

nation, state, and sometimes within a single school district. Several theories have been 

proposed to explain the existence o f this phenomenon yet little research has been
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conducted to reveal the extent to which administrators’ beliefs and subsequent decisions 

may contribute to discipline disparities and no research has been conducted to reveal the 

relationship between administrators’ implicit biases and the suspension rate for African 

American students. The IAT is the most commonly used test to measure implicit bias 

and was used to evaluate administrators’ racial biases.



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

State and national statistics show African American students are two to three 

times more likely to be suspended than White students (Gregory, 1997; Losen & Skiba, 

2010; McCarthy & Hoge, 1987; McFadden, Marsh, Prince, & Hwang, 1992; Raffaele- 

Mendez & Knoff, 2003; Skiba et al., 2002; Wu, Pink, Crain, & Moles, 1982). This issue 

is o f particular concern in Georgia where the suspension rate is the 10th highest in the 

nation and African American students make up 65-67% of students suspended (Rhodes, 

Hill, Vadodaria, Carter, & Gold, 2011), placing them at an increased and disproportionate 

risk o f experiencing poor academic achievement, school dropout, and involvement in the 

juvenile justice system (Balfanz et al., 2013; Fabelo et al., 2011; Schollenberger, 2013; 

Skiba & Rausch, 2006; Wald & Losen, 2003). A very small percentage o f student 

suspensions are mandated by law or district policy which means the vast majority of 

suspensions are a result of administrative discretion (Manley-Casimir & Moffat, 2012). 

The purpose of this study is to explore the relationship between administrators’ implicit 

beliefs about race and the suspension rate for African American students in Georgia to 

determine the extent in which implicit racial bias towards Blacks or Whites may 

contribute to discipline disparities for Black students.

35
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Research Questions and Hypotheses

This study primarily explored the relationship between two variables: the 

(independent variable) and the suspension rate for African American students (dependent 

variable). However, the researcher also collected data regarding the White student 

suspension rate, school level, percentage o f students receiving free or reduced lunch and 

the percentage o f African American students enrolled to assess the extent to which these 

variables might be correlated to the Black student suspension rate as well. The related 

research questions and hypotheses were as follows:

RQ1. What are the implicit racial attitudes administrators possess as it relates to 

Black and White people?

Hoi. Administrators will show a neutral implicit attitude as it relates to Black 

and White people.

RQ2. Is there a relationship between administrators’ implicit attitudes about 

race and the African American student suspension rate?

H02. No relationship exists between administrators’ implicit racial attitudes and 

the African American suspension rate.

RQ3. Is there a relationship between other variables such as school level, the 

percentage of students receiving free or reduced lunch or the number of 

African American students enrolled and the African American student 

suspension rate?

Ho3. No relationship exists between other measured nuisance variables and the 

African American student suspension rate
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Research Design

This correlational study took place across the state of Georgia and identified 

principal and assistant principals’ implicit associations about race to determine their 

relationship (if any) to the African American suspension rate. Each individual in the 

target population received an email invitation to participate in the study. The email 

invitation informed potential participants about the nature and purpose o f the study and 

included a unique code that was later used to identify the participant’s school. If the 

administrator provided consent to participate, he/she clicked on an embedded link within 

the email that took him/her to Inquisit, a secure website, where he/she answered two 

qualifying questions before proceeding to take the Implicit Association Test (IAT) for 

race. The two required qualifying questions asked the administrator if he/she was 

involved in disciplinary decisions at the school and if he/she was a school administrator 

(i.e. principal or assistant principal). Individuals who noted they were not involved in 

disciplinary decisions or whose role was something other than principal or assistant 

principal were notified that they did not qualify to participate in the study and were 

redirected to a screen thanking them for their time. Participants who qualified for the 

study were directed to a screen with directions for taking the IAT before proceeding on to 

take the test.

The IAT is a computer-based test that requires participants to quickly categorize 

words and images. Once participants read the directions for the IAT, the test, divided into 

four tasks, began. In the first set o f tasks, participants were shown two labels at the top of 

the screen, African American (Black) and European-American (White) and an image o f a
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Black or White person. Using a single keystroke, participants were asked to correctly 

identify the racial identity of the person in the image using the key assigned to that label. 

For instance, if the “E” key was assigned to “African American” and the image was a 

person o f African American decent, then the participant would press the “E” key. The 

same process was repeated in the second task for the labels “good” and “bad” and words 

associated with those terms such as joy or happy. Each word or image had a correct and 

incorrect response. These tasks acclimated the test taker to the IAT and ensured that he 

could correctly categorize a person’s race and words associated with the evaluative terms 

good and bad. This portion o f the IAT typically takes 5 minutes or less. See the Figure 3 

for an example o f how this phase of the test appears on screen.

EuropMn-Amwfcan Afriean-Amarieani
Good Bad

Joy

Figure 2. An Example o f the First Set o f Tasks on the Implicit Association Test (IAT) 
Reprinted from IAT Design In Online Psychology Laboratory, n.d., Retrieved January 
31, 2015, from http://opl.apa.org/Experiments/About/AboutIATRace.aspx. Copyright by 
Online Psychology Laboratory. Reprinted with permission.

http://opl.apa.org/Experiments/About/AboutIATRace.aspx
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The third and fourth set o f tasks required participants to complete similar 

activities with the only difference being the labels at the top o f the screen were a 

combined set o f terms that included race and the evaluative word (e.g. good or bad). The 

participant was again shown an image o f a Black or White person and was expected to 

click the “E” or “I” key depending on which side o f the screen the combined terms were 

located. If for instance, the combined terms “African American or Good” were on the 

left side o f the screen and an image of a Black person appeared, the participant would 

have clicked the “E” key. Once this portion o f the task was complete, the evaluative 

terms switched and the participant repeated the same process. In other words, if “African 

American was first paired with good” for the final portion of the IAT it would have been 

paired with “bad”. This portion o f the test typically takes 5 minutes. See the image 

below for an example o f how this phase o f the test appears on screen.

African-American 
or 

Good

Figure 3. An Example of the Second Set o f Tasks on the Implicit Association Test (IAT)

Reprinted from IAT Design In Online Psychology Laboratory, n.d., Retrieved January 
31, 2015, from http://opl.apa.org/Experiments/About/AboutIATRace.aspx. Copyright by 
Online Psychology Laboratory. Reprinted with permission.

European-American

http://opl.apa.org/Experiments/About/AboutIATRace.aspx
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Once both sets o f tasks were complete, participant scores were standardized into 

a D score which is the standard metric used to interpret IAT results. Faster response times 

are interpreted to mean a stronger association between stimuli (images or words) and 

evaluative terms (e.g. good or bad). The higher the D score, which ranges between -2 

and +2, the more closely the participant associates the two categories (Greenwald, 

McGhee & Schwartz, 1998). The cut scores are as follows: a score of zero indicates 

complete neutrality, a score less than or equal to ±0.15 (but not zero) indicates slight bias, 

a score greater than ±0.15 but less than or equal to ±0.35 indicates moderate bias, and a 

score greater than ±0.35 but less than or equal to ±0.65 indicates a strong bias. These cut 

scores are conservative according to psychology standards for effect size and are 

calculated using the difference in average response latency between the two sorting 

conditions divided by the standard deviation o f all latencies for both sorting tasks (Nosek, 

Greenwald & Banji, 2005). This means “ ...the IAT score (called D) is a cousin of 

Cohen’s d calculation of effect size for an individual’s responses in the task” (Nosek et 

al., 2005, p. 167). Participants’ D scores were stored using secure web-based software 

from Inquisit, the same company that provided remote, online and secure testing for this 

study.

Participants were able to take the test at any time after receiving the initial email 

invite until the IAT closed on June 18, 2015. All participants received 2-3 reminder 

emails, staggered to occur 5-7 days after the initial email invitation and any subsequent 

reminder. On average, administrators who elected to participate took the IAT within two
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weeks o f receiving the initial invitation. Participants were encouraged to take the test in a 

quiet place with minimal interruption.

Population, Sample and Participants 

The population being studied was administrators who play a role in student 

discipline, as defined by being actively involved in determining consequences for student 

misbehavior. Traditionally, assistant principals are responsible for student discipline, and 

in schools with multiple assistant principals the job may be delegated to one or more 

people. However, in this instance it was important to include assessment o f the implicit 

beliefs from principals as well. Coined the “ripple effect”, research shows principals 

have a direct impact on school conditions which includes school safety and discipline 

(Clifford, Behrstock-Sherratt, & Fetters, 2012). Principal practices which include their 

attitudes, beliefs, and expectations influence the work o f other leaders (assistant 

principals) and teachers in the building. Therefore, the target population included both 

principals and any assistant principal with an active role in student discipline. The 

obtained sample was derived from administrators across the state.

To gain consent, the researcher included pertinent information regarding the study 

in the body o f the initial email to help potential participants make an informed, voluntary 

decision as to whether they would like to contribute to the study. More detailed 

information was provided in an attached document. If an administrator agreed to 

participant, they clicked on an embedded link which took them directly to Inquist where 

they answered two brief qualifying questions before taking the IAT. Participants could 

quit the IAT at any time by exiting the survey. The email was written in English using



42

simple, direct language. Because the study was computer-based and participants had the 

ability to take the test at any location with a computer o f their choosing, they were able to 

read the letter at their own pace, without coercion and were able to stop or change their 

mind about participation at any time.

Instrumentation

Greenwald et al.’s (1998) Race Implicit Association Test (IAT) was used to 

measure administrators’ implicit beliefs about race. This instrument was selected 

because it is the most widely used implicit attitude measure (Olson & Fazio, 2003) and 

has been validated in other studies investigating implicit beliefs (Greenwald & Famham, 

2000). “In addition, physiological measures (functional magnetic resonance imaging, or 

fMRI) have shown that IAT effects are linked to activation of the amygdala (a subcortical 

structure associated with emotional learning and evaluation) but not with other regions of 

the brain typically involved in explicit processing,” ...providing evidence that the IAT 

does measure implicit beliefs hidden from conscious awareness” (Cunningham et al., 

2003; Phelps et al., 2000 p. 438). A look into 20 studies that utilized more than one 

administration of the IAT, the test-retest reliability (a measure o f stability over occasions) 

averaged .60 (Greenwald, Uhlmann, Poelhman, & Banaji, 2009) and has been shown to 

have high internal consistency (alpha typically equal to.80 or higher) (Hofman, 

Gawronski, Gschwender, Le, & Schmitt, 2005). The retests within the 20 studies varied 

from 10 minutes or the same session to a year. Also, the IAT is resistant to various 

procedural nuances such as which hand is designated to the “good” or “bad” category.
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Validation

A meta-analysis o f 61 studies conducted in 2009 concluded the IAT significantly 

predicted judgment, choices, psychological response, and behaviors and outperformed 

self-reported measures in the areas o f prejudice and stereotyping (Greenwald et al.,

2009). In addition, the IAT was found to be a better predictor o f behavior under socially 

sensitive contexts such as suicide or discrimination (Nock et al., 2010) when compared to 

self-report measures. In particular, the IAT has successfully predicted voting behavior 

(Arcuri, Castelli, Galdi, Zogmaister & Amadori, 2008), mental health (Nock & Banaji, 

2007), risky flight behavior (Molesworth & Chang, 2009), medical decisions (Green et 

al., 2007) and hiring practices (Rooth, 2010) to list a few examples.

The IAT is also resistant to manipulating responses in an effort to obtain socially 

desirable results. In one study which asked people to fake results on purpose using both 

an explicit and implicit measure o f anxiety, participants found it difficult to manipulate 

their results on the IAT, but easier to do so on the explicit measure (Egloff & Schmukle, 

2002). Also, participants must respond to stimulus rather quickly or the test times out 

which prevents the subject from answering that particular portion o f the IAT.

Data Collection

Internal Review Board (IRB) approval was obtained from Mercer University and 

the researcher was able to contact every principal in the state using a publicly accessible 

database o f emails published on the Georgia Department o f Education website. The 

researcher was also able to contact assistant principals in two school districts whose 

district IRB granted permission. There was not a publicly accessible database o f emails
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for assistant principals in the state. All potential participants received an email addressing 

the purpose of the study, informed consent, and a request to participate. The email also 

included a unique code that was later used to identify the participant’s school. Based on 

each participant’s unique code, the respective data associated with his/her individual 

school, including the percentage o f African American students, the African American and 

White suspension rate, the percentage o f students receiving free or reduced lunch, and the 

school level were provided to the researcher by the Georgia Department o f Education 

through an open records request and by accessing publicly accessible data from the 

Governor’s Office of Student Achievement’s online database. Participants’ were never 

asked for identifying information. All data was entered into SPSS Statistics software for 

analysis.

Response Rate

Research shows the response rate for web-based surveys can vary from as little as 

2% (Petchenik & Watermolen, 2011) to as high as 95% (Kieman, Kieman, Oyler, & 

Gilles, 2005) based on a multitude of variables (e.g. open access internet surveys or pre

recruited participants), but is relatively low when compared to other methods o f data 

collection (Cook, Heath, & Thompson, 2000; Fielding, 2008). In addition, because this 

study was sensitive in nature, it is likely some participants were reluctant to participate. 

To maximize participation precautions were taken to increase the response rate based on 

recommendations from Monroe and Adam (2012) who suggested sending personalized 

invitations and reminders, using the name of a respected organizational leader in the
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signature line (if given permission), and taking measures to ensure the survey worked 

well for the target population (e.g. viewing in different browsers or survey length).

Data Analysis

The researcher used statistical analysis, specifically Pearson’s correlation, partial 

correlation and multiple regression to address the research questions. All variables were 

normalized before statistical analysis to reduce possible statistical artifacts (errors) due to 

distribution shape differences or extreme outliers. This type o f statistical analysis 

allowed the researcher to investigate the strength o f the relationship between 

administrators’ implicit beliefs about race and the African American student suspension 

rate- and the lAT’s ability to predict an increased suspension rate for Black students 

while also controlling for the effect o f nuisance variables as well as the nature o f their 

relationship with the Black suspension rate. The independent (predictor) variable or the 

D score was obtained from the IAT and the potential nuisance variables, listed below, 

were obtained through an open records request from the Georgia Department of 

Education and from data publicly available on the Governor’s Office o f Student 

Achievement’s online database. The nuisance variables were as follows: school level, 

percentage of students receiving free or reduced lunch, the percentage o f African 

American students enrolled and the White student suspension rate. The suspension rate 

for African American students at applicable schools was obtained from the Georgia 

Department o f Education through an open records request as well.
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Summary

Utilizing Pearson’s correlation, partial correlation and multiple regression, this 

study investigated the relationship between administrators’ implicit beliefs about race and 

the suspension rate for African American students to determine the extent to which 

implicit racial bias may contribute to discipline disparities for Black students.

Participants’ D score from the IAT (independent variable) and the suspension rate for 

African American students (dependent variable) were used to determine the strength of 

the relationship. The relationships between the suspension rate and nuisance variables 

such as the percentage of Black students enrolled and the number o f students receiving 

free or reduced lunch were also calculated to provide context and reveal the nature of 

their relationship to the Black student suspension rate. Approval from Mercer University 

and two school district’s Internal Review Boards (IRB) was obtained before conducting 

the research. Mercer University IRB allowed the researcher to contact administrators 

from across the state using a publicly assessable database. Participant data was collected 

using the online version o f the IAT, hosted by Inquisit. All other data was obtained from 

the Governor’s Office of Student Achievement’s online database or from the Georgia 

Department o f Education through an open records request.



CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS OF THE STUDY 

A significant amount of quantitative data exists which demonstrates 

disproportionality in African American suspension rates, but very few studies explore 

how administrative decisions potentially contribute to these racial disparities (Skiba et al.,

2011). This study addressed a gap in the literature by exploring a potential relationship 

between administrators’ implicit racial attitudes and suspension rates for Black students. 

The results from this research are described in Chapter 4 presented in three sections: 

background, findings, and summary. The background provides a description o f the 

setting in which the study took place and study participants. The section on findings 

reviews the research questions and the results o f the analysis using Pearson’s correlation, 

partial correlation and multiple regression. The final section summarizes the results 

showing the data supports one null hypothesis, but rejects the other two. Please note that 

Figure 5 is presented in color. Non-color copies may not be easily interpreted.

Background

This study investigated the relationship between administrator’s implicit racial 

bias, measured using the Implicit Association Test (IAT) and Black student suspension 

rates. To address the research questions, it was determined Pearson’s correlation, partial 

correlation, and multiple regression analysis were the most appropriate statistical 

measures to assess the strength and direction o f the relationship between the two main

47
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variables and the nuisance variables (Stigler, 1989). Georgia was selected as the setting 

for this study because it was ranked 10th highest in the nation for student suspensions and 

more importantly, because of the significant number of Black students in Georgia who 

disproportionately receive out o f school suspension; Black students make up 38% percent 

of public school students, but 65-67% of total students suspended (Rhodes, Hill, 

Vadodaria, Carter & Gold, 2011). Georgia, located in the southeastern region o f the 

United States, is the 24th largest state and the 8th most populous. According to the U.S. 

Census Bureau (2015b), Georgia’s population is 62.5% White, 31.4% Black or African 

American, 0.5% American Indian and Alaskan Native, 3.7% Asian, 0.1% Native 

Hawaiian and Other or Pacific Islander and 1.9% from two or more races. Hispanics and 

Latinos can be considered Black, White or both. They constituted 9.2% of the total 

population. Georgia contains 181 public school districts and within those districts, 2, 288 

schools, and approximately 1.8 million students. O f those students an estimated 44% are 

White, 38% are Black, 12.2% are Hispanic, 3.4% are Asian and 3.3% are described as 

‘other’ (Georgia Department of Education, 2015)

O f the 2035 invitations that were sent, 89 administrators- from 83 schools and 52 

districts- completed the IAT for an average response rate of 4%- this number excludes the 

response rate from administrators at schools other than elementary, middle or high 

schools. The vast majority o f participants, 57%, were elementary school administrators 

(n = 51). The remaining participants came from middle schools (18%), high schools 

(20%), a combined middle and high school (2%) and a school that serves all grades (2%).
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Most participating schools had one administrator participate, two schools had two 

participating administrators and one school had three participating administrators. No 

school had more than three administrators to participate. Under the column labeled 

“invitations distributed”, Table 1 shows by school level the number o f email invitations 

sent and the percentage of invitations that were sent to each respective school level. The 

column labeled “participants” indicates the number o f administrators at each school level 

who took the IAT and o f the total number o f participants, the percentage o f participants 

that came from each level. The final column on Table 1 shows the response rate from 

each school level- all o f which were very low. At 51, the highest number o f participants 

were elementary administrators with a response rate o f 5%. At 16 and 18 respectively, 

middle and high school administrators had the lowest number o f participants and a low 

response rate of 2% and 5%.

Table 1

Number o f  Distributed Imitations, Participants and Response Rates

Invitations Distributed Participants Response Rate

School Level N % N % %

Elementary 981 57 51 57 5

Middle 399 23 16 18 2

High 340 20 18 20 5

Middle/High 2 < 1% 2 2 100

All Grades 2 < 1% 2 2 100

Total 1724 schools 89 Avg. 4
Note: The average response rate in Table 1 excludes the 100% response rate from 
administrators at schools other than elementary, middle or high schools.
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Findings

This section discusses the results for each research question and reports overall 

findings. There were three notable findings, the first being the percentage of 

administrators biased against Blacks, the second being the lack o f relationship between 

administrators’ implicit bias and the Black suspension rate and the third and final finding 

being the moderately strong relationships between the nuisance variables and the Black 

suspension rate- each of which are discussed in great detail below.

Research Question I

What are the implicit racial attitudes administrators possess as it relates to Black and 

White people? Administrators’ implicit racial attitudes were measured using the Implicit 

Association Test (IAT) which in this case, assessed implicit bias towards Blacks and 

Whites only. The IAT effect as indicated by the D score takes into account the response 

latency, or the time it takes for the participant to respond to stimuli. The quicker the 

response time the more highly the participant associates race, either Black or White, with 

the evaluation “good” or “bad.” Said another way, the higher the D score, the stronger 

the bias against Blacks and the lower the D score the stronger the bias against Whites. 

Figure 4 shows the D score distribution for administrators using the IAT cutoff scores for 

neutral, slight, moderate, and strong bias.

Administrator D scores averaged 0.21 and ranged between -0.93 and 1.08. Two 

percent (n=2) o f administrators had a D score > -0.65. This means that around 2% of 

administrators studied strongly associated Blacks with “good”. Eleven percent of 

administrators (n=10) had a D score between -0.64 and -0.36, indicating a moderate



51

association o f Blacks and “good”. Nine percent (n=l 1) o f administrators’ D scores fell at 

or below -0.35 (but above -0.15) which indicated a slight association towards Blacks and 

“good”. Overall, a total of 23 or nearly 26% of administrators studied had a D score 

which favored Blacks. Twenty percent (n=18) of administrators’ D scores were 

considered neutral, having very little bias towards Blacks or Whites. The remaining 46 

administrators or a little over half of the participants had a D score indicating a bias in 

favor o f Whites. Around 15% (n=13) o f respondents slightly associated Whites with 

“good”. 29% of administrators (n=26) showed moderate bias against Blacks and a little 

over 13% held a strong bias against Blacks (n=12).

D-score Distribution for All Administrators

■ Strong Bias Against Whites

■ Moderate Bias Against Whites

■ Slight Bias Against Whites

■ Neutral

■ Slight Bias Against Blacks

■ Moderate Bias Against Blacks

■ Strong Bias Against Blacks

Figure 4. The D-score Distributions for all Participants Based on Level o f Bias



52

Figure 5 shows the same data as in Figure 4, distributed by school level. Instead of 

showing all 7 categories, this graph shows the general results o f the IAT for all 

administrators. Overall, more than half of participating administrators at any level held 

racial attitudes that favored Whites (n = 52). 13% (n = 2) o f middle school administrators 

and 6% (n = 3) of high school administrators showed an atypical bias in favor o f Blacks. 

25% (n=13) o f elementary administrators showed bias that favored Blacks and 20% 

(n=10) showed very little bias towards either race. While these data show some 

administrators held racially neutral views about Blacks and Whites, the majority of 

administrators were racially biased against Blacks, evidence which rejects the null 

hypothesis that administrators would be racially neutral. Although it is difficult to 

generalize these results to the entire population o f public school administrators, a 

statistically significant one sample t-test where t = 4.67 andp  < .001, supports this 

conclusion.

Administrator D score Distribution by 
School Level

■  Bias A gainst W h ites  ■  N eu tra l ■  Bias A gainst Blacks 

69%

E lem en tary  M iddle High O th e r

Figure 5. The D score Distributions for all Participants by School Level
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Research Question 2

Is there a relationship between administrators ’ implicit attitudes about race and 

the African American student suspension rate? To answer this question the researcher 

normalized non-dichotomous variables to reduce possible statistical artifacts (error) due 

to extreme outliers or distribution shape differences before using Pearson correlation, 

partial correlation and multiple regression analyses. Table 2 shows the means and 

standard deviations of the transformed variables for all respondents. After the continuous 

variables were normalized their means were close to zero and their standard deviations 

were close to one- a necessary result o f the normalization process. For each dichotomous 

variable, a score o f zero meant the respondent was not in that category and a score o f one 

meant the respondent was in that particular category. Coding in this way affects the 

interpretation o f the means for the dichotomous variables. For example, the .57 mean for 

Level 1 schools indicates that 57% of the respondents were from elementary schools.
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Table 2

Means and Standard Deviations o f  Variables after Normalization

Variable Mean SD N

Black OSS Rate .01 .98 89

Enrollment .00 1.00 89

White OSS Rate .00 .99 89

Black Enrollment .00 1.00 89

Economically Disadvantaged (Poor) .00 1.00 89

Level 1* .57 .50 89

Level 2* .18 .39 89

Level 3* .20 .40 89

City* .07 .25 89

Rural* .48 .50 89

Suburb* .27 .45 89

Town* .17 .38 89

D Score .00 1.00 89

Note: Dichotomous variables were noted with an *

Table 3 shows the Pearson correlations among the variables analyzed. Some of 

the variables analyzed were not mentioned in Chapter 3, but were readily available from 

the Georgia Department of Education and collected to explore their effects on the Black 

suspension rate (e.g. district type). Correlations o f absolute magnitude .20 or more are 

nominally significant at p  < .05. As is true o f other inferential results, the generalizability



of the results from this study is unknown due in part to the challenge associated with 

assessing willing respondents for the study.

By analyzing the correlations alone, it was apparent the nuisance variables tended 

to have the strongest correlation with the Black out o f school suspension rate (OSS). The 

White OSS rate held the strongest correlation to the Black OSS rate (r = .74). Elementary 

schools tended to have significantly lower Black OSS rates in general and o f all three 

school levels, held the weakest correlation to the Black OSS rate (r = -.56). Middle and 

high schools tended to have relatively higher Black OSS rates and were more strongly 

correlated to increased Black OSS rates (r = .36 and r -  2 1  respectively).

In contrast, the D score overall tended to have little correlation with Black OSS 

rate (r = .03). Based on analysis o f the scatter plots and the correlation coefficients, little 

to no statistically significant relationship appeared to exist between administrators’ D 

scores and the Black student suspension rate. This pattern was found even after 

disaggregating the data by school level.
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Table 4 shows the strength o f relationship between the Black OSS rate and 

administrators’ D scores overall and by school level. The statistical significance as 

indicated by the p-value, where it is considered statistically significant at p <.05 is shown 

as well.

Table 4

Administrators ’ D Score Correlation to the Black Student Suspension Rate

School Level Administrators’ D Score 
Correlation to the Normalized 
Black Student Suspension Rate

Statistical
Significance

Elementary School 
Administrators

r = -0.13 p  = .36

Middle School 
Administrators

r  = 0.39 p  = . 14

High School 
Administrators

r = -0.15 p  = .56

Administrators Overall

m©il oll

Multiple Regression

As suggested in earlier chapters, multiple factors can work in isolation or concert 

to influence the suspension rate. Multiple regression was used to further strengthen this 

analysis by investigating to what extent the IAT could predict the Black suspension rate 

when the nuisance variables were held constant. Perhaps the nuisance variables created
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too much noise where the relationship between administrator bias and the Black 

suspension rate could not be clearly observed. However, Table 5 shows that when the 

nuisance variables (e.g. school level, percentage o f African American students enrolled, 

percentage o f students receiving free or reduced lunch, and the White student suspension 

rate) were held constant, the relationship between administrators’ IAT score and the 

Black suspension rate were slightly magnified, but still proved to be weak to moderate, 

statistically non-significant correlations, consistent with findings from previous analysis 

using Pearson’s correlation. When the D score was added to the regression model after 

controlling for the nuisance variables, it accounted for less than one percent o f the 

variance in D scores and was not statistically significant. The multiple regression results 

show a strong relationship between the nuisance variables, specifically suburban districts 

and the White student suspension rate and Black student suspension rates. As for the D 

score, after the nuisance variables were controlled (statistically held constant) the D score 

held no statistically significant nor practically useful correlation with the Black student 

suspension rate.
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Table 5

Regression Model Summary with Nuisance Variables Chosen Stepwise and D Score 
Forced into the Model after the Nuisance Variables

Model Summary

Model R
R

Square
Adjusted 
R Square

Std. 
Error of 

the 
Estimate

Change Statistics

R Square 
Change

F
Change dfl df2

Sig.F
Change

1 .73a .53 .52 5.53 .53 97.60 1 87 .00

2 00 cr .60 .59 5.12 .07 15.50 1 86 .00

3 .79° .63 .61 4.99 .02 5.51 1 85 .02

4 .79d .63 .61 5.01 .00 .40 1 84 .53

1 Predictors: (Constant), White Suspension Rate 
Predictors: (Constant), White Suspension Rate, LEVEL 1

3 Predictors: (Constant), White Suspension Rate, LEVEL 1, SUBURB
4 Predictors: (Constant), White Suspension Rate, LEVEL 1, SUBURB, D Score

Note: Dependent variable is Black suspension rate

Multiple regression was used to directly compute the residual D scores and 

residual Black suspension rate with the nuisance variables held constant. Then the partial 

correlations o f the D score and the Black suspension rate were computed within the three 

school levels. Table 6 shows the results. The partial correlation showed statistically non

significant weak to moderate relationships between the elementary and middle school 

IAT scores and the Black student suspension rate. Virtually no relationship existed 

between elementary administrator bias and the Black suspension rate (r = .05). Middle 

school administrators showed a weak to moderately strong, effect between the two 

variables indicating that as their IAT scores increased (showing bias against Blacks) the
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Black suspension rate increased as well. High school administrators’ results indicated a 

weak to moderately strong, negative effect between variables meaning that as their IAT 

scores increased (showing bias against Blacks) the Black suspension rate decreased- 

results counterintuitive to what one might expect to happen. The partial correlations of 

the D score with Black suspension rate were in opposite directions for middle and high 

schools. The partial correlation was .42 in middle schools and -.37 in the high schools. 

Overall, these results demonstrate that in this case administrators’ racial bias had little to 

no relationship with the Black suspension rate which again supports the second null 

hypothesis.

Table 6

Administrators ’ D score Partial Correlation to the Black Student Suspension Rate with 
Nuisance Variables Held Constant

School Level Administrators’ D Score Partial 
Correlation to the Normalized 
Black Student Suspension Rate

Statistical
Significance

Elementary Admin.

*0li "0 li Kj

Middle School Admin. r  = 0.42 P = . l l

High School Admin. r = -0.37 p  = .14

Administrators Overall r = 0.13 p  = .26
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Research Question 3

Is there a relationship between other variables such as school level, the 

percentage o f  students receiving free or reduced lunch or the number o f  African 

American students enrolled and the African American student suspension rate? To 

provide additional context and understanding regarding variables that might be related to 

the Black suspension rate, the final research question asked whether there was a 

relationship between other factors such as school level, percentage o f students considered 

economically disadvantaged as measured by the percentage of students receiving free or 

reduced lunch, the number of African American students enrolled or the White student 

suspension rate and the African American student suspension rate. Similar to the methods 

used to address the second research question, the researcher normalized the data, created 

and reviewed scatterplots and used Pearson’s correlation and partial correlation to 

determine the strength of the relationship between the suspension rate and the above 

listed nuisance variables. Table 3 highlights the nuisance variables and their relationship 

to the Black suspension rate. The nuisance variables included socio-economic status (as 

measured by the percentage o f students who receive free or reduced lunch), Black student 

enrollment, the White suspension rate and the school level. With administrator D scores 

held constant, all results from the partial correlation analysis were statistically significant 

with the exception o f one o f the school levels (high school). Consistent with findings in 

the literature, school level and poverty appeared to have a weak to moderate correlation 

to the Black suspension rate. Elementary school had a moderate, negative correlation to
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the Black suspension rate (r = -.56), middle school had a weak, positive correlation (r = 

0.36) and high school showed little to no correlation (r = 0.27). The percentage o f Black 

students enrolled was moderately correlated to the Black student suspension rate (r = 

0.36). The percentage of economically disadvantaged students showed a weak 

correlation to the Black suspension rate as well (r = 0.37). Unexpected results not as 

pervasive in the literature, however, were findings related to the White suspension rate. 

The White suspension rate showed the highest positive correlation to the Black 

suspension rate (r = .74), meaning as the Black suspension rate increased so did the 

White suspension rate. These results oppose the third null hypothesis which states the 

nuisance variables would not show a correlation to the Black suspension rate. In fact, the 

nuisance variables showed a relationship where the D scores did not.

Summary

Administrators from across the state o f Georgia participated in this study which 

investigated the relationship between administrator bias and the Black suspension rate. 

They possessed varying degrees o f racial bias as measured by the IAT and ranged from 

-0.93 showing strong bias against Whites to 1.08 showing strong bias against Blacks.

The vast majority o f administrators, however, showed moderate to strong bias against 

Blacks. Analysis using correlation, partial correlation and multiple regression 

demonstrated administrator racial bias held little to no relationship to the Black 

suspension rate. Additional investigation using partial correlation, holding nuisance 

variables constant, reaffirmed these results. Unexpectedly, further analysis as illustrated 

by the correlation matrix in Table 3 indicated several nuisance variables were highly
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correlated to the Black suspension rate. These variables included socio-economic status, 

school level, Black student enrollment, and White suspension rate-which o f all nuisance 

variables was the one most highly correlated to the Black suspension rate. Results from 

this study and potential reasons for the unexpected findings are discussed in chapter five.



CHAPTER 5

SUMMARY, DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

With over 30 years o f research documenting disproportionate suspension rates for

African American students (Gregory, 1997; Losen & Skiba, 2010; McCarthy & Hoge,

1987; McFadden, Marsh, Prince, & Hwang, 1992; Raffaele-Mendez & Knoff, 2003;

Skiba, 20011; Skiba, Michael, Nardo, & Peterson, 2002; Wu, Pink, Crain, & Moles,

1982) the purpose o f this study was to address the gap in the literature that explores why

disproportionate suspension rates persist and if it is related to administrators’

discretionary power which may be influenced by racial bias. More specifically, this

study sought to understand the strength of any potential relationship between

administrator racial bias and his/her use o f suspension with Black students.

In Georgia, Black students acount for 38% of the student population, but 65-67%

of the students who are suspended (Rhodes, Hill, Vadodaria, Carter, & Gold, 2011). The

use of suspension removes students from the classroom and reduces opportunitiesfor

those students to learn (Kramer II & McGiboney, 2012). It is associated with an increased

risk of poor academic achievement, reduced graduation rates and an increased likelihood

of becoming involved in the juvenile justice system (Balfanz et al., 2013; Fabelo et al.,

2011; Schollenberger, 2013; Skiba & Rausch, 2006; Wald & Losen, 2003)- three factors

that are not necessarily indicative o f negative outcomes, but data show are associated

with factors that can create social and economic hardships later in life such as lower

65
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earning potential (U.S. Census Bureau, 2015a). Being that Black students in Georgia 

make up such a signifianct number o f those who are suspensded, this phenomenon was of 

particular concern for this state.

A review o f the literature found poverty (Mcloughlin & Noltemeyer, 2010), 

differential rates o f misbehavior (Letourneau, Dufifett-Leger, Levac, Watson & Young- 

Morris, 2015), poor classroom management (H. Wong, R. Wong, Rogers & Brooks, 

2012), and inadequate policy guiding administrator decisions around the use of 

suspension, might explain disproportionate suspension rates for Black students.

However, at the time this research was conducted, no study had investigated how 

administrator discretion (Fabelo et al., 2011) and implicit bias may contribute to 

disproportionate suspension rates for Black students. Given most people’s inclination to 

respond in socially desirable ways on self-report measures the researcher chose to focus 

on implicit bias, which can be assessed without the participants’ conscious awareness of 

bias, and would most likely give more accurate results regarding the strength o f racial 

bias (Tourangeau & Yan, 2007). Using the Implicit Association Test (IAT) to measure 

administrators’ implicit bias, the researcher applied Pearson’s correlation, partial 

correlation and regression analysis to reveal the nature o f the potential relationship 

between administrator bias and the Black student suspension rate. The related research 

questions guiding the inquiry were as follows:

RQ1. What are the implicit racial attitudes administrators possess as it relates to 

Black and White people?
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RQ2. Is there a relationship between administrators’ implicit attitudes about 

race and the African American student suspension rate?

RQ3. Is there a relationship between other variables such as school level, the 

percentage of students receiving free or reduced lunch or the number o f 

African American students enrolled and the African American student 

suspension rate?

This chapter begins with a discussion around the importance of this type of 

research before summarizing the results and examining what they could mean for 

educational leaders. It also provides implications for students, teachers, and 

administrators and recommendations for future research.

Discussion

Studies that seek to understand why disproportionate suspension rates for Black 

students persist are important (Skiba et al., 2011). There is a significant amount of 

quantitative research that demonstrates disproportionality in student discipline practices, 

but not enough research to help educational leaders make sense o f it, why it occurs or 

how they can begin to minimize these inequities in their schools/districts- and it is in the 

best interest o f school districts to minimize disproportionate use of suspension or even 

the practice of suspension altogether (Perry & Morris, 2014). In one study, Perry and 

Morris (2014) found evidence that showed suspensions can have a negative influence on 

all students, not just those who are suspended. They tracked 16,900 students who had 

never been suspended and found that over the course of three years reading and math 

scores of students who attended nonviolent, but highly punitive schools decreased. As
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the suspension rate increased, math and reading test scores decreased- a finding that was 

particularly prevalent in nonviolent schools. Perry and Morris (2014) hypothesized that 

schools that relied heavily on exclusionary discipline disrupted students’ ability to 

develop trusting relationships with their teachers and created feelings o f angst and 

anxiety.

Some school districts have begun the process o f reducing or eliminating the use of 

suspensions. Miami-Dade School District (in Florida) made plans this year to eliminate 

the use of suspension at all (O’Conner, 2015). Oakland Unified School District (in 

California) made plans last school year to eliminate the use of suspension for more 

subjective violations such as defiance and California recently enacted the first law in the 

nation which eliminates the use of suspensions for young children and for what it defines 

as minor misbehaviors such as talking out o f turn, dress code violations, etc. (Public 

Counsel, 2014). In support o f these decisions a significant amount o f research has 

demonstrated that suspension is associated with a host o f potentially negative outcomes 

for not only the student at the receiving end o f the suspension, but also the school and its 

surrounding community (American Psychological Association Zero Tolerance Task 

Force, 2008). Based on this literature alone, it would appear the potentially negative 

consequences of suspension far outweigh the potentially positive. Students who are 

suspended from school are more likely to earn failing grades, less likely to graduate from 

high school, and more likely to become involved in the juvenile justice system (Balfanz 

et al., 2013; Fabelo et al., 2011; Schollenberger, 2013; Skiba & Rausch, 2006 and Wald
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& Losen, 2003). Data show these factors are associated with reduced earning potential 

and higher rates o f unemployment- circumstances that can create social and economic 

hardships (U.S. Census Bureau, 2015a). If Black students are more likely to be 

suspended, then that also means they are disproportionately at risk of experiencing these 

effects associated with suspension. For a population of students which research has also 

documented is more likely to be placed in special education (Waitoller, Artiles &

Cheney, 2010), attend a low performing school (Borman & Rachuba, 2001), and come 

from homes with a lower socio-economic status (Patten & Krogstad, 2015), an increased 

likelihood o f not graduating, poor academic performance or involvement in the juvenile 

justice system seems to compound an already complex and at times problematic 

educational experience for Black students.

To investigate this phenomenon, the researcher first asked: What are the implicit 

racial attitudes administrators possess as it relates to Black and White people? Results 

indicated administrators hold varying implicit beliefs about Black and White people.

Their D scores on the IAT ranged between a strong preference for Blacks (2%) to very 

little preference for either race over the other (20%), to a strong preference for Whites 

(13%). Collectively speaking, however, the majority (58%) o f those studied held biases 

against Blacks. In and of itself, bias, whether implicit or explicit, is not inherently bad.

In reality, its mostly unavoidable, something that people develop over time and without 

conscious awareness (Casey, Warren, Cheesman, & Elek, 2012). However, research has 

shown that implicit bias influences behavior, judgments and decisions (Casey et al.,
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2012). Therefore, it is imperative that educational leaders understand what, if any, effect 

these implicit biases may have on their behavior, judgments and decisions related to the 

students they serve (Greenwald, Poehlman, Uhlmann, & Banaji, 2009; Nosek,

Greenwald, & Banaji, 2007). If the majority of administrators hold biases against Blacks, 

then there could be a possibility their implicit bias may negatively impact their ability to 

make consistent, appropriate and fair decisions regarding student discipline. 

Administrators whose D score fell on the extreme ends o f the spectrum, indicating a 

strong bias against Whites or a strong bias against Blacks are o f highest concern.

Research has shown people with scores in this range are most likely to demonstrate 

overtly racist behavior (Greenwald et al., 2009). In the context of this study, 

administrators did not need to hold explicitly racist or prejudiced views of Black students 

for them to engage in discriminatory or prejudiced behavior. If there were a correlation 

between administrator bias and the Black suspension rate, then perhaps educational 

leaders would be motivated to put policies or procedures in place that guide when and 

how to use suspension (e.g. discipline matrix). However, despite past research that 

suggests D scores were a good predictor of biased behavior, in this instance a correlation 

between administrator bias and suspension rates was not found. Tetlock and Mitchell 

(2009) have critiqued implicit bias researchers in the past arguing that their work 

inaccurately assumes that in all cases, scientific evidence o f implicit bias will naturally 

lead to real-world implications. In this instance, it would appear their argument may 

have some validity.
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However, the fact that no relationship was found does not necessarily mean that 

none exists. These results could have occurred for a variety o f reasons many o f which 

are discussed (and used as recommendations) for future research. First, this study was o f 

a highly sensitive nature. As a result, very few- less than 5%- o f administrators who were 

invited to participate chose to participate. Those who did choose to participate were 

similar in several respects. Demographic data about the administrators was not collected, 

but variables about the schools were. For instance, the vast majority of administrators 

worked in schools with relatively low suspension rates: 65 of the 83 schools had overall 

suspension rates at or below 10%. O f those schools 11 did not have disproportionate 

suspension rates for their Black student population which appears somewhat unusual 

given that nearly every single school district in the state o f Georgia disproportionately 

suspends its Black student population (Rhodes et al., 2011). An even larger number of 

schools (n = 78) had White suspension rates at or below 10%. It is quite possible that the 

administrators who opted to participate in the study, were categorically similar in some 

way which mitigated their implicit racial bias. This conjecture cannot be confirmed 

without additional demographic data, but it is noteworthy. All the same, it is quite 

possible the study results were accurate despite its limitations, that indeed no relationship 

exists between administrators’ racial bias and Black suspension rates, and that other 

factors have a greater influence on the suspension rate. In the context of this study, 

partial correlation analysis did show other variables were more highly correlated to the 

Black suspension rate. This thought leads to the second research question.
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The second research question asked: Is there a relationship between administrators’ 

implicit attitudes about race and the African American suspension rate? The researcher 

conjectured administrators’ implicit biases against Black students might explain, in part, 

an increased use o f suspension with Black students. The result showed that in this 

instance though, those two variables were not correlated. For elementary administrators, 

Pearson’s r equaled -0.131 showing little to no relationship. In fact, Pearson’s r was 

negative which meant the relationship, albeit nearly nonexistent, showed negative 

covariance meaning, as administrators’ D scores increased (showing bias against Blacks), 

the suspension rate for Blacks actually decreased. The same can be said for high school 

administrators. Pearson’s r for high school administrators was also negative, equaling -

0.146. By correlating all of the variables analyzed, it was clear to see that overall 

administrators’ D score had very little relationship with the Black suspension rate at all (r 

= .03). These results exist in stark contrast to an increasingly large amount o f research 

that shows implicit bias can predict individual, discriminatory behavior. In Rooth’s

(2007) study, which investigated the interview callback rate for applicants with Swedish 

sounding names versus applicants with Arab/Muslim sounding names, he found implicit 

bias could predict the callback rate. In another study, implicit bias was able to predict 

shooter bias, or how likely it was that an individual would shoot a Black person in a 

video game as compared to a White person in a video game (Glaser & Knowles, 2007).

Again, perhaps as previous studies on disproportionate suspension rates have posed, 

there are other variables at play which better explain disproportionate suspension rates for
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Black students. For instance, the third research question asked: Is there a relationship 

between other factors such as percentage o f economically disadvantaged students as 

measured by the number of students receiving free or reduced lunch, the number of 

African American students and the African American student suspension rate? Results 

showed the percentage o f students receiving free or reduced lunch and the number of 

African American students enrolled were all more highly correlated with the suspension 

rate for Black students than administrator D scores. Based on findings in the literature 

related to socioeconomic status and suspension rate, it was not surprising to find a 

moderate correlation between the percentage o f students receiving free and reduced lunch 

and the Black suspension rate (r = 0.366). However, it was surprising to the researcher to 

find a statistically significant correlation between the number of Black students enrolled 

at a school and the suspension rate for Black students (r = 0.364). Recent research 

suggests the way schools with high numbers o f Black students are governed differs from 

how schools are governed with low numbers o f Black students (Ramey, 2015). Ramey 

(2015) found that schools with high Black populations are more likely to call the police, 

have students arrested for school infractions, and less likely to refer students’ for mental 

health services. It is conceivable that Ramey’s research may begin to explain this 

unexpected finding and may also explain the statistically significant correlation between 

the Black suspension rate and suburban districts.

In this study, out of all o f the participating schools, only 11 were found to have a 

Black suspension rate equal to or less than the percentage o f Black students enrolled.
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Said another way, only 11 o f the 83 participating schools did not have a disproportionate 

suspension rate for their Black population. A deeper look into the data show that o f those 

11, nine have Black student suspension rates within 5 percentage points o f the percentage 

o f Black students enrolled which meant that although the Black suspension rate was not 

disproportionate, the suspension rate was nearly equal to the percentage o f Black students 

enrolled. For example, if the Black student population was 32% nine of the 11 schools 

who did not have a disproportionate Black suspension rate, still had a Black suspension 

rate that hovered around 32% give or take 5 percentage points. The two remaining 

schools o f the 11 without disproportionate Black suspension rates both had a Black 

population at or below 16%, an overall student enrollment o f over 600 students, and were 

both located within city limits. In the end it is unclear what the correlation between the 

Black student suspension rate and the percentage o f Black students enrolled might 

indicate (if anything) without further research. However, another possible conclusion that 

some people may posit is that as the number of Black students in a school increases so 

does the likelihood that a student who is suspended might be Black. This explanation 

does little to explain disproportionate suspension rates, though. Another explanation is 

that Black students may be seen as a bigger threat to school safety in schools with larger 

numbers of Black students. To date, no studies have investigated this correlation, but 

being that this research found that one exists between Black student enrollment and the 

suspension rate for Black students, it may be worthwhile to investigate the relationship a 

bit more deeply. Another unexpected correlation was the White suspension rate to the
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Black suspension rate (r = 0.741). What these results mean is unclear, but it could 

suggest that school climate and culture have a significant impact on school operations 

related to school discipline- maybe schools that act in ways that promote disproportionate 

suspension rates for Black students also act in similar ways that increase the suspension 

rate for White students. Decades o f research purport the importance o f a healthy climate 

and culture on student safety and emotional well-being (Wang, Selman, Dishion & 

Stormshak, 2010; Schneider & Duran, 2010; Clifford, Menon, Condon & Homung,

2012). It is unclear though if an unhealthy climate or culture can cause an increase in 

student suspension rates and to what extent.

The one anomaly in the findings was with middle school administrators.

Pearson’s r for this demographic found a moderate, statistically non-significant effect. 

Educators have been known to say in social conversation that there is something unique 

about middle school students. Perhaps this result suggests there is something to that 

thought. Research says that at middle school age, typically between 11 and 14, students 

are experiencing physical and emotional changes that are unlike any other age group. 

Cook, MacCoun, Muschkin and Vigdor (2008) found isolating adolescents in middle 

schools could possibly be the catalyst for increased behavioral issues. They found 6th 

grade students who attended K-6 elementary schools were significantly less likely to be 

cited for behavioral issues than 6th grade students who attended traditional middle schools 

(6th through 8th grade). For many students in this age group, they are in the throes o f 

puberty, their brains are continuing to develop and they are beginning to exercise a
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newfound level of independence. In addition, a certain type o f administrator may be 

drawn to or recruited to work in middle schools which may explain a difference in 

behavior or approach to discipline. Additional research in this area is necessary to 

determine if there are characteristics unique to middle school students, middle school 

administrators, or middle schools themselves, that may explain why a moderate effect 

was found within this group, but not among other groups.

Recommendations

Although the results of this study showed no correlation between administrators’ 

racial bias and the suspension rate for Black students, it is the opinion o f the researcher 

that schools seek alternative solutions to suspension. There are a variety o f reasons found 

in the literature which demonstrate the potentially harmful effects associated with out of 

school suspension. It can negatively impact the student, the school and the surrounding 

community. In addition, research also shows that because little oversight or guidelines 

are provided to administrators around the use o f suspension, differential rates can be 

attributed to variability in administrator discretion. Some effective alternative solutions 

to suspension include focusing on improved student-teacher and parent-teacher 

relationships (Steinberg, Allensworth & Johnson 2013), increasing student engagement 

(Gregory, Allen, Mikami, Hafen & Pianta, 2013), developing and promoting social and 

emotional learning strategies (Osher, Poirier, Jarjoura, Brown, & Kendziora, 2013), 

and/or implementing restorative or positive behavior intervention support practices 

(Schiff, 2013).
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State and district educational leaders should also consider reviewing their 

discipline policy and guidelines around the use o f suspension. As o f right now, most 

suspensions that occur are not mandated and therefore are a result o f administrator 

discretion. Under circumstances where the basis for a judgment is vague (e.g. the use of 

suspension), a biased decision is more likely to be made (Dovidio & Gaertner, 2000). 

Improved guidelines or the use of a discipline matrix, a tool that helps administrators 

make less biased decisions regarding student discipline, could help to reduce 

disproportionate suspension rates by giving administrators concrete criteria for their 

discipline decisions. Better guidelines or the pervasive use o f a matrix could mean fair 

and consistent use o f suspension for all students.

It is also the researcher’s recommendation that schools seek ways to shift 

educator’s implicit bias. Although it was found that administrators’ implicit beliefs about 

race did not correlate to the Black student suspension rate, it does not mean that their 

implicit biases do not emerge in other ways. The majority o f administrators studied held 

biases against Black people. There are a host o f other instances, outside o f discipline, 

where this bias could rear its head in a potentially negative way- and stress, which many 

administrators would tell you they experience on a day to day basis- exacerbates the 

possibility of implicit bias negatively influencing judgements (DeSteno, Dasgupta, 

Bartlett, & Cajdric, 2004; Dasgupta, DeSteno, Williams, & Hunsinger, 2009).

Educational leaders can reduce implicit bias by first de-stigmatizing conversations about 

race. Administrators cannot change biases they are not aware exist or are unwilling to
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talk about. Being “color blind” to race and cultural difference has been found to fail as s 

strategy for improving race relations and reducing prejudice (Apfelbaum, Sommers, & 

Norton, 2008). District leaders should encourage principals/assistant principals to take 

the IAT and provide training so that they are aware o f its potentially harmful effects on 

their behavior. Simply learning more about implicit bias could prompt these leaders to be 

more thoughtful about their discipline decisions (Green et al., 2007). Specific training 

with the objective o f fostering increased awareness and appreciation o f individual and 

group similarities and differences can reduce implicit bias (Rudman, Ashmore, & Gary, 

2001; Richeson & Nussbaum, 2004).

Finally, in addition to administrators, teachers could also benefit from similar 

implicit bias training in conjunction with professional development on creating a positive 

classroom environment conducive to learning. Support in developing classrooms 

conducive to learning could reduce the opportunity for off task behavior, therefore 

reducing the number o f students who receive discipline referrals leading to out o f school 

suspensions in the first place.

Implications

The results of this study show there is more work that needs to be done to unravel 

the complex nature o f student suspension, student misbehavior, and the variables that 

work together to create disproportionate suspension rates. The impetus for educational 

leaders to engage in this work is self-evident in the large amount o f studies that continue 

to illustrate the overuse, misuse, and disproportionate use of suspension. If  the trend of 

increasing suspension rates for students continues, the implications for all students,
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especially Black students, look bleak. Students will continue to be subjected to an 

increased risk o f a plethora of potentially harmful effects associated with suspension. To 

prevent this pattern from enduring, the implication for educational leaders is to engage in 

research that will help districts understand how they are using exclusionary discipline and 

to investigates ways in which they can reduce or eliminate its use altogether.

Future Research

Given that this study was the first of its kind, more research should be conducted 

in this area to expand educational leaders understanding o f how implicit bias may 

influence not only disciplinary decisions, but all other decisions which have the potential 

to impact the students they serve. Although the results o f this study showed little to 

correlation between administrator bias and the suspension rate for Black students, it is 

important to note the limitations and delimitations that could have inadvertently 

influenced the results o f study, biased who elected to participate, who the researcher had 

access to invite to participate, among other factors. Future research may consider 

replicating this study using a monetary incentive to increase participation. The sample 

size was somewhat small in this study and a monetary incentive may have motivated 

more administrators to participate. Also, increasing the sample size could reveal a 

relationship where this research found none. Researchers may also choose to explore 

correlations between implicit bias and other areas o f education such as Black student 

achievement or recommendation to special and gifted education. In addition, future 

researchers may want to consider conducting a similar study, but collecting demographic 

data about participants. Demographic data was not collected about participants in this
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study because the researcher wanted participants to feel comfortable that they would not 

be identifiable given the sensitive nature o f the topic. However, it could prove beneficial 

to understand if there were trends in participants’ racial bias and their age, race, gender or 

even years o f experience. Finally, very few qualitative studies exist that examine 

administrators’ beliefs about Black students and how they determine whether or not to 

suspend them. A case study analysis of schools who do not have disproportionate 

suspension rates for Black students or conducting interviews o f principals, assistant 

principals and/or teachers who do and do not disproportionately refer or suspend students 

would add to a gap in the literature as well.

Summary

Little to no relationship was found between administrator implicit bias and the 

Black student suspension rate for administrators at all levels, except for middle school 

students and in that instance, the p-value indicated the results were statistically non

significant. The low response rate, small sample size, and sensitive nature of the study 

could have impacted study results. Consensus on why disproportionate rates of 

suspension persist for Black students remains a deeply debated topic. However, research 

shows the implications o f the continued trend o f increasing rates of suspension for Black 

students could be detrimental to all stakeholders. The pervasive nature o f this 

phenomenon should serve as a call to action for educational leaders to conduct additional 

research in this area to better understand why disproportionate discipline practices persist 

and what can be done to reduce or eliminate this disproportionality. Overall, the 

researcher recommends administrators reconsider the use of out o f school suspension in



an effort to better serve all students, especially those who are over-represented 

exclusionary discipline rates.
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