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School Safety and School Climate: 

Two Core Values 

 The Need to Keep Schools and 

Communities Safe 

 The Need to Maximize Educational 

Opportunity 



The Roots of “Zero Tolerance” 

 Earliest usage: 1983 Norfolk submarine 

incident 

 Established in Late 80’s Drug Enforcement 

 Picked up in Schools in 1989-1990 

 1994:  Gun Free Schools Act Becomes 

Law 

 



 



Unintended Consequences:  Has ZT 

Increased Suspension/Expulsion? 

 U.S. rate of suspensions and expulsions 

has doubled since the 1970’s 

 Dramatic increases in some districts: 

 Chicago expulsions prior to zero tolerance  

1995-96:  81 

 Three years later, after ZT:  1000 



A National Investigation into 

Zero Tolerance 

 2005: American Psychological Assocation 

commissioned Zero Tolerance Task Force to 

 Examine development and implementation of zero 

tolerance policies 

 Provide recommendations for implementing policies “in 

ways to benefit children as opposed to inflicting 

damage upon them.” 

 Published in American Psychologist, Jan., 2008 



Discipline Disparities Research to 

Practice Collaborative 

 Expanding research/practice/advocacy for 

reducing disciplinary disparities 

 Quarterly Meetings: Publication of Findings, 

Spring 2014 

 National Closing the Discipline Gap 

Conference 

 Commissioning new research 
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1.  How Educators Can Eradicate Disparities in School Discipline: A Briefing 

 Paper on School-Based Interventions 

2.  Eliminating Excessive and Unfair Exclusionary Discipline in Schools: Policy 

 Recommendations for Reducing Disparities 

3.  New & Developing Research on Disparities in Discipline 

4.  You Can’t Fix What You Don’t Look At: Acknowledging Race in Addressing 

 Racial Discipline Disparities 

5.  Documenting Disparities for LGBT: Expanding the Collection and Reporting 

 of Data on Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity 

Supplementary Materials: 

•Are Disparities in Discipline Due to Differences in Behavior? 

•Implicit Bias: Does it Play a Role in Discipline? 

•Myths and Facts About Disciplinary Disparity 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Discipline Disparities Briefing Paper Series 



Do Suspensions/Expulsions Make 

Schools Safer and More Effective?  

 

 Assumption:   

 Removing students who violate the rules 

creates a more conducive learning climate for 

the rest.  



Does Disciplinary Removal Improve 

School Climate? 

 Schools with higher suspension rates have 

 Poorer school climate 

 More time spent on discipline 

 Higher school dropout rates 

 Lower school achievement 

 



Percent Passing State Test by School 

Disciplinary Use (Adjusted for Demographic and 

Economic Indicators) 



Safer and More Effective? (cont’d)  

 

 Assumption:  

 Swift and certain punishments act as a 

deterrent, improving student behavior and 
discipline.  



Is Disciplinary Removal Effective? 

 30-50% of students suspended are repeat 

offenders 

 Students suspended in late elementary school are 

more likely to be suspended in middle school 

 Students suspended are more likely to engage in 

antisocial behavior one year later 

 Is suspension a reinforcer rather than a punisher? 

 



Zero Tolerance Policies and  

Adolescent Development 

 Prior to age 15, immaturity in 

 Poor resistance to peer influence 

 Attitudes toward and perception of risk 

 Future orientation 

 Impulse Control 

 Developmental neuroscience: Brain 

Immaturity 

 Zero tolerance: Not well-suited to adolescent 

development 

 



Long Term Effects of Discipline Removal 
 • School Climate: Schools w/ harsh discipline policies, higher 

OSS rates ≈ perceived less safe  (Steinberg, et al., 2011) 

• School Engagement/Ed. Opportunity: For African 
American males, more suspensions predict lower achievement 
and school engagement (Davis & Jordan, 1994) 

• School Dropout:  Suspended/expelled students 5 times as 
likely to drop out (CSG, 2011) 

• Black males 2x more likely to dropout for discipline (Stearns & 
Glennie, 2006) 

• Juvenile Delinquency/JJ Involvement 
• OSS increases risk of antisocial behavior (Hemphill et al., 2006) 

• Greater contact with Juv. Justice System (CSG, 2011) 
 



The School-to-Prison Pipeline: 
Pathways from Schools to Juvenile Justice 

School 
Exclusion 

Juvenile 
Justice/Delin

quency  

Engagement
/ Lost educ. 
opportunity 

School 
Climate 

Dropout 



Exclusionary Discipline is Primarily 

a Response to Student Misbehavior 

 

 Assumption:  

 Certain students misbehave 

 Teachers refer students to the office 

 Administrators use policy to carry out 

suspension/expulsion 

 



Schools Make a Difference  

 Schools w/ high structure/high support have 

fewer suspensions/disparities (Gregory et al. 2011) 

 Chicago:  Among schools with similar 

demographics, more suspensions = lower feelings 

of safety (Steinberg, Allen & Johnson, 2013) 

 Relationships more important than crime, 

poverty in predicting safety 

 Perspective on discipline among strongest 

contributors to racial disparities (Skiba et al, 2015) 

 

 



Impact of Suspension and Expulsion on 

Minority Students? 

 

 Assumption:  

 By removing subjective, contextual factors, 

zero tolerance policies will be more fair to 
all students. 
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 Indigenous students represent 6.3% of 

students but 24.4% of suspensions 

 Indigenous students are 5.1 more likely 

than non-indigenous students to be 

suspended 

 35.1% increase in Indigenous student 

suspensions from 2008 to 2012 

Racial/Ethnic Disparities in Australia 

Source:  Graham, L.  (2014).  Shocking evidence of US-style racial bias 

in Australian schools.  EduResearch Matters. 



Racial/Ethnic Disparities in Discipline are 

Due to Poverty 

 

 Assumption:  

 Students from racial/ethnic minorities are 

over-represented in poverty. 

 Poor students are more likely to be 

disciplined  



What Do We Believe to Be the 

Cause of Disproportionality? 

“Is ethnicity the problem or is poverty the 

problem?”  

    --School Principal 

(Skiba et al., 2005) 



Poverty: A Risk Factor for Increased 

Suspension 

 Hinajosa (2008) 

 Two parents in home and greater access to resources both 

predict lower suspension 

 Christle, Nelson, & Jolivette (2004) 

 % students in FRL predicts suspension rate 

 Hemphill et al. (2006) 

 Poor family management, family conflict, favorable to drugs 

all predict antisocial behavior 

 Mcloughlin & Noltemeyer (2010) 

 Overall suspension rate predicted by ODRs, economic 

disadvantage, % Afr Amer students, % AfrAmer teachers (-) 



Trauma Informed Care 

 Relationship-based 

 Understanding the child 

 Managing own reactions 

 Structure & consistency 

 Offer choices 

 Support parents/carers 

 Self-care for teachers 

 Care teams 



Poverty: A Risk Factor for Increased 

Suspension 

 Hinajosa (2008) 

 Two parents in home and greater access to resources both 

predict lower suspension 



Poverty: But How Much of a Risk 

Factor? 

 Hinajosa (2008) 

 Increased teacher expectation results in a 26% reduction in 

suspension.   Afr Amer students still 2.84X more likely 

 Christle, Nelson, & Jolivette (2004) 

 % students in FRL predicts suspension rate 



Poverty: But How Much of a Risk 

Factor? 

 Hinajosa (2008) 

 Increased teacher expectation results in a 26% reduction in 

suspension.   Afr Amer students still 2.84X more likely 

 Christle, Nelson, & Jolivette (2004) 

 Administrator:  Not all the teachers hold high expectations 
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Poverty: But How Much of a Risk 

Factor? 

 Hinajosa (2008) 

 Increased teacher expectation results in a 26% reduction in 

suspension.   Afr Amer students still 2.84X more likely 

 Christle, Nelson, & Jolivette (2004) 

 Administrator:  Not all the teachers hold high expectations 

 Hemphill et al. (2006) 

 But controlling for all of these variables, suspension was 

strongest predictor of antisocial behavior 

 Mcloughlin & Noltemeyer (2010) 

 Overall suspension rate predicted by ODRs, economic 

disadvantage, % Afr Amer students, % AfrAmer teachers (-) 



Poverty: But How Much of a Risk 

Factor? 

 Hinajosa (2008) 

 Increased teacher expectation results in a 26% reduction in 

suspension.   Afr Amer students still 2.84X more likely 

 Christle, Nelson, & Jolivette (2004) 

 Administrator:  Not all the teachers hold high expectations 

 Hemphill et al. (2006) 

 But controlling for all of these variables, suspension was 

strongest predictor of antisocial behavior 

 Mcloughlin & Noltemeyer (2010) 

 % econ disadvantaged predicted racial disparities in 

suspension, but in opposite direction as expected  



Do Black Students Misbehave 

More? 

 White students 

referred more for: 

Smoking 

Vandalism 

Leaving w/o 

permission 

Obscene Language 

 Black students 

referred more for: 

Disrespect 

Excessive Noise 

Threat 

Loitering 

 Of 32 infractions, only 8 significant differences: 



What Else Predicts Racial 

Disparities in Suspension?  

 Racial composition:  
 Higher proportion of students of color= more punishment 

 Extent of staff diversity 
 More teachers of color = lower suspension rates 

 Classroom management 

 Principal perspectives on discipline 

 School climate 



Are Suspension and Expulsion More 

Efficient? 

 Assumption 

 More efficient to simply remove disruptive 
students to spend more time dealing with 
students “who want to learn” 

 Facts 

 Each suspension = Approx 45 minutes 

 Per 200 suspensions:  21 days of admin time 

 Long term costs:  

 Texas:  Education--$7000/yr  vs. 
Incarceration--$40,000/year 

 









If you wish to shrink the iceberg,  
warm the water. 



Keeping Students Engaged and In 

School 

 Build Relationships 

 Restorative Practices 

 Practical and research based strategies 

 Restructuring Disciplinary Practices 

 Code of Conduct Reform 

 SWPBIS 

 Building Emotional Literacy 

 Cleveland Metro School District:  SEL, student support 

teams, and student-centered approach 

 Root Cause Analysis 



Building Relationships:  Restorative 

Practices 

Informal and formal processes implemented throughout 

the school to build relationships and to repair harm after 

wrongdoing has occurred. 
 

 Denver includes a variety of levels of RP:  Restorative 

dialogue, restorative conferencing, restorative circles 

 Initial implementation in one middle school.  Now district wide  

 Results: 
 Suspensions cut in half from 2006 to 2012 

 Significant reductions in Black and Latino suspensions 



Building Relationships from the 

Ground Up (Gregory et al., 2014) 

 Practical no-cost strategies 

 Greet students at the door every day 

 Daily morning circles  

 Student autobiographies/sharing 

 Strength-based feedback 

 Cultural responsiveness 

 Data-based decision-making 

 Avoid snap judgments 

 Classroom reflects diversity 

 Share own history, culture 

 

 

 

 Teacher mentoring:   

 My Teaching Partner (Gregory et al) 

 Resulted in …. 



Restructuring Disciplinary Policies: Code 

of Conduct Changes 

 Maryland State Board of Education 
 “School Discipline and Academic Success: Related Parts of 

Maryland’s Education Reform” 

 Chicago Public Schools 2012-13 Discipline Code 
 Set Expectations for Positive Behavior 

 Teach Positive Behavior 

 Reinforce Positive Behavior 

 LAUSD Discipline Foundation Policy 
 PBIS as the centerpiece 

 Ethics of Discipline:  Suspension Alternatives 

 Graduated Discipline Policy 

 



Restructuring Discipline: PBIS 

Implementation and Disproportionality 

 Very effective in general in reducing ODRs, creating 

climate change, some evidence of academic 

improvement 

 But mixed success on disproportionality (Vincent et al. 

2011, Vincent & Tobin, 2012; Vincent, Sprague & Gau (2013) 

 Some decrease in suspension, but no reductions in 

disparities for Black students 

 Combining SWPBIS and Restorative Practices 

 School-wide Positive Restorative Discipline (SWPRD: 

Vincent et al., in press) 

 

 



Building Emotional Literacy:  

Social Emotional Learning 

 Cleveland Metro Sch District Implemented 

 Social-emotional learning (PATHS program) 

 Student Support Teams: Early identification 

 Planning Centers  

 Results from 2009-2011 

 Decreased incidents of 

disobedience/disruption, fighting, harrassment, 

physical violence 

 Drop in suspensions by 58.8% 

 

 



Using Root Cause Analysis to 

Address Alterable Variables 

 Root Cause Analysis 

 First developed by NASA 

 What are the all the variables that may be 

contributing to this problem? 

 Where shall we put our attention first? 

 The importance of “Small Wins” 





The Difficulty of Talking About Race 

“When you say minorities, are you, what are you 

speaking of?...[INTERVIEWER: Ethnic and racial 

minorities]...Oh....OK...Alright...We have like...I 

guess we have about half and half.  I don’t know 

that I’ve ever really paid attention to it .”  
   --Classroom Teacher 



Implicit Bias 

 Social preferences that exist outside of 

conscious awareness.  



Implicit Bias 

 Social preferences that exist outside of 

conscious awareness.  

 Most often measured by the Implicit 

Association Test 



Implicit Bias 

 Social preferences that exist outside of 

conscious awareness.  

 Most often measured by the Implicit 

Association Test 

 Implicit racial bias found consistently, even 

among individuals of color 

 





Implicit Bias 

 Social preferences that exist outside of 

conscious awareness.  

 Most often measured by the Implicit 

Association Test 

 Over 300 studies have found that implicit 

racial bias is virtually universal 

 Okonofua & Eberhardt:  Evidence of 

implicit bias among teachers 



“Color-Blindness” 

 “I don’t see the color as being the issue.  I 

think that a lot of the issues that they come 

with perhaps come from the fact that they are 

in a Black situation over here, where these 

kinds of attitudes are constant all the time.”    

     --(McKenzie & Scheurich, 2004) 



Microaggressions Today 

 “I play football, so you know they expect you to be 

good in sports. But when you are on the ASB 

(Associated Student Body) council, like I am, and 

being a school leader, have good grades, and talking 

about going to college on an academic scholarship, 

then they look at you like Whoa!! I didn’t think that 

they (Black males) were into those kind of things. One 

teacher even told me once, ‘You’re not like the rest of 

them.’ I didn’t ask her what that meant, but believe 

me, I knew what that meant.”  

    --(Howard, 2007, p. 907) 

 



  

“Not everything that is faced can be 

changed, but nothing can be changed 

until it is faced.” 

              --James A. Baldwin 



Dismantling the School-to-Prison 

Pipeline 

 Look at the data 

 Expand the options at all levels 

 Examine our policies and structures 

 Build relationships 

 Address emotional literacy 

 Root cause analysis 

 When there is disproportionality in school 

discipline, address it directly 
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• Indigenous students represent 6.3% of 

students but 24.4% of suspensions 

• Indigenous students are 5.1 more 

likely than non-indigenous students to 

be suspended 

• 35.1% increase in Indigenous student 

suspensions from 2008 to 2012 

Racial/Ethnic Disparities in Australia 

Source:  Graham, L.  (2014).  Shocking evidence of US-style racial bias 

in Australian schools.  EduResearch Matters. 





Websites: 

 Discipline Disparities Briefing Paper Series 

 http://www.indiana.edu/~atlantic/briefing-papers/ 

 APA Zero Tolerance Report 
 http://www.apa.org/ed/cpse/zttfreport.pdf 

 Safe Supportive Learning 
 http://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/ 

 Equity Project at Indiana University 
 ceep.indiana.edu/equity  

 

http://www.indiana.edu/~atlantic/briefing-papers/
http://www.indiana.edu/~atlantic/briefing-papers/
http://www.indiana.edu/~atlantic/briefing-papers/
http://www.apa.org/ed/cpse/zttfreport.pdf
http://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/
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