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a b s t r a c t
Purpose: A large body of empirical research ﬁnds a signiﬁcant racial gap in the use of exclusionary school discipline with black students punished at rates disproportionate to whites. Furthermore, no variable or set of
variables have yet to account for this discrepancy, inviting speculation that this association is caused by racial
bias or racial antipathy. We investigate this link and the possibility that differential behavior may play a role.
Methods: Using data from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Class (ECLS-K), the largest
sample of school-aged children in the United States, we ﬁrst replicate the results of prior studies. We then estimate a second model controlling for prior problem behavior.
Results: Replicating prior studies, we ﬁrst show a clear racial gap between black and white students in suspensions. However, in subsequent analyses the racial gap in suspensions was completely accounted for by a measure
of the prior problem behavior of the student – a ﬁnding never before reported in the literature.
Conclusions: These ﬁndings highlight the importance of early problem behaviors and suggest that the use of
suspensions by teachers and administrators may not have been as racially biased as some scholars have argued.
© 2014 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Introduction
For nearly four decades, research has shown a consistent racial disparity between black and white students in school discipline, including
ofﬁce referrals, corporal punishment, suspensions, and expulsions
(Children’s Defense Fund, 1975; Gregory, 1995; Rocque, 2010; Skiba,
Michael, & Nardo, 2000; Skiba, Michael, Nardo, & Peterson, 2002; Wu,
Pink, Crain, & Moles, 1982). In particular, many of these studies report
that suspension rates for blacks are generally two to three times higher
than that of their white peers (Costenbader & Markson, 1994; Gordon,
Della Piana, & Keleher, 2000; Skiba et al., 2000). The racial gap in suspensions has been detected in virtually every published study, has
been detected across and within school districts, and has been detected
under varied methodologies and analytical strategies. The consistency
of the racial gap in school disciplinary practices is unique in education
research partly because it has been replicated so frequently.
Yet the consistency of the ﬁnding is only part of the empirical
picture – the other part, perhaps even the most important part, is
that no set of variables has yet to account for the racial disparity in
school discipline. Despite controls for socioeconomic status, school or
teacher-speciﬁc effects, differential behavior and a host of other potentially causal and confounding factors, the racial gap in school discipline
has yet to be fully explained (Gregory, Skiba, & Noguera, 2010; Payne &
Welch, 2010; Rocque, 2010).

⁎ Corresponding author.

The consistency of the racial gap in school disciplinary practices
and the resiliency of the effect has generated widespread concern.
Indeed, because exclusionary discipline has been repeatedly linked to
race, scholars have theorized that the effect represents pervasive racial
discrimination that brings harm to black students (Skiba et al., 2000;
Welch & Payne, 2010). Some scholars have even advanced the idea
that such disparities are evidence of a “school-to-prison pipeline” that
targets disadvantaged, minority youth (Wald & Losen, 2003). Accordingly, these concerns are now echoed by the Department of Education
and the Department of Justice that, based on this body of research, are
actively investigating school districts for civil rights violations related
to disproportionate disciplinary outcomes (Delisle, 2012; Holder &
Duncan, 2011; Perez, 2010).
A close read of the available empirical literature suggests, however,
that racial bias may not be the only factor associated with racial differences in school disciplinary rates. Recent studies, for example, reveal
that black youth, in comparison with their white counterparts, are
often less prepared for school entry (Magnuson & Waldfogel, 2005;
Murnane et al., 2006; Sadowski, 2006), are disproportionately involved
in delinquency and crime (Earls, 1994; Hawkins, Laub, & Lauritsen,
1998), and are more likely to behave in ways that interfere with classroom and school functioning (Beaver, Wright, & DeLisi, 2011). These
studies, and others from various disciplines, suggest that the school
disciplinary rates may also reﬂect the problematic behaviors of black
youth – problem behaviors that are imported into schools and into
classrooms. Even so, as critics point out, prior studies that include controls for student misbehavior have yet to account completely for the
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racial disparity in school disciplinary practices (Hinojosa, 2008;
McCarthy & Hoge, 1987; Rocque, 2010).
The current paper revisits the linkages among student behavior,
past and present, and later disciplinary differences based on race. We
utilize a large, national dataset that allows us to control for time-stable
individual differences in behaviors related to school discipline. The
dataset contains multiple measures from teachers and parents and
thus presents a unique opportunity to test the association between student misconduct and race-based disciplinary differences.
Existing evidence on racial disparities in school discipline
A large body of empirical work examines the predictive capacity of a
range of variables on school disciplinary rates. In general, these studies
have employed a variety of measures in an effort to understand and to
account for the effects of race on school discipline. Since race is often signiﬁcantly correlated with a range of variables, including socioeconomic
status, family instability, and poverty status, scholars have paid particular attention to economic and social class factors that may predict differences in school disciplinary rates. Moreover, empirical attention has
also been paid to how teachers and school administrators make decisions to use exclusionary discipline and how school district regulations,
such as “zero-tolerance” policies, affect disciplinary decisions. We next
turn to research that has examined these factors in relation to race
differences in school disciplinary outcomes.
Socioeconomic status
Low socioeconomic status, whether measured at the individual or
school-level, has been associated with an increased risk of school discipline (Christle, Nelson, & Jolivette, 2004; McCarthy & Hoge, 1987; Wu
et al., 1982). In general, studies have used student eligibility for free or
reduced-cost lunch as a measure of poverty, often ﬁnding that increased
program enrollment corresponds with higher suspension rates (Raffaele
Mendez, Knoff, & Ferron, 2002; Skiba et al., 2002). Additional measures
have also incorporated the full-time employment status of the father
and family intactness (McCarthy & Hoge, 1987; Wu et al., 1982). For
example, students living in a two-parent household with greater access
to home resources, such as a computer, books, or a room to themselves,
have reduced odds of suspension compared to others (Hinojosa, 2008).
Nonetheless, socioeconomic differences between individuals and between races have not explained the racial discipline gap.
In a recent study involving a nationally representative sample,
Wallace, Goodkind, Wallace, and Bachman (2008) found that despite controlling for family structure, parental education, and urbanicity that black
youths were still signiﬁcantly more likely to be referred to the principal’s
ofﬁce, were signiﬁcantly more likely to be suspended, and were signiﬁcantly more likely to be expelled compared to white youth. This pattern
of ﬁndings holds across a broad array of studies and reveals that race frequently remains a signiﬁcant predictor of school discipline regardless of
socioeconomic status (Hinojosa, 2008; Raffaele Mendez et al., 2002;
Skiba et al., 2002; Wu et al., 1982). More recently, however, Gregory,
Cornell, and Fan (2011) found that while poverty is predictive of white
suspension rates, poverty status was not a signiﬁcant predictor of black
suspension rates nor was it predictive of the black-white suspension gap.
In sum, the inability of socioeconomic variables to account for racial
differences in school discipline has spurred researchers to examine
how the context of the school may contribute to the racial discipline
gap. Commonly, studies have investigated school, classroom, and teacher
characteristics especially in those cases that are likely to involve minority
students. This has raised the issue of whether racial bias plays a role in
disciplinary decision-making both at the level of the referral and for
the type of punishment administered. In addition, concerns exist as to
whether racial disparities are exacerbated by the use of zero-tolerance
disciplinary policies.

School context
The effect of individual teachers, school discipline policies, and even
the demographic composition of the school present a set of overlapping
concerns regarding racial bias in school discipline. How teachers, principals, and other school ofﬁcials treat youth, the expectations they hold
for youth behavior, and the possibility that ofﬁcials hold biased views of
black students have been extensively studied. For instance, using a sample
of 1,125 students from six public schools, McCarthy and Hoge (1987) argued that because black students perform poorly academically and present unique behavioral problems for teachers and administrators that
school ofﬁcials are more apt to sanction them. This process results in a
cycle of cumulative disadvantage where black youth are initially disciplined for their failure to conform to school standards which, in turn, produces an ofﬁcial disciplinary record that often leads to further sanctions.
Although the authors note that, “most of the school ofﬁcials [they] studied
were black” it is suggested that a discriminatory set of “universalistic
norms” may guide teacher perceptions of problem behavior in these circumstances regardless of race (pp. 1116-1117). Similarly, in a qualitative
study of eleven black teachers, Moore (2002) argued that an establishment bias may designate female, light-skinned, socially mature children
from stable, middle-class families as ideal students. However, immature,
male, dark-skinned children from dysfunctional families and lower socioeconomic backgrounds were considered difﬁcult students possibly
warranting increased surveillance and control.
Townsend (2000) writes that cultural conﬂicts between students and
teachers, even of the same race or ethnicity, can occur in schools serving
impoverished, minority children. For example, the active learning style
of lower-class black youth, featuring an unfamiliar vernacular and
expressive, nonverbal communication style, may be misinterpreted as
disobedience or as combative. As a result, teachers may use disciplinary
sanctions that target black students in an effort to reassert control and
order in the classroom. Along these lines, Skiba et al. (2000) studied
a sample of 11,011 middle school students from a single, urban school
district and found that white students were more likely to be referred
to the ofﬁce for objective misbehavior, such as smoking or using obscene
language. However, black students were more often referred for less
serious, subjective misbehavior, such as being disrespectful to a teacher
or disrupting a classroom. Skiba and his colleagues concluded that disproportionate referrals at the classroom-level may indicate “systematic
racial discrimination” (p. 16).
Studies at the level of the classroom provide some empirical evidence that teachers hold views of student abilities that sometimes correlate with race and ethnicity. In a meta-analysis of teacher expectations
and behavior, Tenenbaum and Ruck (2007) reported that teachers
held signiﬁcantly lower academic expectations for black and Hispanic
students and also used less positive speech with them compared to
white students. Notably, teachers held the highest expectations for
Asian students. Accordingly, in a survey of 5,305 ninth-grade students
from 199 high schools, Gregory et al. (2011) found that schools with
lower perceived support and academic expectations have higher suspension rates for both blacks and whites and, more importantly, have
the largest racial gaps in suspension rates.
Higher black student enrollment has also been found to be signiﬁcantly associated with overall higher suspension rates and with greater
racial imbalances in the use of suspensions. Raffaele Mendez et al.
(2002), for example, found that the percentage of black students in a
school correlated positively with rates of suspensions in a single district
sample of 142 elementary and secondary schools. However, among
secondary schools, racial homogeneity also correlated negatively with
suspensions. Similarly, Eitle and Eitle (2004) examined the inﬂuence
of racial segregation across 40 school districts and found that more
segregated districts – that is, more racially homogenous districts – had
reduced black-white suspension gaps.
Welch and Payne (2010, 2012) assert that ﬁndings of disproportionate discipline rates in schools with higher black enrollment lends
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support to the racial threat hypothesis, wherein white teachers and
school administrators respond to increasing proportions of minorities
in schools with more frequent and more severe punishments. Their
subsequent tests involving a sample of approximately 300 public
schools revealed that those with a larger percentage of black students
not only used more punitive disciplinary measures like detention and
suspension, but also resorted to more extreme disciplinary practices,
such as expulsion and involving the police. These schools were also
more likely to use zero-tolerance policies and were less likely to use
mild or restorative disciplinary practices even when controlling for socioeconomic conditions and levels of student delinquency in the
school. Interestingly, racial threat appears most evident in schools
with less crime and disorder. Further work by Payne and Welch
(2010) using the same data found that schools implementing punitive
disciplinary policies were also more likely to use other harsh sanctions
which, they argue, may contribute to the “prisonization” of the school
environment. Payne and Welch (2010) concluded that excessive punishment in schools with relatively higher black enrollment leads to the
criminalization of black youth, to further academic disadvantage, and
to the reinforcement of negative stereotypes of blacks in society.
Contrary evidence, however, was produced by Kinsler (2011) in
an examination of approximately 500,000 students across 1,000 elementary, middle, and high schools in North Carolina. His analysis of student infractions and disciplinary outcomes found signiﬁcant variation
across schools. Kinsler (2011) also found that within schools, blacks
and whites were treated similarly, leading him to conclude that the
discipline gap may actually be a byproduct of differences in school
discipline policies rather than racial bias.

Differential behavior
The contribution of individual misbehavior to disproportionate disciplinary rates has largely been overshadowed by hypotheses emphasizing cultural or racial bias (Gregory et al., 2010). In fact, Fenning and
Rose (2007) state that “there is no current empirical evidence that factors internal to the student” can account for the overrepresentation of
racial or ethnic minorities (p. 542). Indeed, numerous authors have
made this point (McCarthy & Hoge, 1987; McFadden, Marsh, Price, &
Hwang, 1992; Shaw & Braden, 1990; Wu et al., 1982), leading Skiba
et al. (2002, p. 322) to argue that “investigations of behavior, race, and
discipline have yet to provide evidence that African-American students
misbehave at a signiﬁcantly higher rate than other students.” Years
later, this conclusion was again echoed by Losen and Skiba (2010)
who stated that “there is no evidence that racial disparities in school
discipline can be explained through higher rates of disruption among
African-American students” (p. 10).
This conclusion, however, may be premature if not entirely incorrect. We make two inter-related points: First, aggregate differences between black and white students are well documented across a variety
of studies and a variety of outcomes. Beaver et al. (2011), for example,
detailed the various differences in behaviors between black and white
youth, including black over-involvement in crime and delinquency
(see also, DeLisi & Regoli, 1999; Elliott, 1994), black over-involvement
in the juvenile justice system (Earls, 1994; Hawkins et al., 1998), and
black over-involvement in a range of social services and programs
(Herrnstein & Murray, 1994; Wilson, 1987). Beaver et al. (2011) also
noted that black youth are signiﬁcantly more likely to enter school unprepared and are signiﬁcantly more likely to have deﬁcits in many social
skills (in particular, deﬁcits that parents are unable to correct) that may
translate into behavioral problems to be managed by teachers and
school ofﬁcials (Brooks-Gunn & Markman, 2005; Murnane et al.,
2006). Indeed, in their analysis of data from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study-Kindergarten (ECLS-K), Beaver and colleagues found substantive differences between white and black youth in measures of
social skills assessed at kindergarten and the ﬁrst-grade.
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Second, while a large swath of data exists revealing aggregate
differences in behaviors between black and white youth (Paschall,
Flewelling, & Ennett, 1998; Snyder & Sickmund, 1999) it remains unknown whether these differences account for racial disparities in school
discipline. A recent study by Rocque (2010), however, is instructive.
Analyzing elementary school ofﬁce referrals, Rocque used teacher
ratings of student antisocial behavior to examine differences for both
referred and non-referred students. Although race remained a signiﬁcant predictor of receiving a disciplinary referral, Rocque found that
the odds of being referred dropped by 36% after controlling for problem
behavior. As a result, Rocque concluded that much “previous work without measures of student behavior grossly overestimated the extent
to which racial disparity in school discipline is based upon illegitimate
factors” (pp. 572-573).
Rocque’s (2010) conclusion draws attention to the issue of model
speciﬁcation and to the range of variance in prior measures of child misbehavior. Virtually all prior studies of the racial gap in school discipline
have not included detailed measures of student misbehavior and those
that have tend to rely on cross-sectional data or, at best, one year of behavioral data (Hinojosa, 2008; Payne & Welch, 2010; Skiba et al., 2002;
Wu et al., 1982). For example, Hinojosa (2008) used a two-item measure of misbehavior that assessed only whether a student fought at
school. In addition, Wu et al. (1982) constructed an eight-item index
of self-reported antisocial attitudes as a proxy measure of problem behavior – assuming that students holding more antisocial attitudes
would exhibit greater misbehavior. Even Rocque’s (2010) study was
limited to an eight-item scale of teacher-reported externalizing behavior in a single school year. The point is, few studies have included
detailed assessments of student misbehavior and even fewer have
assessed student misbehavior longitudinally. This last point is of serious
consequence because few students experience exclusionary discipline
on the ﬁrst offense. Instead, it appears possible that suspensions and
expulsions are driven, in part, by time-stable individual differences in
problem behavior. This possibility has been echoed by others.
For example, Morrison, Anthony, Storino, and Dillon (2001) state
that students may be suspended for attitudinal offenses, such as deﬁance, only if they ﬁrst come to the attention of staff through aggressive
acts, such as ﬁghting. Thus, teachers and school ofﬁcials increase their
awareness of problem students over time, which may result in increased supervision, scrutiny, and referral for less serious behaviors
(Skiba et al., 2000). In an exploratory study, Tobin, Sugai, and Colvin
(1996) note that students referred or suspended in the sixth-grade
were more likely to have continuing disciplinary problems. Although
they suggest this could be a result of negative reinforcement (e.g., suspensions permit the student to escape the classroom), they also acknowledge the possibility of a yet to be identiﬁed factor such as a
performance deﬁcit in social problem-solving skills that may account
for these behavioral issues.
Lastly, the intense focus on the discipline and behavior of blacks and
whites has generally allowed ﬁndings for other racial and ethnic groups
to go unexplained (Lynn, 2009). Although data clearly show blacks are
disciplined at a signiﬁcantly higher rate than whites, the same cannot
always be said about Hispanics (Gordon et al., 2000). Gregory et al.
(2010) remark that Hispanic-white differences remain inconclusive as
studies have failed to uncover consistent signiﬁcant disparities. For example, Eitle and Eitle (2004) conducted an analysis of the Hispanicwhite suspension gap and found an overrepresentation ratio of only
1.16:1 (p. 283). Considering that their study takes place in Florida, a
state with a large and increasing Hispanic population (and thus possibly
presenting a mounting racial threat), it is especially notable.
In regard to Asian-white differences, limited sample sizes have
often impaired detailed research (Gordon et al., 2000). However, a
few studies have shown that Asians are signiﬁcantly underrepresented
in suspension rates (Costenbader & Markson, 1994) and less likely to receive disciplinary action than all other groups, including whites (Rocque
& Paternoster, 2011; Wallace et al., 2008). Further exploration of such

Please cite this article as: Wright, J.P., et al., Prior problem behavior accounts for the racial gap in school suspensions, Journal of Criminal Justice
(2014), http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jcrimjus.2014.01.001

4

J.P. Wright et al. / Journal of Criminal Justice xxx (2014) xxx–xxx

ﬁndings across racial and ethnic groups is strongly warranted. Should a
signiﬁcant disparity exist wherein whites are disciplined at signiﬁcantly
higher rates than Asians, it could call into question the validity of hypotheses based upon racial threat or bias.
Against this backdrop, we note that previous research has consistently failed to account for the racial discipline gap and that methodological limitations may have upwardly biased the association between
race and disciplinary outcomes. The present study is designed to partially address these methodological shortcomings within the existing
literature by examining the effects of socioeconomic status and school
context while also estimating the inﬂuence of individual student misbehavior across several years and grade levels.

Methods
Sample
Data for the present study came from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Class of 1998-1999 dataset (ECLS-K). The
ECLS-K includes over 21,000 children and is the largest nationally
representative sample of kindergartners, parents, teachers, and both
public and private schools in the United States. The ECLS-K is sponsored
by the U.S. Department of Education and the National Center for Education Statistics with the goal of providing reliable data that can help
scholars investigate children’s development and early experiences
and additionally, how these early experiences impact later development and learning in school. The data provide detailed information
about the subjects’ cognitive, social, mental, and physical development,
family factors, medical conditions and history, as well as information
about their school and classroom environments, and home environments. Information was obtained from teacher and school administrator questionnaires, parent and child interviews, and observations from
trained professionals in the schools.
The initial data were collected in the fall of 1998 when children
ﬁrst entered kindergarten. Data were also collected later in the spring
of 1999, in the fall (1999), and in the spring (2000) of ﬁrst-grade.
Follow-up data were collected in the spring of third-grade (2002),
spring of ﬁfth-grade (2004), and the spring of eighth-grade (2007).
We used outcome and control variables from the spring of the eighthgrade (2007) while the prior behavior measures came from the fall
of kindergarten (1998), spring of ﬁrst-grade (2000), and the spring of
third-grade (2002).

Measures
Suspension
School suspension data were available only in the eighth-grade
wave of the ECLS-K. Suspensions are used widely as an index of exclusionary discipline, are more frequent compared to expulsions, and
have been subject to extensive analyses in other studies (Skiba et al.,
2000; Wallace et al., 2008). We restrict our analyses of suspensions to
children in public schools. Private schools, such as military academies
and religious schools, may employ unique disciplinary policies that introduce an array of complexities. The school suspension measure was
a simple parent-reported question asking whether or not the child
had ever received an out-of-school suspension (0 = No, 1 = Yes).
Parent reports provide a conservative estimate of whether a child had
ever been suspended since some parents may not be aware of their
child’s suspension. Moreover, it is highly unusual for children in elementary grades to be suspended as this type of punishment is usually
reserved for youth in at least middle school (Raffaele Mendez et al.,
2002). Thus, the suspension measure likely captures disciplinary actions
taken within close temporal proximity to the eighth-grade.

Problem behavior
To measure early and stable problem behavior, we employ Gresham
and Elliott’s (1990) widely used Social Skills Rating Scale (SSRS).
The SSRS uses a Likert scale ranging from 1-4 (1 = Never exhibits this
behavior; 4 = Very often/exhibits behavior most of the time). Parents
and teachers provided a score for each item within each scale. The
mean of these items was then used for the total score on each speciﬁc
scale. Teacher reports of the SSRS were available from the kindergarten
through the ﬁfth-grade waves of data. The ECLS-K also employed a
parent-reported SSRS, but only for the kindergarten and ﬁrst-grade
years. Therefore, we used teacher-reported measures of prior problem
behavior. Teacher reports have proven to be highly efﬁcient, valid, and
reliable accounts of student behavior (Cairns & Cairns, 1994).
Our measure of teacher-reported prior problem behavior utilized
data from kindergarten, ﬁrst, and third-grades only and is the sum of
the four SSRS scales: self-control, interpersonal skills, externalizing problem behaviors, and approaches to learning. These scales tap a wide range
of behaviors such as controlling one’s temper, responding appropriately
to pressure from peers, expressing thoughts and feelings appropriately,
attentiveness, impulsivity, unnecessary arguing, disturbing ongoing
classroom activities, and ﬁghting. While some of the items that compose
the subscales of the SSRS are attitudinal, studies have shown that measuring traits and behaviors with attitudinal measures is appropriate
(see Pratt & Cullen, 2000). The SSRS scales have been used in a number
of prior studies examining self-control and analogous problem behaviors
(Beaver & Wright, 2007; Lamont & Van Horn, 2013; Vaughn, DeLisi,
Beaver, & Wright, 2009; Wright & Beaver, 2005).
We note that the SSRS was administered to different teachers during
kindergarten, ﬁrst, and third-grade. Moreover, the parent report of the
child ever being suspended was assessed in the eighth-grade. Thus, our
measure of prior problem behavior was taken at least ﬁve years prior to
the parental measure of child suspension. Additionally, we averaged the
teacher-reported SSRS scores across kindergarten through third-grade
and found no difference in our analyses when using the averaged versus
the additive measure of teacher-reported prior problem behavior.
Our measure of prior problem behavior was coded so that higher
values indicate more problematic behavior. Unfortunately, the ECLS-K
dataset does not make available the individual items of each scale. Therefore, reliability statistics could not be computed for the items within each
scale. Validation studies of the SSRS have found the measure to be comprehensive, valid, and reliable (Demaray, Ruffalo, Carlson, & Busse,
1995; Lyon, Albertus, Birkinbine, & Naibi, 1996). The teacher-reported
scales were correlated at a range of 0.47 to 0.56 over time.
Finally, we employed a maternal report of their child’s delinquency
and their child’s grades in school in the eighth-grade. Three parentreported delinquency items were available in the eighth-grade. Items
asked parents if the child cheats, if the child steals, and if the child ﬁghts.
We used these three items to create a measure of child delinquency
where higher values indicate more delinquent behavior (alpha = 0.53).
In order to tap the child’s progress in school, a parent-reported measure
of the child’s grade in school was included and coded as 1 = Mostly
A’s, 2 = Mostly B’s, 3 = Mostly C’s, 4 = Mostly D’s, and 5 = Mostly F’s.
School-related measures
School-related variables included items measuring enrollment size,
the percent of students on free or reduced lunches, the racial composition of the school, and parent’s opinion of the school. Again, due to the
possibility of different discipline policies in private schools, the inability
to examine key aspects of the school (such as percent of students on free
or reduced lunch), and other complexities, only public schools were
included in the analyses. School enrollment was coded as 1 = 0-149
students, 2 = 150-299 students, 3 = 300-499 students, 4 = 500-749
students, and 5 = 750 or more students. Regarding free and reduced
lunches, there were separate variables for the percent (0-100%) of
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students on free lunches and the percent of students on reduced
lunches. We combined these two variables by adding the percentages
together and dividing by two. This variable measures the percent of students in the school on free or reduced lunches. The racial composition of
the school was a categorical variable for the percent of black students in
the school. ECLS-K staff coded this variable as 1 = b1%, 2 = 1- b 5%, 3
= 5- b 10%, 4 = 10- b 25%, and 5 = 25% or more black students in the
school. Finally, a four-item scale of the parent’s opinion of the school
was included. Responses were scored 1 to 5 where 1 = Strongly
Agree and 5 = Strongly Disagree. The four items asked parents if they
thought their child’s school is good, emphasizes learning, has an alcohol
or drug problem, and if the school has a problem with violence. The last
two items were reverse coded so that higher scores indicated more
problems with the school (alpha = 0.75).
Control variables
Several demographic variables were included in the analysis. Race
of the child was obtained through parent reports. We restricted our
sample to focus on the white-black racial contrast only (0 = White
and 1 = Black). Race of the eighth-grade teacher was also included
and dichotomously coded as 0 = White and 1 = Black. The child’s gender was dichotomously coded as 0 = Female and 1 = Male. Another
measure included in the analysis was whether or not the child was on
an individualized education program (IEP). Socioeconomic status was
included as a control variable and was measured by two items: parent
education and poverty level. The parent’s level of education was measured with a scale ranging from 1-9, where 1 = A doctoral or professional degree and 9 = Eighth-grade education or below. The child’s
household level of poverty was measured simply as 0 = At or above
the poverty threshold and 1 = Below the poverty threshold.
Analytical strategy
Since our outcome variable is measured as a dichotomy, we use logistic regression to analyze the data. Moreover, given that the data
were clustered at the classroom level, we utilized robust standard
errors to adjust for the clustering of observations. We ﬁrst estimate an
equation that seeks to replicate ﬁndings from other studies on blackwhite suspension differences – namely that blacks are suspended significantly more frequently than are whites, and that no set of variables
used in prior studies can account for the racial gap in suspensions. The
second equation then introduces our measure of prior problem behavior. The addition of the measure tests whether early, consistent problem
behavior can account for the racial gap in suspensions. Next, we introduce a multiplicative interaction term between prior problem behavior
and the measure of parent-reported child delinquency which was reported on during the eighth-grade year. The interaction, created
through mean centering, assesses whether continuity in problem behavior elevates the logged odds of being suspended independent of
the main terms. Finally, we conduct a separate within-race analysis involving the interaction term using a similar methodology.
Results
Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics for the analytical sample. The
sample is 85.5% white and 14.5% black. Slightly over half the sample is
male and 9% of students were on an IEP. Economically, 16.4% of the sample fell below the Federal standards for poverty status. The average
school in the sample had 22% of youth who received a free or reduced
lunch. Lastly, we note that 31% of blacks and 11% of whites had reported
an out-of-school suspension in the study.
We ﬁrst calculated the bivariate odds ratio for black youth
being suspended compared to white youth. The odds ratio of 3.78
(Z = 14.14) (results not presented in table) is consistent with odds differentials reported in other datasets by varied authors by indicating

5

Table 1
Descriptive Statistics
Percentage
Race
White
Black
Gender
Male
Female
IEP
Yes
No
Poverty Threshold
At or Above
Below
Teacher Race
White
Black
School Grades
Parent’s Education
School Enrollment Size
Percent Free/Reduced Lunch
“Bad” School
Percent Black Enrollment
Parent-Reported Delinquency
Prior Problem Behavior

Mean

Std. Deviation

.144

.351

.507

.500

.090

.286

.164

.370

.077

.267

85.5
14.5
50.7
49.3
9.0
91.0
83.6
16.4
92.3
7.7
1.69
4.78
3.80
22.31
1.77
2.83
1.08
12.67

.796
1.98
1.18
15.66
.623
1.24
.220
1.83

black youth experience higher odds of suspension relative to white
youth (see Skiba et al., 2000). The difference is statistically signiﬁcant
(p b .001) and substantive.
Table 2 presents the results of the multivariate logistic regression of
suspensions on our control variables. To remind the reader, we control
for variables prior research has identiﬁed as important predictors of
being suspended, including sex, the percentage of black students in a
school, and concurrent delinquent behavior. In Model 1, the inclusion
of these covariates reduced the odds ratio associated with the racial
gap by 50%. While the inclusion of these covariates reduced in magnitude the race differences in suspensions, they did not account for the
racial disparity in school suspensions. The adjusted odds ratio of 1.89
was statistically signiﬁcant (p b .001) and showed that, even with controls for misbehavior included, black youth were 89% more likely to be
suspended compared to white youth.
Other variables were also predictive of suspension. Males were more
likely to be suspended than were females (OR = 2.67), youth with
lower grades were more likely to be suspended (OR = 1.69), youths
who resided in schools their parents perceived as poorly functioning
were more likely to be suspended (OR = 1.51), as were youth who
had attended schools with a relatively higher percentage of blacks
(OR = 1.22). Even so, the strongest predictor of being suspended
was the parent report of delinquent behavior (OR = 6.83, Z = 8.65).
Model 2 in Table 2 contains the results of our logistic regression analyses that include the measure of teacher-reported prior problem behavior. We ﬁrst note that the estimate of prior problem behavior was
statistically signiﬁcant (Z = 6.66, p b .001) with an odds ratio of 1.30.
The inclusion of the measure of prior problem behavior, more importantly, completely accounted for the black-white differentials in suspensions, reducing the odds ratio for race to 1.20 (Z = .80). The magnitude
of the effect of prior problem behavior, moreover, largely paralleled that
associated with the measure of current delinquency (Z = 6.21).
Model 3 in Table 2 extends the analysis presented in Model 2 by
including a centered, multiplicative interaction term. The term tests
whether those youth who had high levels of problem behavior early
in life and who also scored high on the measure of contemporaneous
delinquency were signiﬁcantly more likely to be suspended. The results
of this analysis shows that not only were the main effects of prior problem behavior and current delinquency signiﬁcant, so too was the interaction term. Students who scored high on the prior problem behavior
measure and on the parent-reported delinquency measure were more
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Table 2
Logistic Regression of Suspensions on Independent Variables for White/Black Differences

Race
(0 = White, 1 = Black)
Gender
(0 = Female, 1 = Male)
School Grades
IEP
(0 = No, 1 = Yes)
Parent’s Education
Poverty
(0 = At or Above, 1 = Below)
School Enrollment Size
Percent Free/Reduced Lunch
“Bad” School
Percent Black Enrollment
Teacher Race
(0 = White, 1 = Black)
Parent-Reported Delinquency
Prior Problem Behavior
Interaction

Model 1: Baseline

Model 2: Inclusion of Prior Problem
Behavior (PPB)

Model 3: Interaction of Delinquency
and PPB

N = 4,101

N = 2,737

N = 2,737

OR

Z

RSE

OR

Z

RSE

1.89

3.66

.331⁎⁎⁎

1.20

0.80

.285

OR
1.18

Z
0.73

.276

2.67

8.82

.298⁎⁎⁎

2.14

5.26

.309⁎⁎⁎

2.15

5.28

.312⁎⁎⁎

1.69
1.04

8.21
0.32

.109⁎⁎⁎
.161

1.50
.895

4.63
-0.55

.133⁎⁎⁎
.181

1.48
.927

4.52
-0.38

.131⁎⁎⁎
.181

1.06
1.03

1.78
0.19

.036
.157

1.09
.854

2.09
-0.74

.046⁎
.180

1.09
.853

2.07
-0.76

.046⁎
.177

1.05
1.00
1.51
1.22
.964

0.87
1.34
4.85
3.48
-0.19

.062
.005
.130⁎⁎⁎
.070⁎⁎
.187

1.14
1.00
1.65
1.28
.911

1.76
0.47
4.81
3.57
-0.32

.088
.006
.173⁎⁎⁎
.091⁎⁎⁎
.262

1.13
1.00
1.64
1.29
.902

1.69
0.40
4.79
3.60
-0.36

.087
.006
.171⁎⁎⁎
.092⁎⁎⁎
.258

6.83
-

8.65
-

1.51⁎⁎⁎
-

7.08
1.30
-

6.21
6.66
-

2.23⁎⁎⁎
.052⁎⁎⁎
-

6.81
7.06
2.51

4.75⁎⁎⁎
.053⁎⁎⁎
.189⁎

12.7
1.33
1.40

RSE

⁎⁎⁎ p b 0.001.
⁎⁎ p b 0.01.
⁎ p b 0.05.

likely to be suspended compared to students who scored relatively low
on any one measure. These results provide further evidence that early
misbehavior is tied to later misbehavior and, in turn, that misbehavior
is tied to school suspensions.
We note that the inclusion of the interaction term was associated
with a substantive increase in the odds ratio and standard error connected to the measure of parent reported delinquency. We checked
the correlation matrix and variance inﬂation factors to verify that no
problems with collinearity existed. No signiﬁcant problems were detected and no variable in the full model had a VIF value that reached 2
(mean VIF = 1.34). Nonetheless, we note that the increase in the
odds ratio associated with the measure of delinquency provides further
evidence that student misbehavior is likely at the crux of suspension
decisions.
Table 3 presents the results of our within-race analyses. Looking ﬁrst
at white students in Model 1, we ﬁnd that being male, having poorer
school grades, parental education, parental evaluation of the school,
and the percent black enrollment in the school each signiﬁcantly predicted being suspended. The largest effect, however, was still attributed
to parent-reported delinquency and, to a slightly lesser extent, the measure of prior problem behavior.
Model 2 presents the results for black students. We ﬁrst note that the
sample size for black students dropped from N = 527 to N = 289. This
reduction was associated with the inclusion of the measure of prior
problem behavior. That said, being male and parental evaluation of
the school were each predictive of suspensions for blacks. Again, however, the largest effect was generated by the delinquency measure
while the measure of prior problem behavior retained statistical
signiﬁcance.
We also note that we attempted to include a multiplicative interaction term into the within race analyses. For whites and for blacks,
the centered interaction term was signiﬁcant, but the odds ratio and
the standard error associated with the delinquency measure for blacks
increased substantially. Collinearity analyses revealed substantive
collinearity only within the black sub-sample. The delinquency measure
includes items that could result in a suspension if the behavior occurred at school. If behavioral problems are more concentrated among
black students, as the data so far suggest, then collinearity may be a

byproduct. To test this we conducted a t-test on the parent-reported delinquency measure. The t-test revealed substantive and signiﬁcant differences in the average levels of parent-reported delinquency with
blacks scoring over a third of a standard deviation higher than whites
(t = 7.21, p b .001, standardized mean difference = .36).
To further examine the association between continuity in prior
problem behavior and suspensions, we standardized the measure of
prior problem behavior and school suspensions and plotted the corresponding values by race. The results are shown in Fig. 1. The association
between prior problem behavior, suspensions, and race is clear. Whites
show the lowest levels of prior problem behavior (Z = -0.14) and suspensions (Z = -0.08), and blacks show the highest levels of prior problem behavior (Z = 0.44) and school suspensions (Z = 0.52). These
estimates are unadjusted for other covariates.

Table 3
Logistic Regression of Suspensions on Independent Variables for Within Races
Model 1: Within Whites Model 2: Within Blacks
N = 2,448
OR
Gender
(0 = Female, 1 = Male)
School Grades
IEP
(0 = No, 1 = Yes)
Parent’s Education
Poverty
(0 = At or Above, 1 = Below)
School Enrollment Size
Percent Free/Reduced Lunch
“Bad” School
Percent Black Enrollment
Teacher Race
(0 = White, 1 = Black)
Parent-Reported Delinquency
Prior Problem Behavior

1.93

Z

N = 289
RSE

OR

Z

RSE

4.15

.306⁎⁎⁎

3.61

3.70 1.25⁎⁎⁎

1.54
4.32
.803 -0.93

.155⁎⁎⁎
.188

1.32
1.60

1.42
1.15

.263
.659

1.12
2.54
.788 -0.81

.053⁎
.231

.882 -1.09
1.25
0.65

.101
.439

1.11
1.00
1.65
1.28
1.47

1.24
0.53
4.30
3.34
1.07

.099
.007
.195⁎⁎⁎
.095⁎⁎
.540

1.29
1.69
1.00
0.11
1.81
2.68
1.33
1.20
.641 -1.02

.199
.015
.401⁎⁎
.326
.279

5.77
1.32

4.53 2.23⁎⁎⁎ 14.5
6.19
.059⁎⁎⁎
1.27

4.62 8.38⁎⁎⁎
2.46 .124⁎

⁎⁎⁎ p b 0.001.
⁎⁎ p b 0.01.
⁎ p b 0.05.
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Standard Score

0.4
0.3
0.52
0.44
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Prior Problem Behavior
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Fig. 1. Mean Comparison of Prior Problem Behavior and Suspensions by Race.

Discussion
Consistent with forty years of social science ﬁndings, data from the
ECLS-K revealed that black youth are suspended at rates signiﬁcantly
higher than those of white youth. Moreover, the effect remained statistically signiﬁcant even with contemporaneous measures of youthful
misbehavior in the model along with controls for a host of other theoretically relevant factors such as individual-level socioeconomic status
and school-level measures of school quality. This general pattern has
been found in a variety of datasets covering various time periods and
school districts. The consistency in ﬁndings showing black youth are
suspended more often than white youth and that the relationship
cannot be accounted for by differences in problem behavior between
white and black children has invited several explanations. Chief
amongst these explanations is that cultural bias harbored by teachers
and school ofﬁcials inﬂuences the subjective appraisals of the behavior
of white and black students in a way that penalizes black youth
(McCarthy & Hoge, 1987; Moore, 2002; Payne & Welch, 2010; Skiba
et al., 2000; Townsend, 2000).
Capitalizing on the longitudinal nature of the ECLS-K, and drawing
on a rich body of studies into the stability of early problem behavior,
we examined whether measures of prior problem behavior could account for the differences in suspension between both whites and blacks.
The results of these analyses were straightforward: The inclusion of a
measure of prior problem behavior reduced to statistical insigniﬁcance
the odds differentials in suspensions between black and white youth.
Thus, our results indicate that odds differentials in suspensions are
likely produced by pre-existing behavioral problems of youth that
are imported into the classroom, that cause classroom disruptions,
and that trigger disciplinary measures by teachers and school ofﬁcials.
Differences in rates of suspension between racial groups thus appear
to be a function of differences in problem behaviors that emerge early
in life, that remain relatively stable over time, and that materialize in
the classroom (Broidy et al., 2003; Campbell, Shaw, & Gilliom, 2000;
Kingston & Prior, 1995; Tremblay, Pihl, Vitaro, & Dobkin, 1994).
To further investigate the connection between continuity in problem
behavior and later school suspensions, we introduced a multiplicative
interaction term into our statistical model. The term also reached conventional levels of statistical signiﬁcance, again providing evidence of
a measurable and meaningful connection between early and later problem behavior and school suspensions: children with the highest levels
of prior and current problem behavior had greater odds of suspension
than other students in the sample.
We believe our results speak to the current debate about the inﬂuence of race on school suspensions. First, prior studies have not adequately measured or considered the inﬂuence of time-stable problem
behaviors that are imported into classrooms by children. It is well

documented, for example, that black youth are less academically prepared for school entrance and suffer from a greater range of social, emotional, and behavioral disadvantages than white or Asian youth (Beaver
et al., 2011; Kao, 1995; Kao & Thompson, 2003; Magnuson & Waldfogel,
2005; Murnane et al., 2006; Sadowski, 2006; Schneider & Lee, 1990).
More importantly, a large body of research also shows that early behavioral problems can remain remarkably stable over time, place,
and situation (Beaver, Wright, DeLisi, & Vaughn, 2008; Caspi et al.,
2003; Donker, Smeenk, van der Laan, & Verhulst, 2003; Haberstick,
Schmitz, Young, & Hewitt, 2006). Continuity in problem behavior
thus has the potential to account for a range of outcomes associated
with misbehavior – outcomes such as school suspensions.
Additionally, our ﬁndings are supportive of a broader literature that
has continued to examine and to account for racial disparities in other
areas, including the criminal justice system (see DeLisi, 2011). For instance, recent research by Beaver et al. (2013) examined the extent
to which the racial gap in criminal justice processing could be closed
by two factors: IQ and self-reported violent behavior. Similar to prior
studies, Beaver et al. (2013) found that black males were more likely
to be arrested and incarcerated than white males. However, the racial
gap in criminal justice processing was accounted for by self-reported
lifetime violent behavior and IQ. Other studies, too, have shown that differential behavior often produces differential criminal justice outcomes.
For example, it is now well known that black drivers are stopped
more often than white drives. The phenomenon of “driving while
black,” was examined extensively by Tillyer and Engel (2012) who
reported that black drivers not only speed more often than whites, but
that they do so more severely which may help to partially explain disproportionate minority contact during trafﬁc stops. Findings from additional studies have also revealed that minority race is an inconsistent
factor in court processing, in juvenile justice processing outcomes, and
in criminal sentencing (Caudill, Morris, El Sayed, Yun, & DeLisi, 2013;
Guevara, Herz, & Spohn, 2008; Klein, Petersilia, & Turner, 1990; Leiber
& Johnson, 2008).
Second, while our results await replication we believe it important
to raise a disturbing possibility. As we pointed out in the introduction
to this paper, numerous authors, interest groups, and government agencies including the Department of Justice, have used the racial differential
in suspension rates as prima facie evidence of teacher or school district
bias against black youth. Indeed, great liberties have been taken in
linking racial differences in suspensions to the racial discrimination.
Nowhere is this more evident than in the rhetoric surrounding
the “school-to-prison pipeline” (American Civil Liberties Union, 2013;
Children’s Defense Fund, 2012; NAACP Legal Defense and Educational
Fund, 2013; Wald & Losen, 2003). Yet it is entirely possible that
the body of evidence and the conclusions drawn from the evidence
on racial differences in school suspensions represents not the sum
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total of rigorous scientiﬁc analysis but the process of conﬁrmation bias
(Nickerson, 1998).
As Nickerson (1998) notes, conﬁrmation bias occurs not only when
scholars give too much weight to select ﬁndings but also when they
provide too little by way of critical analyses. Our ﬁndings hint at this
possibility, especially when juxtaposed against the clear motivations
of some scholars and activists to frame race differences in school suspensions as only a matter of discrimination or cultural bias, and especially when framed as a civil rights issue with all the corresponding
threats of litigation by the federal government. Under these circumstances, where careers are advanced, where reputations are earned,
and where the “working ideology” of scholars is conﬁrmed, the usual
critical and cautionary sway of scholarly investigation, critique, and insight becomes marginalized or usurped.
Limitations
Our study, like others, faces a series of limitations. First, the vast
majority of prior studies on school discipline have focused exclusively
on black-white differences in the odds of being suspended. Other racial
contrasts have not been examined, perhaps because such analyses
require very large sample sizes or because scholars have simply only
been interested in black-white differences. We attempted to use the
ECLS-K to examine the Asian-white contrast in suspensions, however,
even the ECLS-K has too few Asian students for analysis, especially too
few who have been suspended from school.
Second, readers may question whether our measure of prior problem behavior, which was assessed through teacher reports, is endogenous with the outcome variable. From a labeling perspective, a
theoretical possibility arises that teachers may label students as
“problem children” in the early years and that the label may then
“stick” to youth as they progress through elementary and middleschool grades. While we cannot rule out this possibility empirically –
indeed after much careful thought, it was concluded that there is no
obvious way to control for this possibility in a statistical model – we
do not believe it is logically feasible. Our measures of early problem
behavior, for example, were assessed by independent teachers from
kindergarten through the third-grade. The suspension measure was
assessed by parents, however, in the eighth-grade – a difference of
ﬁve years. During those ﬁve years, students transferred from elementary to middle-school, and some may have moved from one elementary
school to another, thus making it highly doubtful that the eighthgrade teachers or principals were even aware of a youth’s kindergarten
and primary grade teachers and, furthermore, those teachers’ assessment of the child’s behavior. Moreover, in many schools the decision
to suspend a youth is made by an administrator or principal – and not
necessarily a teacher. Nonetheless, future studies should better account
for the possibility of labeling effects. One possibility would be to only assess students who change schools for reasons other than their behavior.
If prior problem behavior – that would have occurred at a different
school – continues to explain away the race gap in suspension, then
the results and conclusions from the current study will be supported.
Note that even this approach is imperfect given that disciplinary records
may follow children from school-to-school.
Third, our measures of school suspensions and delinquency were
relatively limited. It is indeed odd that a large educational dataset
such as the ECLS-K would contain so few questions relevant to school
conduct, problem behavior, and school discipline. Future studies should
include more rigorous measures of these constructs.
Finally, sample attrition was substantial. We undertook numerous
analyses to verify that attrition did not substantively inﬂuence the
pattern of results we reported. Missing data analyses, including various
imputation techniques, failed to alter the results. That said, our analyses
did ﬁnd that black youth who scored highest on early measures of problem behavior were signiﬁcantly less likely to be retained in the sample
over time. Non-random attrition correlated with problem behavior is

common in longitudinal studies, especially in samples of urban minorities who tend to relocate frequently. Nonetheless, even when we
controlled for missing data and when we employed imputation, the results did not change. Future studies, however, should carefully consider
non-random sample attrition.
Conclusions
The focus on racial disproportionality in school discipline has drawn
attention to factors within the control of school ofﬁcials that could reduce, but not necessarily eliminate, suspension differentials. Even so,
the focus on racial dissimilarity in school discipline may have also
drawn attention away from youth who show early patterns of disruptive and unregulated behavior. These emerging behavioral patterns
can become highly stable ways of interacting – ways of interacting
that elevate the likelihood of school discipline, school failure, and
dropping out of school later in life (French & Conrad, 2001; Hamre &
Pianta, 2001; Loeber, 1982; Loeber & Dishion, 1983; Parker & Asher,
1987). These analyses show that early and prolonged problem behavior
accounts for the racial gap in suspensions and thus should be used to
take more seriously the presentation of problem behavior early in life
and in the scholastic career.
Lastly, we remain agnostic on the appropriateness of suspending
students from school as a means of discipline. The use of suspensions
may, or may not, be an advisable, useful, and meaningful disciplinary
mechanism. Indeed, other forms of discipline may be more effective
in controlling the behavior of difﬁcult children. The present study
does not speak to these effects. However, research has indicated that
students who are suspended at the secondary school level are over
ﬁve times more likely to be charged with a violent crime as an adult
(Katsiyannis, Thompson, Barrett, & Kingree, 2012). Ways to mitigate
this outcome remain unclear because disciplinary and administrative
policies are likely to vary from school to school (Kinsler, 2011). Despite
this, we note in our analysis that schools rated as more troublesome by
parents remain a signiﬁcant predictor of suspensions for both races, as
well as poor academic achievement for whites. As a result, schools utilizing proactive measures to identify and intervene early with at-risk
youth, especially males, or those that attempt to foster positive community relations by involving parents, may show some success (Cornell,
Gregory, & Fan, 2011; Ryan, Katsiyannis, Peterson, & Chmelar, 2007).
Nonetheless, we are wary of strongly advocating for large-scale social programs like Head Start that target disadvantaged youth. Although
well-intended, these services have failed to signiﬁcantly affect the longterm cognitive and behavioral outcomes of children during their transition from pre-school to elementary school and, in some cases, may have
negatively affected them (Puma et al., 2012). Thus, further studies that
examine the context of the school, the student body, and the community may help to shed light on whether the “school-to-prison pipeline”
has a true disparate racial impact or whether the use of harsher discipline policies is merely a response to higher levels of delinquency and
disorder. Our results suggest, however, that the association between
school suspensions and blacks and whites reﬂects long-standing behavioral differences between youth and that, at least in the aggregate, the
use of suspensions may not be as racially biased as many have argued.
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