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The Children’s Defense Fund’s report, Suspensions: Are They Helping Children?1 first 

brought the issue of racial disparities in discipline to national attention. African American over-

representation in out-of-school suspensions has increased steadily from the 1973 Office for Civil 

Rights data collection2 and estimates from the most recent release of the U.S. Department of 

Education’s Office for Civil Rights show that African Americans are approximately 3.5 times as 

likely to be suspended as White students. 

It is not uncommon for racial disparities in school discipline or special education to be 

viewed as an issue, not of differential treatment of students of different races, but of poverty and 

different rates of misbehavior.  Wrote Linda Chavez in a column in the Dallas Morning News, 

“Children who grow up in fatherless homes are exponentially more likely to face school 

suspension or engage in early criminal behavior.”3  Such an argument holds that students of 

color, being exposed to greater family and community disadvantage, are less likely to learn 
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socially appropriate strategies for self-control and interpersonal interaction.  When students 

exposed to such disadvantage arrive at school, the reasoning holds, they will be more likely to 

engage in disruptive behavior or violate discipline codes, unfortunately placing them at greater 

risk for a range of disciplinary consequences, including out-of-school suspension and expulsion.4 

There has been a substantial amount of research exploring connections between race, 

poverty, student behavior, and suspension/expulsion.  The purpose of this paper is to summarize 

that research.  Does poverty explain the Black-White discipline gap?  To what extent are racial 

differences in suspension and expulsion due to differential rates of misbehavior or disruption 

among students of different races? What has research shown to be associated with disparities in 

discipline? We begin with a consideration of the relationship between discipline, poverty, and 

racial disparities. 

Relationship between Poverty and Racial Disparities 

Poor students are disciplined more frequently.  Studies have found that low-income 

students are consistently over-represented in the use of out-of-school suspension.5 A variety of 

variables typically associated with poverty, including presence of mother or father in the home, 

number of siblings, and quality of home resources, are significantly associated with the 

likelihood of suspension.6 It is not entirely clear however, that this relationship is due to students 

from poverty backgrounds engaging in more disruption: Reviews of the literature have shown 

that, while poverty does correlate with increases in disruption or behavioral disorders, those 

relationships tend to be small.7 

Even if poverty did have an impact on rates of suspension and expulsion, that does not 

necessarily mean it would have an impact on racial and ethnic disparities in discipline.  Whether 

racial disparities in school discipline are due entirely to poverty status can be tested statistically 

through multivariate statistical analyses.8 These analyses have consistently found that race 

remains a significant predictor of Black over-representation in suspension even after holding 

poverty constant;9 that is, while African American students in poverty are more likely to be 

suspended than poor White students, middle and upper class Black students are also more likely 

to be suspended than their peers at the same demographic level.  Finding that urban schools 

consistently suspended a higher proportion of Black students out-of-school even after controlling 
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for poverty, Noltemeyer and Mcloughlin concluded that “there is something above and beyond 

poverty that explains disciplinary differences between school types.”10 

Are There Racial/Ethnic Differences in Behavior That Can Explain the Gap? 

Racial disparities for Black students, Black males in particular, are ubiquitous.  Nearly 40 

years of research has almost universally found Black students, Black males in particular, to be 

overrepresented in the use of exclusionary discipline, out-of-school suspension, and expulsion.11 

Yet simply showing a difference in the rates of suspension between two groups is not proof of 

discrimination.  An alternate hypothesis might suggest that differential rates of discipline for 

African American students are due to differences in student behavior.  As Chavez notes, “If 

Black and Hispanic students engage in behavior that is punishable by suspension at higher rates 

than Whites or Asians, we shouldn’t be surprised that their punishment rates are higher.”12 

The crux of the matter then, is whether Black students engage in more seriously 

disruptive behavior that could justify different rates and severity of consequences.  A number of 

different methods have been used to test the idea that differential punishment is due to different 

rates of misbehavior.  Regardless of the method, such studies have provided little to no evidence 

that African American students in the same school or district are engaging in more seriously 

disruptive behavior that could warrant higher rates of exclusion or punishment.  Those results are 

summarized below, broken down by type of analysis. 

Differences in severity of behavior.  If higher rates of suspension and expulsion for Black 

students are somehow justified by differences in behavior, one would expect them to be referred 

to the office at a higher rate than White students for more serious, safety-threatening infractions. 

A number of studies have examined whether higher rates of suspension for some groups are due 

to those groups engaging in more serious misbehavior.  

Across a number of studies examining whether Black students are referred to the office 

for behaviors that might be considered more severe, racial and ethnic differences in severity of 

behavioral referrals tend to be minimal,13 or occur in more interactive or subjective (rather than 

more serious) categories of infraction.14 Despite higher rates of school suspensions for Black, 

Latino, and Native American students, there appear to be few racial differences in the offenses 

most likely to lead to zero tolerance policy violations (e.g., drugs, alcohol, weapons).15 In an 

analysis of middle school disciplinary referrals, White students were referred to the office 
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significantly more frequently for more observable, objective offenses (e.g., smoking, vandalism), 

while Black students were referred more for behaviors requiring subjective judgment (e.g., 

disrespect, excessive noise).16  Others have found that racial differences in reasons for 

suspension are most common in non-safety threatening behaviors such as defiance.17 

Statistical controls for the type of infraction.  If African American students are engaging 

in more serious misbehavior, that should be a more powerful predictor than race.  One way of 

testing whether differential behavior is a prime cause of disciplinary disproportionality is to test 

for racial differences in discipline while holding the types of infraction students engage in 

constant.  If racial disparities in discipline are due primarily to behavioral differences, the 

contribution of race to disciplinary outcomes will become non-significant when type or severity 

of behavior enters the statistical equation.  

Actual tests, however, have not supported the hypothesis of 

differential behavior.  Regardless of whether the outcome 

variables are office disciplinary referrals at the school 

level,18 major offenses (e.g., weapons or substance use and 

possession) at the state level,19 or self-report data from 

national studies,20 controls for the extent or type of 

disruptive behavior have led to small and often 

nonsignificant changes in measured disproportionality.  The 

fact that race remains a significant predictor of discipline 

after controlling for a range of disciplinary infractions 

strongly suggests that factors related to student behavior are 

not sufficient to account for racial/ethnic disparities in 

discipline. 

Controlling for teacher or student ratings of behavior.  Referrals to the office depend 

upon both the severity of student behavior and the teacher’s perception of or tolerance for that 

behavior.  In order to pull these variables apart, some studies have measured disproportionality in 

office referrals while controlling for student or teacher ratings of the severity of students’ 

behavior.  If Black students are being referred more because their behavior is more serious, race 

should become a non-significant predictor of discipline after controlling for teacher ratings. Yet 

even after controlling for a classroom teacher’s own ratings of externalizing or disruptive 

…the data are consistent: 

there is simply no good 

evidence that racial 

differences in discipline 

are due to differences in 

rates or types of 

misbehavior by students 

of different races. 
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behavior or fighting, African American students are still referred to the office more by those 

same teachers, or suspended more than their White peers.21 Thus, racial disparities in referrals to 

the office or suspensions occur even after the severity of the behavior as perceived by teachers is 

controlled for. 

Summary. In summary, regardless of the source, there is virtually no support in the 

research literature for the idea that disparities in school discipline are caused by racial/ethnic 

differences in behavior. Studies comparing the severity of behavior by race have found no 

evidence that students of color in the same schools or districts engage in more severe behavior 

that would warrant higher rates of suspension or expulsion.  Race/ethnicity remains a strong 

predictor of school punishment even after controlling statistically for student misbehavior.  

Finally, even controlling for teachers’ own ratings of disruptive behavior, race remains an 

independent predictor of office referral and suspension.  In short, the data are consistent:  there is 

simply no good evidence that racial differences in discipline are due to differences in rates or 

types of misbehavior by students of different races. 

What does Predict Disciplinary Disparities? 

Although neither poverty nor differential rates of misbehavior explain racial and ethnic 

disparities in discipline, recent research has identified a number of factors that seem to have a 

relationship to rates of racial disparity in school discipline. 

Relationship to achievement.  The relationship between student behavior problems and 

poor academic achievement has been well documented.22 Interventions that improve the quality 

of academic instruction and learning outcomes can have important outcomes in terms of 

improved student behavior and school climate. 23 At the same time, consistent findings of a 

negative relationship between school achievement and rates of exclusionary discipline24 mean 

that effort put into improving the discipline gap will also have a positive effect on achievement, 

especially for students of color.  

Representativeness of faculty and students.  Schools with a more diverse and 

representative teaching force have been found to exhibit lower rates of racial disparity in school 

discipline.25  The makeup of the student body also plays a role: Regardless of levels of 

misbehavior and delinquency, schools with higher Black enrollment have been found to be more 
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likely to use higher rates of exclusionary discipline, court action, and zero tolerance policies, and 

to use fewer mild disciplinary practices.26 

Contribution of classroom and office processes. Racial disparities in school discipline 

begin with classroom referral and classroom management. Black students are twice as likely to 

receive office disciplinary referrals at the elementary level and up to four times as likely in 

middle school.27 Higher rates of Black referral to the office appear to be situational, occurring 

only in some classrooms.28  Even though racial/ethnic disparities in school punishment appear to 

begin at the classroom level, those initial disparities in referral appear to be magnified by 

differential processing at the administrative level: A number of studies have found that Black and 

Latino students have been found to receive more serious consequences for the same offense.29 

School climate.  Positive school climate has been found to be associated with lower rates 

of student misconduct and discipline.30 It is not surprising then, that there is evidence of a link 

between rates of disproportionality and student ratings of racial climate,31 as well as with more 

general measures of school climate.32 

Conclusions 

Research has failed to support the common perception that racial and ethnic disparities in 

school discipline stem from issues of poverty and increased misbehavior among students of 

color.  Racial disparities in discipline are likely to occur at all socio-demographic levels, and a 

variety of statistical approaches have failed to find evidence that students of color act out at 

higher rates that could justify differential punishment.  Although more research on the actual 

causes of racial disparities in general is needed, findings thus far indicate that school-level 

variables such as the achievement gap; representativeness of faculty and students; classroom and 

office processes; and school climate represent a more fruitful set of variables to examine in 

addressing the discipline gap. 
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