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The likelihood of a student being issued an office discipline referral for subjective 

offenses increases when students enter middle school, particularly for minority students 

(Theriot and Dupper, 2015). The problem investigated for this dissertation was the 

disproportionality of office discipline referrals issued to Black males in 6th grade and the 

discipline decisions made by classroom teachers in a large, suburban school district. The 

purpose of this mixed methods study was to explore factors related to ODRs using 

existing system data followed by exploratory focus groups of selected sixth grade 

classroom teachers to better understand their decision-making processes for subjective 

behaviors identified as disrespect, disruption, or insubordination. Discipline data were 

collected from two middle schools designated as disproportionate by Maryland State 



 

Department of Education in Mid Atlantic Public School System and four focus groups 

comprised of 6th grade classroom teachers from the two identified schools.  

Findings from this study revealed that Black males in 6th grade received 59% of 

all subjective office discipline referrals issued to 6th grade students between 2016-2020 in 

both schools. Additionally, the study investigated classroom teachers’ perceptions of the 

discipline decision making process. All classroom teachers participating in focus groups 

reported that relationships are critical to improving discipline outcomes, the structures in 

schools to support discipline decisions must be uniform and consistently implemented, 

and that teachers must have opportunities to authentically improve their classroom 

management skills.  

This study affirms that Black males in 6th grade continue to experience subjective 

discipline at rates greater than their peers, how classroom teachers perceive student 

behaviors differs based on student race and gender, and how the discipline decisions 

made by classroom teachers relies on their perceptions of student behavior and what the 

teacher deems to be disrespect, disruption, or insubordination. 
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An Examination of Patterns in Educator’s Demographics and Factors in the Discipline 

Decision-making Process that Lead to an Office Discipline Referral 

Section I 

In the Mid-Atlantic Public School System (MAPSS), an Office Discipline Referral 

(ODR) is written documentation of observed student behavior in violation of an established 

student code of conduct written by school staff that may lead to consequence determined by 

school administrative staff (Sugai et al., 2000). Students have an opportunity to respond to an 

ODR which is then followed by a comprehensive investigation by a school administrator, 

resulting in a disciplinary decision to exclude or not exclude a student from attending school 

(MAPSS Student Code of Conduct, 2020). A review of school discipline research identified a 

focus on the consequences and outcomes of ODRs, and specifically exclusionary discipline1, 

rather than referral counts or the reasons why referrals were written. The consequences of 

exclusionary discipline that begin with an ODR were found to include disengagement from 

school, lower academic performance, and an increased dropout rate which continues the school 

to prison pipeline (Balfanz et al., 2015; Cornell et al., 2011). According to Skiba et al. (2011), 

removing students from the beneficial aspects of academic engagement and schooling, [through 

exclusionary discipline] … may constitute a risk factor for further negative outcomes. 

From early studies, such as the Children’s Defense Fund (1975), to more recent studies 

(see Baker-Smith, 2018; Balfanz et al., 2015; Bryan et al., 2012; Girvan et al., 2016; Losen & 

Skiba, 2010) researchers continued to demonstrate that disproportionality in discipline was a 

pervasive issue in public school for marginalized student groups. Despite efforts to raise 

 
1 For the purposes of this study, Exclusionary Discipline/Exclusion will refer to any action that removes a student 
from the instructional setting (In-School and Out-of-School Suspension, Decision Making Room, In School 
Intervention, Detention in the Office, and/or Supervised Time Out) 
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educators’ awareness regarding exclusionary discipline consequences through any practice that 

removes a student from the regular classroom setting for any specified period, Black2 males, 

particularly in middle schools, were at the time of this study, more likely to be subjected to 

exclusionary discipline than their White and Hispanic peers. Further, middle school aged Black 

males received disproportionate numbers of office disciplinary referrals (ODRs) for subjective 

offenses such as disrespect, disruption, and insubordination, which often led to suspension 

(Booker & Mitchell, 2011; Morgan et al., 2014; Skiba et al., 2011).  

Curran and Finch (2018), in a review of the student code of conduct in all 24 Maryland 

school systems, found exclusionary practices remained an option for many discipline infractions 

despite 2014 Maryland guidelines; and the degree of exclusion was dependent upon choices 

educators made in schools and classrooms. The Code of Maryland Regulations (COMAR) 

13A.08.01.11 prevents Maryland public schools from issuing students in-school suspension or 

out-of-school suspension without written documentation of student misconduct on an ODR. 

Further exploration of Maryland’s discipline data indicated that as students matriculated from 

elementary school to middle school, the likelihood of an exclusion increased. For instance, in 

2018-2019 of 45,186 unduplicated exclusions, 15% were attributed to elementary schools and 

85% to secondary schools. Among secondary exclusions, 51% were attributed to students in high 

school (grades 9-12) and 49% to students in middle school (grades 6-8), affirming Theriot and 

Dupper’s (2010) assertion that ODRs rise significantly when students enter middle school.  

In 2005, MAPSS and the Mid-Atlantic County National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) reached a mediated agreement due, in part, to the 

disproportionate representation of Black males who were excluded from school. The agreement 

 
2 For the purposes of this this research Black will refer to students often cited in literature as African American or 
students of color 
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focused on equitable application of disciplinary practices across all student groups and led to 

several policy changes and strategic initiatives. Even with a systemic focus on disparities in 

discipline, data indicated Black males experienced a disproportionate rate of disciplinary actions 

than their peers. From 2016-2020, there were 99,254 documented ODRs in secondary schools, 

and middle school students received 59.6% of all ODRs. A review of middle school data 

indicated 31.1% of ODRs were attributed to Black males in comparison to 25.2% for White 

males. Further exploration of data revealed that during the same time period, 55, 277 of all 

ODRs were written for subjective offenses. Data indicated middle school students received 

65.9% of ODRs for subjective offenses, of which 31.7% were attributed to Black males. This 

was in contrast to 25.7% for White males. Digging deeper, 31.3% of ODRs for subjective 

offenses led to exclusionary actions3 for Black males in comparison to 27.2% of ODRs leading 

to exclusionary actions for White males. In keeping with the mantra, “All Means All,” MAPSS 

made efforts to improve disproportionality in discipline for all students by establishing a system 

level disproportionality committee charged with engaging in the state mandated accountability 

process; providing equity and diversity professional development to all system employees; 

implementing Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS) Second Step, Social 

Emotional Learning and Restorative Practices in schools; and establishing school-based 

discipline review protocols. Despite these various initiatives, at the time of this study there 

continued to be a disproportionate number of disciplinary referrals in subjective offenses for 

Black males in middle schools, which warranted further examination as there continued to be a 

need for effective school disciplinary strategies.  

 
3 In Maryland, exclusionary actions for subjective offenses are prohibited from leading to an expulsion due to the 
2014 MSDE Guidelines for a state code of discipline. 
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Scope of the Problem 

This section will explore national, state, and school system data related to 

disproportionality in ODRs for Black males in middle schools. It is important to note there was 

little national and state data available on ODRs outside of a few studies by Hilberth and Slate 

(2014), Predy et al. (2014), Skiba et al. (2011), and Theriot and Dupper (2010). Within the 

research, exclusionary discipline was most often related to out-of-school suspensions and 

expulsions, but there were also in-school suspensions. For the purposes of this research, 

exclusionary discipline will refer to both in-school and out-of-school suspensions. It is important 

to note that while expulsion is an exclusionary action, at the time of this study, in Maryland, the 

decision to expel a student from school was at the discretion of the local Superintendent of 

Schools or his/her designee. 

National Scope 

Literature highlighted not only that Black students were more often disciplined than 

White students, but they were also more harshly disciplined, (Gregory et al., 2010; Losen et al., 

2015; Skiba, 2014). Rocque and Paternoster (2011), used data from 45 elementary schools from 

a large school district in a Mid-Atlantic state that included 19,645 students in grades K-5 during 

the 2005-2006 school year to examine whether students received ODRs for misconduct and the 

number of times students were referred to the office. They found Black students were more than 

twice as likely to receive an ODR and disciplinary action than students of all other races 

combined. The research of Skiba et al. (2011) suggested Black males were more frequently 

suspended or expelled as a result of disciplinary referrals for all offenses at 272 K-6 level schools 

and 92 6-9 level schools during the 2005-2006 academic year. As a result of disciplinary 

referrals, according to data from the Civil Rights Data Collection’s 2009-10 statistics, Lewin 
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(2012) asserted Black students were three and a half times more likely to be suspended or 

expelled than their White peers.   

As seen in Figure 1, a 2018 report by the Office of Civil Rights highlighted the 

percentage of total enrollment in U.S. Public Schools which received one or more out-of-school 

suspensions by race and sex based on 2015-2016 data which showed no improvement from 

2013-2014 data. 

Figure 1 

Percentage of Students receiving one or more suspension by race and gender 

 
Note: Reprinted from the Office of Civil Rights (2018), p. 14  

Based on the U.S. Department of Education 2015-2016 data, Black students represented 

approximately 15.4% of all K-12 public-school students, of which 7.9% were Black males (U.S 

Department of Education Office of Civil Rights, 2015-16). Further, the data showed Black males 

accounted for 34.1% of the students who received one out-of-school suspension (OSS), 37.7% of 

the students who received one or more out-of-school suspensions (OSS), and 30.4% of the 

students who received one or more in-school suspensions (ISS). 

As seen in Figure 2, the Government Accountability Office (GAO) report (2018) found 

that in the 2013-2014 school year, Black male students enrolled in public schools were 
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disproportionately suspended and expelled compared to White males in grades K-12. The report 

also noted disparities were widespread and persisted regardless of the type of disciplinary action, 

level of school poverty, or type of public school attended.  

Figure 2 

Student group representation by exclusionary category 

  
Note: Reprinted from the Government Accountability Office (2018), p. 14  

A body of research concluded middle school students received more ODRs than 

elementary and high school students, and of all students that received a referral in middle school, 

Black males were more likely to receive an exclusion (Hilberth & Slate, 2014).  

Losen and Skiba (2010) analyzed a cross section of 2006 suspensions that occurred in 18 

middle schools that was compiled by the Office of Civil Rights (OCR). They concluded that 

although the average rate of suspension for middle schools was 11.2%, 46% of all suspensions 

were attributed to Black students, offering further support of research previously cited that 

concluded Black males were more likely to receive an ODR in middle school that led to an 

exclusion. This finding was supported in a study by Predy et al. (2014) which utilized a sampling 

of 401,852 students from 593 public middle schools in school year 2009-10. Their study 
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suggested trends in ODRs significantly increased in middle school, particularly for Black males. 

They encouraged more research to be done to understand why.  

Despite national initiatives by the United States Department of Education (USDOE) to 

address the discrepant impact of discipline in schools, research demonstrated the pervasiveness 

of the discipline gap, particularly in middle schools. In January 2014, the US Departments of 

Justice and Education jointly issued a Dear Colleague Letter and other sub-regulatory documents 

(US Department of Education, January 2014) intended to assist public schools in meeting the 

mandates of Title VI regulations by addressing the discriminatory administration of discipline in 

the nation’s schools. 

Under the Trump administration, Secretary of Education Betsy Devos chaired a school 

safety commission (Federal Commission on School Safety, 2018) with just four members of the 

Trump administration’s Cabinet. The commission released a report in 2018 reversing the 

Obama-era guidelines meant to curb suspension and expulsions, especially for students of color. 

Through a series of hearings, field visits, and listening sessions, the commission heard testimony 

from various stakeholders who argued for and against the document, leading the commission to 

deduce the guidance encouraged schools and systems to respond to school discipline in a way 

that avoided legal jeopardy rather than achieving school safety. Therefore, in rescinding the 

Obama Administration’s guidance document, the Commission sought to empower schools and 

school systems to implement policies and practices that worked best for them.  

The commission’s report asserted teachers were better suited to address student behavior 

and that any federal solution usurped the local school official’s ability to address the impact of 

student behavior on school safety. Furthermore, the commission stated that rescinding the 

guidance could not force schools to make changes; instead, it removed political pressures on 
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schools to select students’ civil rights over student safety (Blad, 2018). The report went on to cite 

several points from a report by the American Association of School Administrators (AASA) 

which lamented safety issues arose when schools were compelled to keep students in school 

when removal was warranted. The commission particularly targeted the “disparate impact” 

language of the previous guidance, asserting the guidance lacked foundation in applicable law 

and had the potential to lead schools to adopt racial quotas or proportionality requirements. It 

suggested the previous guidance gave schools an incentive of federal funding to make discipline 

rates proportional to enrollment figures. As an alternative to the Obama Administration’s 2014 

guidance documents, the commission’s report made the following recommendations: 

1. The U. S. Department of Justice (DOJ) and the U.S. State Department of Education 

(ED) should develop information for schools and school districts that will identify 

resources and best practices to assist schools in improving school climate and 

learning outcomes… while maintaining overall student safety. (p. 72) 

2. DOJ and ED should continue to enforce Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and 

provide information to assist schools and the public in understanding how cases of 

intentional discrimination will be investigated and resolved. (p. 72) 

State Scope  

Since 2008, Black students, also referred to in literature as African American students, 

have gone from being 1.95 to 3 times more likely to receive a suspension as a result of ODRs 

(MSDE, 2014). To address the continuing disproportionality, in 2009 MSDE began an 

examination of discipline policies in all 24 Local School Systems (LSS). This was in response to 

an August 2009 opinion released by the Maryland State Board of Education (MSBE) in response 

to an appeal hearing regarding the extended suspension of a ninth-grade student.  
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In 2011 the MSBE directed MSDE to review and address issues with zero-tolerance 

discipline policies in Maryland’s LSS. Subsequently, in 2012 the MSBE released three reports: 

School Discipline and Academic Success: Related Parts of Maryland’s Education Reform; A 

Safe School, Successful Students; and A Fair and Equitable Disciplinary Process Go Hand in 

Hand, that began to change the focus of discipline from punitive to restorative. These reports 

focused on the impact of exclusionary practices and surmised that for students to achieve 

academically they must be in school; therefore, exclusionary practices should be used only as a 

last resort; and if necessary, be applied equitably across student populations (MSBE, 2012). The 

review by MSDE extended over a six-year period and culminated in 2014, when MSBE adopted 

the student discipline regulations and policies outlined in COMAR 13A.08.01.11 and approved 

the Maryland Guidelines for a State Code of Discipline (MSBE, 2012). This provided a 

framework for LSSs to establish local codes of conduct and develop new discipline-related 

policies.  

To address reform in the area of equitable discipline, MSBE also adopted COMAR 

13A.08.01.21, which directed MSDE to develop a methodology for assessing disproportionality 

in discipline data. This policy required that each Maryland public school system revise its 

discipline code to include restorative practices and positive behavior interventions as well as to 

monitor discipline data regarding minority students in order to assess disparities in discipline 

rates (Clark, 2014; St. George, 2014). In 2017, MSDE proposed analyzing each school system’s 

suspension and expulsion data by individual schools, using two distinct measures: risk ratio, 

which is the removal rate of a specified student group in a school divided by the removal rate of 

all other students in the same school, and state comparison, which is the removal rate of a 

specified student group in a school divided by the statewide removal rate. Risk ratio was 
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determined yearly based on the current data, whereas state comparison was a cumulative rate 

based on the prior three years of Maryland’s suspension/expulsion and enrollment data. Figure 3 

describes MSDE risk ratio and state comparison measures. 

Figure 3  

MSDE Risk Ratio and State Comparison Measure 

 

Note: Reprinted from 
http://www.marylandpublicschools.org/about/Documents/DSFSS/SSSP/DisproportionalityWebi
narTalkingPoints040617.pdf 
 

In accordance with COMAR 13A.08.01.21, MSDE contended if one or more student 

groups within a school met or exceeded a 3.0 threshold on both risk ratio and state comparison 

measure, that school was to be identified as having a discrepant impact. In March 2017, all 

Maryland LSSs received their exclusion data by school and an accompanying guidance 

document addressing school discipline practice. The LSSs were to use the data to analyze root 

causes of any disproportionality in the data and implement interventions to mitigate those 

outcomes in subsequent years. School systems were informed that by SY2018-2019, any of their 

schools identified for discrepant discipline data would be required to present a plan to MSDE on 

how the LSS and school would reduce the impact of disproportionality within one year and 

eliminate disproportionality within three years (MSDE, 2018b). 

http://www.marylandpublicschools.org/about/Documents/DSFSS/SSSP/DisproportionalityWebinarTalkingPoints040617.pdf
http://www.marylandpublicschools.org/about/Documents/DSFSS/SSSP/DisproportionalityWebinarTalkingPoints040617.pdf
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Despite all efforts, the Kirwan Institute for the Study of Race and Ethnicity at Ohio State 

University issued a report stating [Black males] received more discipline referrals, and therefore, 

more out-of-school suspensions and expulsions, than other student groups across the state of 

Maryland (Staats, 2014). A review of the most recent MSDE data (2019) indicated that in 2018-

2019 racial disparity in discipline still existed in Maryland public schools (Maryland State 

Department of Education, 2019a). The report indicated that during that school year there were a 

total of 79,306 suspensions and expulsions of which 58% were received by Black students. 

Furthermore, a district-by-district review of the same suspension rates in Maryland indicated that 

of the 45,186 unduplicated suspensions and expulsions, 57% were attributed to Black students. 

Table 1 presents the 2018-2019 school year suspension and expulsion data by LSS.  

Table 1 

MSDE 2018-2019 unduplicated suspensions and expulsion data by county and race 

 
Note: Reprinted from the Maryland State Department of Education (2019a), p. 5  

While data demonstrated a disparity in discipline data, it was important to note that as 

mandated by COMAR 13A.08.01.11, no student in Maryland Public Schools received an 

exclusionary discipline action without an ODR. Without an ODR, excluding a student from the 
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learning environment for any reason was in direct conflict with the protections provided to 

students under Maryland law.  

A study conducted by O’Conner et al. (2014) used 2009-2010 through 2011-2012 

Maryland suspension and expulsion data for K-12 public school students to examine if 

exclusionary discipline was applied in a way that had a discrepant impact on Black and other 

racial/ethnic students relative to the impact on White students. Their research found discipline 

rates were twice as high for Black students in comparison to all other student groups.  

Figure 4 

2009-2018 trend data for disciplinary removal rates 

  
Note: Reprinted from Lacoe, J. and Manley, M. (2019), p. 4  

As seen in Figure 4, even as the proportion of students being suspended and expelled 

from school overall fell from 5.6% to just below 4%, trends reported by the Mid-Atlantic 

Regional Educational Laboratory as cited in Lacoe and Manley (2019) based on MSDE 2009-

2018 data showed Black students in Maryland were more likely to be suspended and/or expelled 

than other student groups based on race. 

As a result of the continued disparities in discipline data, MSDE required all 24 LSSs to 

report annually the number of students subjected to suspension and expulsion, delineated by 
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race, gender, and disability status. School systems with schools identified as having a discrepant 

impact on minority students and students with disabilities had to prepare and present to MSBE a 

plan to reduce the impact within 1 year and eliminate the discrepant impact within 3 years. If the 

school system failed to reach this goal, their schools were subjected to intervention by the state.  

School System Scope    

A 2019 report by MSDE, Maryland Public School Suspensions by School and Major 

Offense Category In-School and Out-of-School Suspensions and Expulsions 2018-2019, 

indicated MAPSS ranked third in the State of Maryland for total suspensions and expulsions. 

Further exploration of data indicated 41% of the public schools in MAPSS suspended Black 

students more than other student groups. Based on the risk ratio formula set forth by MSDE and 

described earlier, in 2019, 10 schools in MAPSS exceeded the state risk ratio of 3.0 for removal 

of Black students. Exclusions, in-school suspensions, and out-of-school suspensions in MAPSS4 

were directly related to the submission of a Discipline Referral Form, sometimes referred to in 

the literature and hereafter in this study as an Office Disciplinary Referral (ODR). ODRs have 

historically been used by schools to monitor student discipline problems and evaluate the impact 

of school-based interventions and policies (Bradshaw et al., 2010; Huang & Cornell, 2017; 

Losen & Skiba, 2010), as well as to make programmatic decisions regarding support services and 

programs both school-wide and for individual students (Gregory et al., 2011). MAPSS Policy 

JDA-RA (2019) stated explicitly, “An ODR shall be completed, citing the specific reason(s) for 

the referral, by an administrator, teacher, or other staff member who has witnessed or been made 

 
4 In MAPSS expulsion does include documented student misconduct on a DR, however only the Superintendent of 
Schools or Designee may grant a school’s request to expel a student. All Expulsions must comply with federal and 
state laws and regulations. 
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aware of an infraction of the Code of Student Conduct that warrants an ODR. No student in 

MAPSS can be excluded from class or school without an ODR.”  

 In 2014, MSDE issued Guidelines for a State Code of Discipline to identify how school 

systems coded violent and non-violent offenses. The guidelines provided a framework from 

which all 24 LSSs could revise and implement their student code of conduct. MSDE organized 

27 potential infractions and 31 response options into a five-tiered system (Level 1- 5) of which 

teacher responses were tiered at Level 1-2 and administrator and exclusionary responses were 

tiered at Level 3-5. Teachers were responsible for handling Tier 1 and Tier 2 infractions and 

administrators were responsible for handling Tier 3, Tier 4, and Tier 5 infractions. Each local 

school system could then create an ODR that would be a visualization of how their local student 

code of conduct aligned with MSDE’s guidelines. In MAPSS, ODRs (see Figure 5) were written 

by the classroom teacher describing a student’s specific, observable behavior. Upon submission 

to the office, an administrator completed an investigation of the reported student behavior and 

then, if appropriate, issued an exclusionary consequence as outlined in Table 2.  

Figure 5 

MAPPS Discipline Referral 

 
Source: Reprinted from MAPSS Office of Student Services (5/2019) 
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Table 2 

MAPSS Consequences- Progressive Options to Address Student Behaviors: Grades 3-12 

 
Source: Reprinted from the MAPSS Student Code of Conduct (2020) 

According to MAPSS Instructional Data Division, a total of 99,254 ODRs were written 

in MAPSS between school year 2016 and 20205. Of these, Black students received 44% of the 

ODRs, in comparison to White students, who received 35% and Hispanic students, who received 

12%, (see Figure 6). During this same period, Black students represented approximately 21.1% 

of the total student population in MAPSS while White students represented approximately 

51.3%, and Hispanic students represented approximately 17.1%. When gender distribution of the 

total ODRs mentioned above were considered, Black males received 29.4% of all referrals in 

comparison to Hispanic/Latino males, who received 8.8%, and White males, who received 

26.3% (see Figure 7).  

 

 
5 MACPS Data for SY 19-20 are included in the statistics presented and is affected by the COVID-
19 school closure in March 2020 
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Figure 6 

MAPSS Percentage of Total Referrals by Race, SY16-20 

 
Source: Reprinted from the Office of Student Data (2020)  

 

Figure 7 

MAPSS Percentage of Total Referrals by Race and Gender, SY16-20 

 
Source: Reprinted from the Office of Student Data (2020)  

Subjective Offenses. In MAPSS at the time of this study, ODRs were issued for 47 

reasons, some of which were considered subjective offenses defined as classroom disruption, 

disrespect, and insubordination. Of the 99,254 ODRs written in MAPSS between school years 
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2016 and 2020, 55,277 referrals were issued for subjective offenses. Of those, Black males 

received 31% compared to White males, who received 26.7%, and Hispanic males, who received 

8.6%. MAPSS’s data was consistent with previous research that indicated Black [male] students 

were more likely to be referred to the office for less serious subjective offenses than their White 

counterparts (Hilberth & Slate, 2014; Skiba et al., 2011; Smolkowski, et al., 2016). Figure 8 

presents MAPSS ODRs for subjective offenses by race and gender.  

Figure 8 

MAPSS percentage of total referrals for subjective offenses by race and gender, SY16-20 

 
Source: Reprinted from the Office of Student Data (2020)  

An exploration of data in all MAPSS’s secondary schools since SY15-16 revealed there 

was still disproportionality in office discipline referrals for Black males despite efforts to reduce 

and eliminate disproportionality outcomes. MAPSS’s five-year strategic plan (2018-2023) 

established the goal of ensuring that every student meet or exceed standards and achievement 

gaps were eliminated. Under the mantra of "all means all," MAPSS’s goal was that all student 
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groups experience school in an equitable manner. However, as indicated by data, Black males 

continued to be more likely to experience exclusionary actions in MAPSS. This disproportionate 

trend was a significant concern for school system leadership, especially considering the possible 

detrimental impacts exclusionary actions have on students. Key factors in addressing inequity 

were an ODR and the disproportionate number of Black males who were referred for such 

offenses as classroom disruption, disrespect, and insubordination. 

Consequences of Not Addressing the Problem 

 The impact of ODRs, some of which lead to suspension and expulsion, have negative 

consequences for all student groups nationally, statewide, and at the school system level; 

however, at the time of this study no student group was more vulnerable than Black males 

(Gregory et al., 2010b; Petras et al., 2011; Skiba et al., 2014b; Skiba & Losen, 2012). According 

to a few researchers, as disproportionality in discipline continues in schools, there will be a 

continued trend towards negative outcomes that include school disengagement, academic 

difficulties, school dropout, and increased juvenile justice involvement (Gregory et al., 2010; 

Noltemeyer et al., 2015; Petras et al., 2011). Skiba et al. (2014b) referred to these as risk factors 

for negative developmental outcomes. Although school discipline policies were enacted to 

maintain order in schools (APA Zero Tolerance Taskforce, 2008), a preponderance of research 

highlighted that the use of an ODR, suspension, or expulsion did little to change student 

behaviors. In fact, ODRs’ cumulative negative impact on students was that they had the potential 

to lead to suspension and expulsion, creating a concern for parents, educators, taxpayers, and 

policymakers (Losen & Martinez, 2013).  
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Dropping Out of School  

Researchers (Horner et al., 2010; Hung et al., 2015; Losen & Skiba, 2010; Skiba et al., 

2014) cited numerous reasons for student misbehavior, but there was little to no empirical data to 

support the ideation that suspensions or expulsions were successful in preventing the recurrence 

of behaviors that resulted in the exclusion (Skiba, 2014). Being referred, suspended, or expelled 

from school may lead to long term consequences for students and, by extension, society. For 

example, exclusion from school was shown to increase the likelihood of school disengagement, 

which is a strong predictor of truancy (Toldson, 2011). Skiba et al. (2011) also asserted that 

students became more disconnected from school when they experienced higher rates of 

exclusion, and this perpetuated negative dispositions toward schools and teachers.  

As students continue to disengage from school and truancy becomes an issue as early as 

middle school, so too is the probability of students dropping out of school. Evidence suggested 

suspension in middle school was a stronger predictor of dropout than grade point average or 

socioeconomic status (Losen et al., 2015; Noltemeyer et al., 2015; Skiba et al., 2011). Balfanz et 

al. (2015) and Cardichon and Martens (2013) confirmed that even when schools provided 

optimal support for students, one suspension in ninth grade significantly increased the likelihood 

of school dropout. Skiba and Losen (2012) noted significant and lasting negative outcomes for 

students suspended in middle school. A study conducted by Balfanz et al. (2015) using 

longitudinal data from Florida of 181,897 first time 9th graders in 2000-2001indicated one 

suspension increased the likelihood of dropping out of school by 16% and subsequent 

suspensions increased that to 32%. 
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School-to-Prison Pipeline   

One of the often-cited negative impacts of school suspension and expulsion is the link to 

incarceration. According to Darensbourg et al. (2010),  

The School to Prison Pipeline (STTP) proposes exclusionary discipline techniques (e.g., 

detention, out-of-school suspension, disciplinary alternative education placements) 

experienced by [Black] males alienate them from the learning process by steering them 

from the classroom and academic attainment and toward the criminal justice system. (p. 

197)  

A study by Novak (2019) using a sample of 837 children 18 years of age from the 

LONGSCAN consortium which included information from five sites: Chicago, Baltimore, North 

Carolina, San Diego, and Seattle, found that recurrent suspensions increased a student’s odds of 

eventual justice system involvement. Furthermore, suspension experienced at younger ages had a 

significant, direct association with adolescent justice system involvement. Using data from the 

National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997, Shollenberger (2015) cited the impact of 

exclusionary discipline actions on Black boys, finding more than 75% of Black males suspended 

for 10 or more days were more likely to be arrested by their late 20s. According to Fabelo et al. 

(2011), prioritizing the planning of prison space based on student discipline data demonstrated a 

connection between schools and prisons in the United States, which has continued to subject 

minorities and the impoverished to harsh disciplinary practices. The NAACP stated in their 2005 

report that the challenge in education was the STPP: 

What has been true in the criminal justice system is also true in the School-to-Prison 

Pipeline: African Americans, especially young Black males, have felt the brunt of the 

dramatic policy shift away from education and towards incarceration… in 2003, African-
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American youths made up 16% of the nation’s overall juvenile population but accounted 

for 45% of juvenile arrests.  

(NAACP 2005, p. 6-7) 

The NAACP report went on to note the STPP unjustly targeted those students who were most at 

risk of experiencing exclusion from schools; and the discipline gaps that pervaded public schools 

were depriving Black students of the opportunity to learn (NAACP, 2005).  

Loss of Instructional Time 

 Impacts on academic achievement were consistently cited as a major concern of 

exclusionary discipline practices for all students, but particularly for Black males, who were 

suspended and expelled at higher rates (Chapman et al., 2010; Fabelo et al., 2011). Research 

contended Black students, specifically males, demonstrated a negative correlation between 

achievement and school suspension and/or expulsion (Gregory & Thompson, 2010; Skiba et al., 

2014). Students subjected to exclusionary discipline struggled to keep pace with their peers 

academically, and there was an increased likelihood these students, identified by academic 

performance measures as early as third grade, would leave high school without a diploma 

(Fabelo et al., 2011; Lee et al., 2011; Morgan et al., 2014).  

A major reason for linking low achievement to exclusionary disciplinary practices is the 

loss of instructional time as a result of being excluded from school. Losen et al. (2015) reported 

that in an examination of out-of-school suspension data in every school district in the country 

during the 2011-2012 school year, approximately 3.5 million students were excluded from 

school at least once, for an average duration of 3.5 days. This resulted in the loss of 

approximately 18 million days of instruction during that one school year. While Losen et al. 

(2015) only focused on out-of-school suspension, other researchers concluded in-school 
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suspension and expulsion results in significant instructional time loss (Noltemeyer et al., 2015). 

Losen et al. (2015) also noted students who were excluded struggled with the demands of the 

classroom upon their return, which often translated into additional behavioral infractions. Other 

studies (Fabelo et al., 2011; Huang et al., 2012; Mallet, 2017) reported that of all students 

suspended, approximately 30%-50% continued to exhibit behaviors considered as disruptive to a 

school environment when they returned. These behaviors led to additional ODRs and the 

potential for more exclusionary actions, all of which had a negative cumulative impact on 

students’ ability to receive adequate instructional time which resulted in academic regression. 

This negative impact on student achievement resulted in increased absenteeism, a negative 

perception of school, failing grades, and retention leading to dropping out of school.  

Social-Emotional Wellness   

While not every referral leads to a suspension, the act of writing an ODR may have a 

negative impact on students’ social-emotional well-being. There was evidence to suggest a direct 

correlation between students’ perceptions of teacher support and social development (Hung et 

al., 2015; Lee, 2012), because the quality of the student classroom experience was directly 

related to student behavior and social-emotional wellness in classrooms (Lee, 2012). According 

to Pufall Jones et al. (2018), young people wanted to feel respected, trusted, and heard. Because 

of heightened emotional intensity in adolescence and the punishments typically associated with 

“getting in trouble,” disciplinary interventions were pivotal opportunities for students to feel 

either included and respected or shut down and ignored by schools. Several studies (Gregory & 

Thompson, 2010; Thapa et al., 2013; Wang & Degol, 2016) demonstrated students most at risk 

for high rates of exclusion, particularly Black males, had negative teacher-student relationships 

which exacerbated the discipline process.  
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     Gregory and Thompson (2010), in a review of multiple studies examining teacher 

perceptions of student behaviors, determined Black students were issued harsher punishments 

than their non-Black peers even when the exhibited behaviors were less severe. Research 

confirmed students were reluctant to engage in school and classrooms when they felt targeted, 

prejudged, or misunderstood, and how students experienced their day had a significant impact on 

their social-emotional development (Thapa et al., 2013; Wang & Degol, 2016). Students’ 

relationships with other students and their teachers impacted how they responded to unfavorable 

actions in the classroom. When Black students believed their teachers and school staff were not 

treating them fairly, they were less likely to be motivated to engage in the school process, which 

as discussed earlier, had the potential to lead to dropping out of school, low academic 

achievement, absenteeism, and poor teacher-student relationships (Gregory et al., 2010; 

Noltemeyer et al., 2015; Petras et al., 2011 Skiba et al., 2014a; Skiba & Losen, 2012). Research 

highlighted that the use of exclusionary practices, including in-school suspension and out-of-

school suspension, had serious consequences for students. 

Theory of Action 

 In this section, I will discuss my theory regarding how the problem of disproportionate 

ODRs for Black males for subjective offenses, specifically in MAPSS, might be addressed. The 

section begins with a causal systems analysis which attempted to identify major factors that 

promote or perpetuate the problem. This will be followed by a discussion of two primary drivers 

of change that could potentially reduce or eliminate the problem.  

Causal System Analysis  

Senge (2014) asserted there was a focus on developing more rules to account for student 

behaviors than on identifying underlying causes of the problem. Considering exclusionary 
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practices and negative outcomes for students, it is important to understand factors contributing to 

disproportionality in school discipline data, particularly for middle school Black males. For the 

purpose of this study, the following causal factors will be addressed: discipline policies and 

procedures, expectations and support, discipline practices, and climate. Figure 9 illustrates those 

major factors.  

Figure 9 

Fishbone Diagram outlining causal factors related to disciplinary referrals 

 

Discipline Policies and Procedures  

District and school discipline policies define students’ behavioral expectations as well as 

interventions and consequences for infractions. In a review of school discipline literature 

highlights since the 1960s, schools were found to have been using out-of-school suspension to 

address and reduce increasing student misbehaviors. Research noted that in response to student 

behaviors, schools have used many iterations of discipline procedures including verbal 

reprimands, corporal punishment, after-school detention, in-school suspension, out-of-school 

suspension, and fines (Gregory et al., 2010; Shollenberger, 2015; Staats, 2014; Welch & Payne, 

2010). Literature continued to demonstrate that youth of color, particularly Black males, were 
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most affected by the enforcement of punitive school discipline policies and procedures (Skiba et 

al., 2014) which do little to deter a recurrence of student misbehavior. 

According to MAPPS (2020), most common school discipline procedures were typically 

found in parent/student handbooks, student codes of conduct, and local school board policies, 

and supported a safe and secure learning environment central to success in school. While the 

evidence increased regarding negative impacts of exclusionary discipline practices, federal laws 

and state policies did little to regulate these practices, and educators continued to deem them 

necessary for keeping order in schools (Losen & Skiba, 2010; Skiba et al., 2014). At the time of 

this study, in Maryland, while LSSs’ Boards of Education was directly responsible for the 

review, revision, and adoption of policies that govern student behaviors, each school had the 

latitude to devise how they enacted and responded to student discipline (MSBE, 2012).  

Zero Tolerance Policies. Beginning in the 1980s, school systems and state and local 

governments adopted zero-tolerance policies, defined by Skiba (2010) as the use of more severe 

penalties, primary suspension, and expulsion, for both major and minor violations of the school 

disciplinary code. Zero-tolerance policies were adopted under an assumption that removing the 

most serious offenders from schools would deter recurring student misconduct and improve 

overall school climate (Skiba, 2010).  

In practice, zero-tolerance policies grew out of federal and state drug enforcement 

policies that resulted from the 1994 Gun-Free Schools Act. This law required states receiving 

federal funding to expel any student for at least a year for bringing a firearm into school 

(Mongan & Walker, 2012; Skiba, 2014). In recent years, states and school districts have updated 

these types of policies to include aggressive behaviors, drugs, and alcohol (Fabelo et al., 2011). 

According to Skiba (2014), Zero Tolerance policies were enacted in response to a greater focus 
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on and a perception of an increase in school violence that began with the Columbine High 

School shooting. Yet, according to the USDOE Office of Civil Rights (CRDC) (2018), only a 

small percentage of suspensions occurred in response to behaviors that threatened school safety 

or security. 

 Research suggested schools that continue to operate under the philosophy of zero 

tolerance have not provided evidence to support the effectiveness of these policies (Hemphill et 

al., 2012; Mongan & Walker, 2012; Noltemeyer et al., 2015). In fact, recent studies suggested 

students who were excluded from school once were more likely to be suspended or excluded 

again. Moreover, the American Academy of Pediatrics (2013), Fabelo et al. (2011), Rosenbaum 

(2018), Skiba (2014), and others found that while well intended to reduce discipline disparities, 

zero-tolerance policies increased recurrence of student suspension, leading to academic failure 

and increased likelihood of student drop out. 

Mongan and Walker (2012) and Skiba (2014) noted that zero-tolerance policies did not 

yield the expected result, to deter student misbehavior, and schools continued to focus on 

punitive discipline rather than the preventative programs needed to support zero-tolerance 

practices. This finding was supported by a 2010 MSDE report that indicated there was little 

evidence to confirm that exclusionary discipline improved student discipline. While zero-

tolerance policies were supposedly enacted to ensure similar student behaviors receive similar 

consequences, research highlighted that administrators applied disciplinary actions in an 

inequitable manner (CRDC, 2018) and the number of discipline infractions were not reduced. 

Research continued to find that zero-tolerance policies along with other exclusionary discipline 

practices contributed to existing discipline gaps.  
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Expectations and Support  

Students are vulnerable to the expectations of a school and its teachers. According to the 

theory of “self-fulfilling prophecy” supported by Brophy (1983) and Rosenthal and Jacobson 

(1968), when students are expected to fail… they fail; and conversely, when students are 

expected to succeed… they succeed.  

Teacher and Administrative Expectations. Girvan (2019) found teacher expectations 

for student behavior were one of the most important factors that led to a functional or 

dysfunctional school experience. Gentrup et al. (2020) asserted the expectations educators had 

for students affected students’ current performance as well as influenced future performance, 

particularly in the early grades. The literature suggested inconsistent student expectations may 

lead to negative school experiences for all students. For example, Girvan et al. (2021) attributed 

this reality to teachers’ lack of behavior management and unclear classroom expectations, 

supported by an idea that schools were structured from a White middle-class perspective; and if 

teachers were not explicit in student expectations, those students who did not come from a White 

middle-class home were disadvantaged. In comparison to their [White] counterparts, Black 

student behaviors were often considered inappropriate (Bryan et al., 2012), furthering the idea 

that when students, particularly Black males, did not behave in a way deemed “typical,” they 

were labeled as problematic and subjected to harsher disciplinary actions (Markowitz & Puchner, 

2014). Researchers agreed that negatively labeling students had adverse effects on student 

learning opportunities (Chin et al., 2012).  

 According to Vincent, Randall, Cartledge, Tobin, and Swain-Bradway (2011), 

administrators agreed that following rules was important for all, but that not all children were 

prepared to understand schools’ expectations; therefore, it was the school’s responsibility to 
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teach them. Students were conflicted and unable to meet expectations when discipline policies 

were not reflective of their values; particularly when educators were predominantly White 

middle-class individuals (Vincent, Randall, Cartledge, Tobin, & Swain-Bradway, 2011), 

highlighting a need for student expectations to be clear and developmentally appropriate. 

Vincent, Randall, Cartledge, Tobin, and Swain-Bradway’s (2011) research identified a need to 

instill a balance of reinforcing positive behaviors without explicitly focusing on correcting 

behaviors deemed inappropriate for a school setting. Hathaway (2015) suggested,  

 With consistent school-wide expectations, students know what’s expected of them 

throughout the school day. This allows them to feel more confident, engaged and 

connected to the school community. It also makes it easier for teachers to recognize 

positive behaviors and to correct problem behaviors to keep small problems small. (para 

7)  

However, males of color continued to have higher rates of disciplinary referrals and 

expulsions/suspensions because they had more “serious and frequent” breaches of behavioral 

standards, according to Kinsler (2011). This finding was consistent with the findings of Losen et 

al. (2015), USDOE Office of Civil Rights (2018), and others who suggested a likelihood of 

students experiencing exclusionary discipline was ordered: Black males, students from 

economically disadvantaged backgrounds, and students receiving specialized education services.  

This suggested a need for school-wide structures that support consistent norms and expectations 

in every classroom.  

 Student Support. As noted earlier, educators decide whether to write an ODR, which 

may lead to suspension, believing it to be a deterrent to repeat behaviors; however, as Losen and 

Gillespie (2012) pointed out, oftentimes students were suspended two, three, or more times 
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during a school year, which challenged the idea of punishment as a deterrent. Instead, Losen and 

Gillespie (2012) and others cited a need for in-school behavioral support, such as access to a 

variety of educational opportunities and wrap-around services, as opposed to exclusion from 

school. By disregarding the need for support as alternatives to exclusionary discipline, schools 

contributed to the narrative that Black male students were more disruptive or committed more 

offenses than their peers when no evidence existed to support this claim (Anyon et al., 2014; 

Losen, 2015, 2018). Therefore, in order to impact students and decrease discipline gaps, an 

increased focus on implementing positive behavioral supports and interventions was suggested to 

be necessary (Morrison & Vaandering, 2012; Skiba & Losen, 2016). Researchers claimed gains 

required closing existing discipline gaps by utilizing developmentally appropriate supports and 

structures and recognizing students’ unique attributes when crafting school norms and rules 

(Skiba & Losen, 2016; Wang & Degol, 2016). As research suggested, school-wide norms were 

only effective when they were supported by all stakeholders and with programming that fostered 

positive interactions amongst students (Morrison & Vaandering, 2012; Skiba & Losen, 2016). 

From the results of this study, one may conclude that schools were found to be most effective in 

reducing discipline gaps when they focused on improving how students perceived teachers’ 

expectations, thereby suggesting the need to focus on implementation of school-wide structures 

that support the use of norms that are consistent from classroom to classroom. 

School & Classroom Climate 

 Recognizing the negative impact of exclusionary discipline on student outcomes, the 

USDOE spearheaded a variety of initiatives with the aim of improving school discipline 

practices by focusing on improving school climate through discipline policies reform. First 

awarded in 2014, the USDOE’s School Climate Transformation Grant provided resources for 
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State Educational Agencies to develop, enhance, or expand multi-tiered behavioral frameworks 

(i.e., PBIS) that highlighted the impact of a positive school climate on improving school 

discipline outcomes (USDOE, Press Office, 2014, September 23). 

School Climate. School climate was defined by the National School Climate Center 

(2007) as the quality and character of school life, reflecting norms, goals, values, interpersonal 

relationships, teaching and learning practices, and organizational structures. What was not 

known was how these attributes interacted to form what we say is school culture. Daily 

interactions among students, staff, and community set the pulse of a school building. Students 

were found to be more likely to abide by rules and expectations when a school had a positive 

climate because it encouraged positive relationships (Wang & Degol, 2016). School climate was 

long considered a leading indicator of student emotion and behavioral outcomes, according to 

Maxwell et al. (2017). The 2015 Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) suggested that schools 

measure “school climate and safety” as a nonacademic indicator of school quality or student 

success (ESSA; USDOE, 2015).  

Research supported that the lack of a positive school climate contributed to higher rates 

of disciplinary actions (Daly et al., 2014). This was likely due to student perceptions of school 

policies and discipline structures which caused students to have strained relationships with 

adults. In contrast, other researchers concluded Black students who perceived their school 

climates to be built on care, attentiveness, and trust were less likely to receive any form of 

exclusionary disciplinary action (Maxwell et al., 2017), supporting the notion that a positive 

school climate impacts suspension rates and mitigates the impact of such consequences.  

Findings from a study by Hung et al. (2015) contended school climate could in fact have 

a significant impact on student experience, acknowledging that students within the same school 
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experienced school in unique ways. Research found middle school students were most 

vulnerable to experiencing school difficulties because various changes in organizational 

structures and social supports were developmentally inappropriate. These researchers contended 

those difficulties then translated into what one would believe to be undesirable student behaviors, 

leading to an increase in adverse disciplinary actions.  

Classroom Climate. Barr (2016) defined classroom climate as a broad construct, made 

up of students’ feelings about their instructor and peers (p. 1). Although administrators establish 

and maintain the school climate, teachers work more consistently with students than 

administrators and play a vital role in establishing classroom climate that influences how 

students experience school. Schools must consider how they respond to the effect of classroom 

climate on student experiences in schools and how negative classroom climates may lead to 

increases in exclusionary disciplinary actions. When one considers student discipline, Hung et al. 

(2015) posited classroom climate, more so than school climate, had a greater impact on student 

experiences. Research has shown that well managed classrooms have more positive climates that 

impact the number of behavior incidents which result in a subjective referral, particularly for 

Black males (Hung et al., 2015; Maxwell et al., 2017; Postholm, 2013).  

How students experience school has been attributed in literature to how connected they 

feel to the classroom and, most importantly, the teacher (Conner, 2014; Galván & McGlennen, 

2012). Conner (2014) suggested that improving teacher-to-student relationships improves 

classroom climate. Hung et al. (2015), using a sample of 2,108 students in grades 6-8, 

determined that how a teacher responded to student behaviors had a strong correlation with 

student behaviors in the classroom. Furthermore, Hung et al. (2015) contended that students were 

more likely to report positive climates when they believed their teachers supported, cared, and 
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understand them. They found the teacher-student relationship was a significant factor in the 

development and sustaining potential of positive classroom climates which influenced a 

student’s attitude and actions in a classroom and thereby impacted student success. The influence 

of teachers on students that Hung et al. (2015) noted, indicated that the decisions teachers make 

can negatively or positively impact how students experience discipline in schools.  

Discipline Practices 

 School discipline is implemented to maintain safety and order in school (Osher et al., 

2010). Studies have suggested that proactive school discipline leads to student behaviors which 

result in safer schools and fewer recurrences of misbehavior; however, many schools were found 

to rely on reactive discipline practices that most often resulted in increased ODRs that 

disproportionately impacted Black middle school males (Pane et al., 2014). 

 Management. America’s public-school educators are increasingly aware of the existing 

discipline gap (Skiba et al., 2014), yet research revealed there continues to be a significant 

reliance on an office referral to “fix” student misbehavior (Beaty-O’Ferrall et al., 2010; Skiba, 

2014). Research posited students of color, particularly Black males, in schools with a higher 

concentration of Black and Latino teachers, had a smaller chance of receiving an exclusionary 

disciplinary action because teachers of color were more likely to understand their students’ 

cultural differences and exercise more discretion in school discipline (Lindsay & Hart, 2017) 

furthering the notion that relationships affect the response to student misbehavior. Mitchell and 

Bradshaw (2013) found an increasing number of schools and their teachers were ill-equipped to 

employ adequate classroom management skills to decrease student behaviors that led to an ODR 

and/or exclusionary disciplinary actions. While there have been varying approaches to classroom 

management, much of the research focus has shifted away from traditional reactionary 
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approaches to more culturally responsive and restorative approaches to disciplinary actions 

(Milner, 2016; Milner et al., 2015). How well educators are prepared to manage behaviors in the 

classroom environment may influence their decision to issue an ODR (Feuerborn & Chinn, 

2012). In a study of pre-service teachers enrolled in a teacher preparation program, Youngblom 

and Filter (2013) suggested a lack of practical application of behavior management strategies 

provided to pre-service teachers resulted in an increase in ODRs once in the classroom. 

Furthermore, O’Neill and Stephenson (2012) contended the lack of time committed to teaching 

pre-service teachers how to manage behaviors and the few opportunities provided for them to 

work with diverse student needs led to an increase in ODRs from classrooms where Black males 

were often treated in an inequitable manner because they challenged teachers’ authority. 

Inconsistent Enforcement of School Discipline. Successful behavior management strategies are 

highly dependent upon consistency in enforcement (Losen & Martinez, 2012). When students 

experience teachers who inconsistently enforce school rules, they often respond in ways that are 

deemed inappropriate and warrant further discipline, most likely an ODR (Gregory et al., 2011). 

Researchers (Gregory et al., 2010; Irby & Clough, 2015; Morrison & Vaandering, 2012; Osher et 

al., 2010; Skiba, 2014) inferred that inconsistently enforcing discipline contributed significantly 

to disproportionality in school discipline and had a disparate impact on students, particularly 

Black males.  

A review of existing school discipline research (Carter et al., 2015; Losen & Martinez, 

2013; Noltemeyer et al., 2015; Skiba et al., 2016; Vincent, Swain-Bradway, Tobin, & May, 

2011) concluded there was no consistency from school to school nor district to district in 

enforcing discipline. In fact, these studies confirmed non-behavioral student characteristics were 

a better predictor of exclusionary discipline than student behavior, leading one to infer that 
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enforcing school discipline is not a finite practice. Furthermore, research identified several 

reasons for negative outcomes for students in schools, including inconsistencies in discipline 

enforcement, which often allow for leniency for some but punishment for others when 

committing similar offenses (Gregory et al., 2011; Lee et al., 2011; Losen & Martinez, 2012).  

Enforcing school discipline is a discretionary action of those tasked with maintaining a 

safe and supportive learning environment. How students experience school is related to educator 

discretion. Inconsistencies in how educators manage the learning environment and enforce 

school discipline creates dissonance between teachers’ behavioral expectations and student 

behaviors, according to Irby and Clough (2015). In their study which included 47 self-selected 

participants with six months to 29 years of teaching experience from three middle and two high 

schools who took part in focus groups, they deduced students were more likely to comply with 

school rules and expectations when discipline was enforced consistently and fairly across all 

student groups. Consistency in practices were found to result in improved discipline outcomes. 

Inconsistency in enforcing discipline resulted in teachers and administrators upholding practices 

they were not necessarily partial to, making decisions in accordance with policies that were 

considered biased. Nonetheless, as suggested by Skiba et al. (2014), how educators manage 

student misbehaviors and determine when to issue an ODR should be consistent across student 

groups, rather than racially biased. 

Educator Beliefs and Discipline Decisions. Educators hold fundamental beliefs which 

can shape decisions they make regarding student discipline. These decisions are discretionary in 

nature, and educators who effectively use preventive strategies to address student misbehavior 

were found to have a reduced likelihood of making emotionally charged decisions when faced 

with them (Hershfeldt et al., 2012). These educators enforced discipline in a manner that was 
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equitable and unbiased (Staats, 2014). Recent studies found there was an empirical connection 

between an educator’s beliefs and the act of imposing exclusionary discipline (Hershfeldt et al., 

2012; Kafka, 2011; Skiba et al., 2014b). These studies identified educator’s principles and values 

and determined there was a significant correlation between the former and how one enforced 

discipline. Nonetheless, Okonofua and Eberhardt (2015) and Unni et al. (2016) found that as 

educators gained experience, their approach to discipline changed resulting in a variance in 

student outcomes. However, it was important to note educators must approach their work within 

the scope allowed by federal, state, district, and local levels in making disciplinary decisions 

(Kafka, 2011), and this may force educators to make decisions that contradict their beliefs and/or 

practices in order to keep their jobs and satisfy stakeholders. 

Deciding the best way to intervene in disciplinary incidents is a critical skill lacking in 

some educators, and their perception of students and school discipline policies significantly 

influences these decisions (Osher et al., 2010; Welch & Payne, 2011). To complicate the matter, 

Blake et al. (2016) suggested that even though teachers want to impose alternative strategies, 

their discretion is minimized due to existing school disciplinary practices. Implementing new 

forms of discipline procedures, interventions, and practices is challenging because it disrupts 

educators’ perceptions of the best way to discipline children (Wormer & Walker, 2012). A 

review of literature uncovered few studies that considered educators’ perceptions and opinions, 

suggesting a need to examine educators’ perceptions of school discipline policies and practices 

in order to impact change (Bradshaw et al., 2010; Horner et al., 2010; Murphy, 2011; Osher et 

al., 2010).  

Educator and Student Cultural Mismatch. Cultural conflicts between student and 

teacher norms creates a barrier of misunderstanding and prejudgment regarding a student’s 
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motivations or actions, according to Bradshaw et al. (2010). Teachers who overlooked culture in 

relation to behavior often were found to attribute perceived misbehavior to students’ negative 

qualities (Murphy, 2011), and most often attribute student misbehavior to out-of-school and 

individual issues (González, 2012). Startz (2016) stated:  

When it comes to student behavior, what’s polite or rude—what counts as acting  out 

versus what’s seen as healthy youthful exuberance—depends not only on  actual behavior but on 

how teachers read behavior. (para. 1)                         

 Being aware of how students are perceived can impact how students are treated in 

schools and make a different in students’ behavior. When teachers refer to students who have 

been excluded from school as “discipline problems” rather than as learners, this signals a greater 

focus on punishment and behavior modification than on academic learning (Kennedy-Lewis & 

Murphy, 2016). Educators tend to apply perceptions of Black males derived from mainstream 

media in their decision-making process, conforming to stereotypes rather than becoming more 

culturally responsive educators (Bradshaw et al., 2010; Gregory et al., 2011). It was found that 

when teachers were not aware of cultural dissonance, they perceived those behaviors indicative 

of Black culture as unacceptable or threatening and resorted to administering discipline 

disproportionately to Black males even when their actions were not intimidating or threatening to 

the teacher (Gregory et al., 2011; Staats, 2014). 

 In a 2004 study, Gregory and Mosely (2004) studied teachers’ perspectives about 

discipline gaps and found that White teachers tended to identify student behaviors and family 

structures as a reason for the overrepresentation of Black students rather than acknowledging 

their racial biases. This study highlighted how current research, as previously cited, affirmed that 

an educator’s perception of a student can impact how a teacher determines whether student 
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behavior warrants an ODR. Losen (2015) contended that even when students from other groups 

committed similar infractions, educators were more likely to issue a disciplinary action to Black 

students. This suggested that educators’ implicit biases contributed to the discrepant impact of 

school discipline, and that there was a dissonance between the perception of how Black student 

behavior was perceived and educators’ expectations (Horner et al., 2010).  

Social-labeling theorists suggested decisions to impose discipline were influenced by 

student behavior and educators’ attitudes (Gregory & Thompson, 2010; Horner et al., 2010; 

Perry & Morris, 2014). In a study of approximately 4200 students in 49 elementary and 14 

middle schools transitioning from fifth to sixth grade, Theriot and Dupper (2010) found there 

was an 18% increase in discipline referrals when comparing a student’s last year of elementary 

school to a student’s first year of middle school. This demonstrated an increase in student 

misbehavior or more negative teacher perceptions of student behaviors and an increased reliance 

on exclusionary school discipline.       

How student characteristics and behaviors are perceived by educators influences the 

decision-making process regarding DORs, since these factors lead educators to decide whether 

or not to enforce discipline that may lead to an ODR. Though school systems employ various 

school-based and district-wide initiatives to decrease disproportionality in discipline referrals for 

Black males, research identified educators’ perceptions of student characteristics and student 

behaviors as weak as their personal decision-making as critical factors in decreasing 

disproportionality (Murphy, 2011; Perry & Morris, 2014). Researchers did not discount student 

culpability, but rather affirmed that the power and decision to refer rests solely with educators 

(Horner et al., 2010). 
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Drivers of Improvement 

 This section will first present my theory of change followed by a discussion of the 

potential drivers of improvement and change initiative that could potentially reduce the number 

of ODRs for subjective offenses for Black males in two Mid-Atlantic School Districts’ middle 

schools. Figure 10 presents my theory of change. My theory builds on the research literature that 

supports the importance of teacher perceptions and beliefs in discipline decision-making. 

Figure 10 

Theory of Action  

  

Figure 11, below, presents the drivers for improvement and change initiatives. The long-

term aim of my theory of change is to reduce the number of office disciplinary referrals for 

subjective offenses among Black males in sixth grade for subjective offenses by 10% by the end 

of the 2023-2024 in two middle schools selected for their current designation by MSDE as 

disproportionate. There are two primary drivers: (1) Improve Classroom and School Level 

Discipline Practices for Subjective Offenses, and (2) Enhance Classroom Climate. These Drivers 

were identified based on research reviewed as well as my personal experience as an MAPSS 

middle school administrator. While the two drivers are not mutually exclusive, I am choosing to 

focus on teacher decision-making as a key contributor to Classroom and School Level Discipline 

Practices because I believe it has the potential to result in faster decreases in ODRs for subjective 

offenses. As previously noted, research indicated a sharp rise in situations that require discipline 

If teacher’s perceptions of subjective behaviors that lead to office referrals for Black 
students are identified and altered, 

Then teachers’ decision making about ODRs can be improved and implemented 
consistently,   

Resulting in at least a 10% decrease in all subjective ODRs for Black males in two 
middle schools by the end of the 2023-2024 school year.  
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as students matriculate from elementary to middle school (Hilberth & Slate, 2014; Losen & 

Skiba, 2010; Predy et al., 2014; Theriot & Dupper, 2010). Losen and Martinez (2013) reported 

that the likelihood of Black males experiencing exclusionary discipline increased from 2.4% in 

elementary school to 11% in middle school. Therefore, this research focused on sixth grade 

because it was the entry point into middle school in the Mid-Atlantic School District that was 

studied. 

 The following section provides discussion of each of the two primary drivers. 

Figure 11 

Drivers to address disproportionality in discipline referrals for Black males 

 

Enhance Classroom Climate  

The first key primary driver is to improve classroom climate in all grade 6-8 classrooms. 

Classroom climate is defined as “the intellectual, social, emotional, and physical environments in 

which our students learn" (Ambrose et al., 2010, p. 170). It is often influenced by school climate. 

Literature surrounding classroom climate indicated a positive correlation between optimal 

conditions and academic, behavioral, and social-emotional outcomes (Bradshaw et al., 2010; 

Cornell et al., 2016; Gage et al., 2016). Classroom climate indicators have become increasingly 

AIM

To reduce the 
number of 

referrals for 
subjective offenses 
for Black males in 
Grades 6-8 in two 
middle schools by 

10% by 2024.

Primary Drivers

Enhance Classroom 
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Improve Classroom and 
School Level Discipline 
Practices for Subjective 
Offenses

Secondary Drivers

Improve Teacher/Student Relationships

Improve classroom teacher’s discipline 
decision-making process

Improve teacher awareness of/buy in to 
effective discipline interventions

Establish a school -based discipline 
protocol review team

Change Ideas

Increase teacher culture competency and 
cultural awareness

Develop an evidenced-based discipline 
decision making instrument

Improve classroom management

Focus on school- wide positive 
reinforcement

Implement Positive Behavior 
Interventions and Supports and 
Restorative Practices

Implement coaching c ycle to build teacher 
classroom management skills
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pivotal to school improvement processes as educators and researchers continue to identify ways 

in which schools have refined practices to become safe and engaging (Thapa et al., 2013). 

According to Barr (2016), classroom climate is a broad term and is directly correlated to 

students’ feelings about their teachers and peers. Hung and colleagues (Heilbrun et al., 2018; 

Huang & Cornell, 2018; Hung et al., 2015) stated that classroom climate influenced students, 

thus there was the expectation that a positive classroom climate may lead to fewer conflicts in 

the classroom.  

To develop and sustain a positive classroom climate requires teachers to be socially and 

emotionally competent, according to Postholm (2013) and understand self and others (Huang & 

Cornell, 2018). This means that teachers consider how their own behaviors impact students as 

they attempt to move classroom climate towards becoming more supportive, engaging, and 

empowering (Rivers et al., 2013). For example, Kee (2012) found that a well-managed 

classroom yielded positive student outcomes and fewer behavior related issues. According to 

studies by Chin et al. (2012) and Pas et al. (2011), although most teachers contended with 

disciplinary issues, effective teachers were not overly reliant upon punitive disciplinary actions, 

and this had a significant impact on classroom environment.  

Improve Classroom and School Level Discipline Practices  

A primary driver of classroom and school discipline practices are the specific school 

discipline codes and system policies that define what teachers and administrators can and cannot 

do. Chief among these are the zero tolerance discipline policies that require educators to 

implement specific discipline actions in response to certain objective student behaviors. As 

discussed earlier, Skiba (2014), Gregory et al. (2016), and others suggested that despite being 

implemented over 20 years ago, zero tolerance policies continue to have discrepant impact on 



41 

 

students of color, particularly Black males, who were found to be disciplined more often and 

receive harsher punishments than their peers (Losen & Skiba, 2010; Losen et al., 2015).  

Discretionary discipline, such as issuing ODRs for subjective offenses, also were found 

to have negative impacts on students and school climate. As discussed earlier under the scope of 

the problem, most of the discrepancies in discipline were noted to have begun in the classroom 

and resulted from teacher interpretation of subjective offenses. Research demonstrated that it was 

more likely for White students to be issued ODRs for objectively defined behaviors and for 

Black students to be issued ODRs for subjectively defined behaviors warranting a discretionary 

decision (Fabelo et al., 2011; Girvan et al., 2016). How a teacher perceived the subjective 

behavior drives an ensuing decision influenced in part by implicit bias (Girvan et al., 2016; 

Kouchaki & Smith, 2014; Skiba et al., 2011) and without supports providing guidance, 

classroom teachers and schools will continue to be ineffective in reducing disproportionality 

(Losen et al., 2015; Smolkowski et al., 2016; Vincent, Swain-Bradway, Tobin, & May, 2011), 

thereby perpetuating the negative student experience in classrooms and schools. 

To address disproportionality, schools have turned to several research-based interventions 

such as Social Emotional Learning (SEL), Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports (PBIS), 

and Restorative Practices (RP) (Gonzalez, 2015 as cited in Losen et al., 2015; Horner et al., 

2010; Osher et al., 2010), as well as a School Based Discipline Ladder to address student 

discipline and support teacher decision-making. Traditional models of the school discipline 

ladder rely on progressively punitive consequences such as detention, in-school suspension, out-

of-school suspension, and expulsion to address student behavioral infractions and should be 

revised to include tiered-interventions designed to address and support a variety of behavioral 

needs of students (Gregory et al., 2011; Skiba et al., 2011). In MAPSS, schools are allowed to 
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develop their own discipline ladder (see Appendix I for an example of a school discipline ladder 

in MAPPS) to best meet the needs of their student population, since such schools within the 

system can have different discipline protocols despite following the same student code of 

conduct. These tools of supports were designed to provide classroom teachers with guidance and 

alternatives to exclusionary discipline practices; however, Osher et al. (2010) determined that a 

measure of discretion should be provided to teachers to implement these practices in the 

classroom (Osher et al., 2010). The decision-making process varies across schools and classroom 

due to intersectionality of subjectivity of district policies, student race and gender, student and 

school context, and the perceptions of student behavior held by the classroom teacher (Carter et 

al., 2015; Harvard Civil Rights Project, 2000; Horner et al., 2010; Osher et al., 2010, Skiba et al., 

2011). To complicate the matter, Skiba et al. (2011) suggested that even though teachers want to 

impose alternative strategies, their discretion is minimized due to existing school discipline 

policies. Implementing new forms of discipline procedures, interventions, and practices was 

found to be challenging because it disrupted educators’ perceptions of the best way to discipline 

children (Wormer & Walker, 2012). Researchers suggested that though positive results in 

reducing the overuse of ODRs exist, success was not observed to be consistent across schools 

and classrooms. Researchers have determined that classroom teachers can influence discipline 

outcomes within their schools based on their discretion and decision to impose discipline; 

however, there are limited studies that explore the relationship of teacher perceptions and 

decision-making and its impact on disproportionality outcomes. 

While a relationship between teacher perceptions and teacher actions in the classroom 

that impact climate have been noted, there is also a straightforward relationship between what a 

teacher perceives as a subjective offense. Therefore, despite efforts on the part of MAPSS to 
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provide strategies and procedures to help teachers avoid issuing ODRs, the evidence suggested 

that there has been little to no effect in reducing the numbers. 

 I intend to focus on improving classroom discipline decision-making at the school level 

as the primary driver for reducing ODRs for subjective offenses. I want to focus on the 

secondary driver of teacher decision-making around subjective offenses such as insubordination, 

disrespect, and classroom disruption.  

Improve Educators’ Discipline Decision-Making Process 

Although decision-making leads to either an increase or decrease in exclusionary 

practices, including the use of ODRs to address subjective student behaviors, it also can improve 

or lead to school climate improvement. Research demonstrated that when educators implemented 

a multi-tiered approach to discipline, student outcomes were positively impacted (Balfanz et al., 

2015; Garrett, 2015; Gregory et al., 2016; Marchbanks et al., 2014). Having prescribed tiers of 

intervention allowed for teachers to make informed decisions about discipline, rather than what 

Nance (2016) defined as ill-informed decisions. Teacher’s actions have been found to affect 

student outcomes, making it critical for teacher’s to be supported with structures that mitigate for 

moments of snap judgment and instead foster consistency in teacher decision-making when 

student misbehavior occurs. A review of literature found a few studies that considered educators’ 

perceptions and opinions, suggesting there was a need to examine educators’ perceptions of 

subjective student behavior, school discipline practices, interventions, and the decisions 

educators make in order to manage student behaviors (Bradshaw et al., 2010; Horner et al., 2010; 

Murphy, 2011; Osher et al., 2010). As shown in Figure 12, how educators make decisions about 

school discipline impacts student outcomes and can vary from teacher to teacher and school to 

school.  
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Figure 12 

Educators Decision-Making Process to Enforce School Discipline 

 

A teacher’s lack of ability to use discipline strategies other than an ODR has been shown 

to have a significant impact on student outcomes (Garrett, 2015). In her article, Garrett suggested 

that teachers consider the following when trying to prevent student misbehavior: 

1. How are you going to deal with minor misbehavior in your classroom? 

2. How will you address more serious misbehavior in your classroom? 

3. What type of consequences will you utilize? 

4. Will you use behavior modification plans? Why or why not? 

To enable better decision-making among teachers and reduce reliance on ODRs, schools 

must equip them with a variety of strategies and decision-making tools to address student 

behaviors. Meador (2020) suggested that classroom referrals should be used as a “last resort” and 

that teachers should utilize the following questioning protocol to determine if a referral is 

necessary: 
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1. Is this a safety issue for a student or a threat to other students that requires 

immediate attention by an administrator? (If so, contact the administration 

immediately.) 

2. For non-emergencies, what steps have I taken to handle this issue myself? 

3. Have I contacted the student's parents and involved them in this process? 

4. Have I documented the steps I have taken in an attempt to correct the issue? 

Proposed Change Initiative 

 States and districts across the United States have engaged various initiatives to reduce 

reliance on ODRs and exclusionary discipline to change student behavior (Harper et al., 2019), 

yet research demonstrated that for many schools it was still a first option. If schools are to re-

envision classroom discipline, there must be a focus on how teachers perceive subjective student 

behaviors, subsequent decisions classroom teachers make when enforcing discipline, and the 

ensuing outcomes. In order to improve the secondary driver of decision-making that surrounds 

ODRs for subjective offenses, the researcher will need to understand teacher’s perceptions of 

subjective student behaviors and teacher understanding/buy in to discipline interventions. The 

researcher will also need to identify existing gaps in teacher practices and knowledge to uncover 

what teachers need to do or learn in order to avoid issuing ODRs as a first choice to address 

student behaviors. The researcher will ultimately use this knowledge to develop an improved 

evidenced-based decision-making protocol/ladder to support the classroom teacher’s 

management of student behaviors which has the potential to reduce the number of ODRs issued 

for subjective offenses in two selected middle schools.  Figure 13 provides a visual 

representation of how the proposed change initiative will influence this study’s primary driver 

and aim.  
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Figure 13  

Outcome Chain for Reducing ODRs for Subjective Student Behaviors 

  

Interventions in MAPSS to Reduce Disproportionality in ODRs 

At the time of this study, MSDE required that District Review Teams work with 

identified schools to address discrepant impact within one year and eliminate disciplinary gaps 

within three years. As a result of MAPSS’ on-going disparities, each school was required to 

designate an Equity Leader (EL), who was responsible for serving as the intermediary between 

the school and the Equity Office (EO). The EO created modules for ELs to deliver mandatory 

professional developments during four annual professional development days. Module topics 

included cultural proficiencies, social/emotional learning, student and parent engagement, 

implicit bias, and de-escalation strategies. These modules were designed to increase educators’ 

capacity to be equity minded by understanding and recognizing the impact of student trauma and 

how to support students. It is important to note, the EO served as support and not compliance. 

Schools were free to select from various resources based on school community needs; therefore, 

there were inconsistencies into the breadth and depth of professional development equity.  

In order to move away from a reactive, punitive, and exclusionary discipline response to 

student behaviors, MAPSS shifted policy, procedures, structures, and practices to a proactive, 
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inclusive, positive approach to student behaviors. Training and coaching in a differentiated 

approach at all tiers of support for student behaviors included Check-in/Check-out, Check and 

Connect, and expanded school-based mental health services to address varying student 

behaviors. MAPSS provided school-based training in Positive Behavior Interventions and 

Supports, Restorative Practices, Collaborative Decision-making, Double Check, Social 

Emotional Learning, Culturally Responsive Teaching, and Functional Behavior Assessments to 

mitigate for school discipline and promote student achievement.  

MAPSS’s Strategic Plan 2019-2023 included an indicator that called for and sought to 

increase restorative practices to eliminate system-wide disparities. At the school level, 

administrators implemented strategic teams to address root causes of disproportionality. If a 

school was designated as disproportionate by MSDE, disproportionality review teams were 

required. Furthermore, schools had autonomy and flexibility to incorporate research-based 

interventions based on their needs. Schools were provided with a variety of programming to 

address and mitigate for disproportionality in discipline data, such as positive behavior 

interventions and support, community building circles, parent university, restorative practices, 

social/emotional resources, and other meaningful strategies to engage all stakeholders throughout 

the disciplinary reform process.  

Purpose  

As noted earlier, MAPSS attempted to address student inequities in discipline, yet Black 

males were still over-referred for subjective offenses, outpacing all other student groups. Prior 

attempts to address these disparities had minimal to no impact on MAPSS’ discipline gap. While 

total number of suspensions declined, Black males still received higher numbers of ODRs than 

their peers. An ODR was the beginning of the pipeline that potentially led to suspension when 
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educators made decisions to refer a student for behaviors classified as classroom disruption, 

disrespect, and/or insubordination. There were other possible consequences as well, which 

included school disengagement, academic difficulties, school dropout, and increased juvenile 

justice involvement. Educators played a significant role in how students experienced discipline, 

but little was known about their perception of subjective student behaviors and the factors that 

lead educators to make the decision to refer students for subjective offenses. 

Given the role of teacher decision-making regarding disciplining through the use of 

exclusionary discipline, the major focus of a change or improvement initiative was to obtain a 

deeper understanding of the classroom teacher’s decision-making process. Therefore, the 

purpose of this study was to explore factors related to ODRs using existing system data followed 

by exploratory focus groups of selected sixth grade classroom teachers to better understand their 

decision-making processes for subjective behaviors identified as disrespect, disruption, or 

insubordination. Ultimately the findings from this study may be used to inform the future 

development of an evidence-based decision-making instrument.  
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Section II 

Purpose Statement 

Given the role of teacher decision-making regarding exclusionary discipline, the major 

focus of a change or an improvement initiative was, at the time of this study, to obtain a deeper 

understanding of classroom teachers’ decision-making processes. Therefore, the purpose of this 

study was to explore factors related to ODRs using existing school system data followed by 

exploratory focus groups of selected 6th grade classroom teachers to better understand their 

decision-making processes for subjective behaviors identified as disrespect, disruption, or 

insubordination. The aim was to identify areas for professional growth to decrease subjective 

ODRs for sixth grade Black males in two MAPSS middle schools by the end of the 2023-2024 

school year. The goal of this study was to use these findings to inform future development of a 

robust decision-making tool for teacher use to reduce ODRs in middle school classrooms.  

The following research questions (RQ) guided this investigation: 

1. What is the total number, range, and median distribution of ODRs coded as 

disrespect, disruption, or insubordination issued by all 6th grade classroom 

teachers in each of the selected schools during SY2016-2020? 

2. To what extent do ODRs coded as disrespect, disruption, or insubordination, 

issued by 6th grade classroom teachers differ based on teacher characteristics 

(race, gender)? 

3. How do 6th grade classroom teachers perceive the discipline ladder as a tool for 

reducing suspension? 
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4. What factors (e.g., nature of offense, context) do select 6th grade classroom 

teachers report contribute to their decision to write an ODR for a subjective 

offense? 

Design 

This study used a sequential exploratory mixed methods design that included analysis of 

system level de-identified SY2016-2020 end-of-year discipline data from two selected middle 

schools followed by focus groups with purposely selected 6th grade teachers from two MAPSS 

middle schools. Existing school system discipline data was analyzed using descriptive methods 

to define patterns, identify trends, and make comparisons between student and teacher 

demographics within the study population. Data analysis informed the pool of potential focus 

groups participants. Data collected during focus groups were analyzed using coding and theme 

identification.  

As noted above, this study was designed as a sequential (quant  QUAL) exploratory 

mixed methods study (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). Mixed methods research combines both 

quantitative and qualitative methods in one study to broaden breadth and depth of understanding 

(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Johnson et al., 2007; Maxwell & Loomis, 2003). A mixed 

methods design aligned with the purpose of this study which was to examine patterns in school 

discipline data and the demographics of educators who issue ODRs to Black and Non-Black 

males in 6th grade for subjective offenses and to investigate factors in the decision-making 

process that lead to an ODR. The design included two sequential phases: (1) quantitative 

analyses of de-identified discipline data from SY2016-2020 in a mid-Atlantic school system, 

along with educator’s demographics, followed by (2), a pre-focus group survey and four semi-

structured focus groups comprised of 6th grade classroom teachers designated as issuing high or 
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low total number of ODRs for subjective offenses to gain a better understanding of the decision-

making process as it related to subjective offenses.  

Focus groups were selected as the qualitative research method because they allowed for 

exploration of a phenomenon by examining experiences and perceptions of a specific population 

(Leavy, 2014). Focus groups were also selected because they generate data through 

conversations and interactions that take place among group participants and data is produced via 

three levels: individual, group consensus, and interactive exchanges (Cyr, 2017).  

School Selection 

Research was conducted in two middle schools in MAPPS. The two middle schools 

(“Square MS” and “Circle MS”) were identified as research sites for my study based on their 

designation of disproportionate discipline having a discrepant impact on one or more student 

groups by exceeding MSDE’s 3.0 risk ratio (as discussed in Section 1). While both middle 

schools had a history of disproportionality in discipline for Black males, the disparity was 

exacerbated when the district approved a redistricting plan in April 2017 that moved 

approximately 250 students of color from Square MS to Circle MS as part of a plan to alleviate 

overcrowding at some elementary schools within the feeder system. The two middle schools, 

approximately 1.5 miles apart, served students from neighboring communities and the 

redistricting plan shifted certain communities from one school to the other. According to MAPPS 

officials, Circle MS feeder system was under-enrolled and could handle additional students and 

would ease over-enrollment in the Square MS feeder system, placing both schools at 62-65% of 

State Capacity. However, due to these efforts Circle MS became more racially and ethnically 

diverse, increasing its Black and Hispanic enrollment by 8% while Square MS became more 

homogenous as its Black and Hispanic enrollment declined and its White enrollment increased 
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by 11%. This change in enrollment concentrated students identified as economically 

disadvantage at Circle MS. Staffing at Circle MS was adjusted to account for increased 

enrollment, however despite the increase in students of color, staff remained majority White and 

female. Student demographics at Square MS began to mirror staff, but staff diversity was 

minimal as the staff remained majority White and female.  

Though the number of Black students increased at Circle MS and decreased at Square 

MS, the ODRs of Black males in both schools remained at or above the rate prior to redistricting. 

In 2018, MSDE notified the district of 11 schools that had disproportionate discipline data, 

including both Circle and Square Middle Schools. See Table 3, below.  

Table 3 

Five Year Enrollment Trend Data for Circle and Square Middle School 

 

 As noted in Section I, research and my professional experience as a middle school 

administrator indicated that discipline referrals increased markedly as students matriculated from 

elementary to middle school, which was from 5th to 6th grade in MAPPS.  
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As shown in Table 4 below, Circle MS’s five-year enrollment demographics 

demonstrated over the five-year period of my study that there was a net gain of 11 Black or 

African American students, a net decrease of 22 White students, and a net gain of 94 Hispanic 

students in 6th grade.  

Table 4 

2016-2020 6th Grade Yearly Enrollment by Demographics 

School School Year Asian Black or African American Hispanic Multi-Racial White 

Circle 

15-16 7 97 86 10 79 

16-17 3 85 85 13 85 

17-18 5 94 148 10 95 

18-19 4 107 161 4 67 

19-20 5 108 180 10 57 

1604 Five Year Total % 2 31 41 3 24 

Square 

15-16 6 85 88 13 87 

16-17 3 82 105 6 86 

17-18 5 48 66 6 94 

18-19 7 47 10 10 79 

19-20 6 66 68 11 107 

1255 Five Year Total % 2 26 27 4 36 

Note: In any given year American Indian/Alaska Native and Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander enrollment was ≤ 

2. 

Square MS’s five-year enrollment demographics demonstrated over the same five-year 

period that there was a net loss of 19 Black or African American students, a net increase of 20 

White students, and a net decrease of 20 Hispanic students in 6th grade. 6th grade enrollment data 

aligned with whole school enrollment data and suggested that despite there being fewer Black 

students in 6th grade and across all grade levels, both schools being designated as 

disproportionate for student exclusion, indicated that Black students received more ODRs than 

any other student group. Therefore, the problem of practice chosen for this dissertation focused 
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on disproportionality in ODRs for subjective offenses at the 6th grade levels at the two middle 

schools. 

Methods and Procedures 

In the sections below I provided detail regarding both the quantitative and qualitative 

parts of my study. The first step in my study involved analyzing existing de-identified ODRs 

issued by 6th grade classroom teachers during SY2016-2020 in each of the two middle schools in 

order to address RQ 1 and RQ 2. The ODR data for each middle school was obtained from 

school system data files disaggregated by three subjective offense categories: disrespect, 

disruption, and insubordination; grade level; and other student variables. Sixth grade teacher data 

were obtained from a second system data base and included race and gender. I had intended to 

also obtain years’ experience and content/subject matter taught, however due to the increased 

potential of identifying individual teachers, these analyses were omitted at the request of the 

school system.  

Data that addressed RQ 3 and RQ 4 were collected through selection of 16 6th grade 

teachers from the two middle schools to participate in one of four focus groups. Prior to 

conducting the focus groups, I conducted a web-based pre-focus group survey of all 16 teachers 

via Qualtrics.  

Following is a more detailed description of the study’s methods. 

Collection and Analyses of ODR Data.  

 I analyzed existing de-identified ODR data issued by 6th grade classroom teachers during 

SY2016-2020. After receiving principal approval, I requested ODR data for each subjective 

offense category from the Office of Student Data. The ODR data files contained a number of 

variables including student id, race, gender, grade level, socio-economic status, EL status, 504 
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status, IEP status, incident date, offense category, event concern, location of offense, referred by 

(employee name), employee identification number, administrator, disposition, 1st action, and 

secondary action(s). The office downloaded into Microsoft Excel the requested data files, 

excluding student identifying information but including teacher identification variables 

(employee name and employee identification number for focus group recruitment and analysis).  

Using teacher identification numbers from the ODR data files, I requested teacher 

demographic data: race and gender from the district’s Human Resources Division in Microsoft 

Excel format. After obtaining a Microsoft Excel file of ODR data from the Office of Student 

Data and teacher demographic data from the Human Resources Division for each middle school, 

I utilized Microsoft Excel to create combined data tables for subjective offenses: (1) disruption, 

(2) disrespect, and (3) insubordination. “Employee identification number” was utilized as the 

common data field. I visually inspected the data to identify missing and/or duplicate information.  

Across the five school years, the ODR data file included 9,601 total 6th-8th grade 

discipline referrals for all offenses for both Circle and Square MS. This number was reduced to 

7,798 when Employee IDs were not able to be matched to the data file obtained from Human 

Resources. An additional 347 ODRs were removed because race and gender could not be 

matched to the employee. The final number of ODRs for all offenses in both middle schools 

totaled 7,451. When the ODRs were disaggregated for subjective offenses, a total of 4,442 6th-8th 

grade ODRs were analyzed.  

I then sorted for all 6th grade students, reducing the total number of subjective ODRs to 

1,619, and then reduced to 1,109 ODRs issued to only 6th grade males in both middle schools. Of 

that number, 59% (n=657) were issued to Black males. This number represented the total number 

of ODRs analyzed in the study. 
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Data tables included total number of ODRs by school year, range, and median 

distribution of ODRs, and total number of ODRs by teachers’ race and gender. Combined data 

tables were used to identify classroom teachers in the upper and lower 25% of the total number 

of ODRs by school year for each of the three subjective offenses, including teacher race and 

gender, and to develop a distribution table to inform focus group recruitment pools.  

To address RQ1, I created a pivot table using Microsoft Excel with the specifications 

shown in Table 5, ODR Data Pivot Table Fields.  

Table 5 

ODR Data Pivot Table Fields 

Filters Columns Rows Values 
School Year Event/Concern Category Count of Deidentified Student ID 

Location of Event  Referred By  
Grade Level    

Student Gender    
Student Race    

 

I visually inspected ODRs coded as Disrespect/Insubordination/Disruption6 and observed 

that Circle MS issued a total of 952 ODRs for subjective offenses over the five-year period and 

Square MS had issued 463. Data was then sorted by each school year to identify the median 

number of ODRs, the range of ODRs, and the total number of ODRs by school, student race and 

gender, and teacher race and gender. I sorted all data to determine the range of overall referrals 

spanning this study’s five-year period, 2016-2020. I then determined which teachers were in the 

top 25%, middle 50%, and bottom 25% of ODRs written for disrespect, insubordination, and 

disruption.  

 To address RQ2, I created a pivot table organized using the specifications as seen in 

Table 6, Teacher Demographics and ODR Data Pivot Table Fields. 

 
6 In MAPSS subjective behaviors in end of year data files are collated into one category rather than individualized 
categories. The category of the referral offense is ultimately decided by the administrator processing the referral.  
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Table 6 

Teacher Demographics and ODR Data Pivot Table Fields 

Filters Columns Rows Values 
School Student Race Employee Race Count of Deidentified Student ID 
Year  Employee Gender  

Location of Event    
Grade Level    

Student Gender    
Event/Concern Category    

 

Collection and Analysis of Focus Group Data 

RQ3 and RQ4 were addressed through a pre-survey and focus groups. Focus groups are 

qualitative research methods that explore a phenomenon via examination of the experiences and 

perceptions of an objective population (Leavy, 2014). The goal was to populate each focus group 

with no fewer than four and no more than six purposively selected participants in alignment with 

what Krueger and Casey (2009) defined as an optimal size for data collection and diversity of 

experience.  

Participant Selection and Recruitment. I began participant recruitment by 

electronically requesting permission from each school principal to conduct research with his/her 

staff (see Appendix A). The purpose and method of this study, as well as proposed participant 

characteristics were described, and a list of all current 6th grade classroom teachers was 

requested. Approvals for the study issued by the University of Maryland College Park IRB (see 

Appendix M) and the Research Office in MAPSS (see Appendix N) were also included.  

Following approval from the principal of each school, I examined and analyzed the 

quantitative data to identify potential participants for the qualitative phase of this study. Only 6th 

grade teachers were eligible to participate. 

In late August, I sent an introductory email (see Appendix B) to each potentially eligible 

participant. The email outlined the purpose of the study and indicated that the proposed study 
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had been approved by the University of Maryland College Park IRB, the Mid Atlantic Public 

School System Research Office, and their school’s principal. It was highlighted that: 

participation was voluntary, all information collected was for dissertation research, and the 

identity of all focus group participants would be protected to the greatest extent. The email 

requested a response to confirm willingness to participate in this study.  

My target recruitment was 16-24 participants representing top and bottom quartiles 

across four focus groups. As described above under quantitative methods, I determined which 6th 

grade teachers were in the top 25%, middle 50%, and bottom 25% of ODRs written for 

disrespect, insubordination, and disruption over the five-year period. For focus group 

recruitment, I intended to select 6th grade teachers from the top and bottom 25%.  

 Using the list of SY22 employees provided by each school, I determined that Circle MS 

had a total of 55 6th grade teachers that school year and Square MS had 41. I further refined my 

recruitment pool by excluding any teacher who had not been in the school for all of the five 

school years in this study. This resulted in the identification of 12 potential participants in the top 

and bottom 25% of ODRs written for subjective offenses from each school. During the 

recruitment process, when I received either a reply notification that declined participation or a 

participant withdrawal, I returned to the original potential recruitment pool using the middle 

50%. 

The first round of recruitment emails was sent in August 2021 to a total of 24 teachers 

from both middle schools. The recruitment email explained the study and invited participation in 

one of four focus groups to be held following completion of a pre-focus group survey (See 

Appendix A). This yielded nine potential participants.  
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I sent a second round of the initial recruitment emails in mid-September 2021 to the 15 

non-respondents and received five additional potential participants. A third round of recruitment 

emails was sent in October 2021 which yielded another six potential participants. A total of 20 

6th grade teachers expressed interest and completed the pre-focus group survey to be discussed 

later in the study.  

A follow-up email (see Appendix C) was sent to each of the 20 6th grade teachers that had 

indicated interest in participating in the focus groups. The follow-up email included the 

following information: (a) a personal link to a pre-focus group survey, (b) a consent form (see 

Appendix L), (c) a request for either their availability on four preset dates and times or a 

suggested alternate availability for participation in a focus group, (d) information communicating 

how and when participants would receive notification of the date and time of their scheduled 

focus group, and (e) information as to when notification of their scheduled focus group should be 

received.  

Final selection of focus group participants. I reviewed each participants’ response 

regarding their availability to participate in one focus group and scheduled each participant based 

on (a) their first-choice option, (b) their teacher variables, such as years of experience, work 

location, and content area, and (c) purposive sampling, the selection of individuals or groups of 

individuals knowledgeable about or experienced with a phenomenon of interest (Creswell & 

Plano Clark, 2011). One week in advance of the scheduled focus groups, I sent all 20 potential 

participants an email (see Appendix E) embedded in a calendar invite that included: the link to 

access the Zoom meeting, a reminder to complete the participation consent form prior to the 

scheduled focus group, and a link and reminder for participants to complete a five-minute pre-

focus group survey, as noted above.  
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Four teachers were unable to participate in any focus group due to undisclosed schedule 

conflicts. Several attempts were made to accommodate their schedules, which ultimately were 

unsuccessful. Therefore, 20 participants completed the pre-survey and 16 participated in one of 

the focus groups: nine participants from Circle MS and seven from Square MS (see Table 7 for 

Focus Group Participant Characteristics).  

Table 7 

Focus Group Participant Characteristics 

Focus Group Participant Characteristics 

Group A 

• Participant 1001, Circle Middle School, White, Female 

• Participant 1002, Circle Middle School, White, Female 

• Participant 10012, Circle Middle School, White, Female 

• Participant 10013, Square Middle School, White, Male 

Group B 

• Participant 2003, Square Middle School, White, Female 

• Participant 2004, Circle Middle School, White, Female 

• Participant 2005, Circle Middle School, Black, Female 

• Participant 2006, Circle Middle School, White, Male 

Group C 

• Participant 3008, Circle Middle School, White, Female 

• Participant 3009, Circle Middle School, White, Female 

• Participant 3010, Circle Middle School, White, Male 

• Participant 3011, Square Middle School, White, Female 

Group D 

• Participant 4016, Square Middle School, White, Female 

• Participant 4017, Square Middle School, Hispanic, Female 

• Participant 4018, Square Middle School, Black Female 

• Participant 4020, Square Middle School, Black Female 

District guidelines in response to COVID-19 in Maryland were in place at the time of this 

study and encouraged in-person meetings on a limited basis. As such, focus groups were 

conducted using the videoconferencing platform, Zoom. Focus groups were conducted between 

September and October 2021.  



61 

 

Pre-Focus Group Survey. Prior to following up with the 20 potential participants, I 

created a 7-question web-based pre-focus group survey (see Appendix D) designed to obtain 

demographic information (race, gender, years of experience, and content taught) about all focus 

group participants to determine their knowledge about the MAPPS discipline ladder and their 

perceptions regarding its effectiveness in supporting teacher decision-making when addressing 

student (mis)behavior in the classroom. This information was only available in aggregate form to 

reduce the potential to identify participants. In addition, the survey instrument asked participants 

to rate their perspective of the discipline ladder’s effectiveness in supporting discipline decision-

making. The five-minute pre-focus group survey was administered through the automated 

process in Qualtrics.  Responses from this survey were used to address RQ3. 

Conducting the Focus Groups. As noted earlier, RQ4 was addressed via analysis of 

focus group discussions and interactions among participants. Focus Groups averaged 50 minutes 

in length (ranging from 42 to 59 minutes) and were conducted from September through October 

of 2021. Two focus groups convened during after school hours, while two focus groups 

convened in the early afternoon during teachers’ nonduty hours of the school day. Each focus 

group met via the Zoom video conferencing platform as scheduled and began by having 

participants test their audio. After confirming that all participants were present, I greeted and 

thanked each of them for agreeing to participate in this study. I then asked each participant for 

verbal consent to record the focus group. After receiving verbal consent from all participants, I 

reviewed the purpose of the focus group and the written consent which was received prior to 

participation in the focus groups, as well as the allotted time commitment and how privacy and 

confidentiality would be maintained. I then allowed time for participants to ask questions. 

Typical questions across the four focus groups were:   
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• How will responses be used? 

• Are research questions specific to participants or generalized?  

• Are participants allowed to add additional information they aren’t comfortable sharing in 

the open forum?  

With all questions answered, focus group participants introduced themselves by name, 

shared what content they taught, their work location, and a favorite hobby or leisure activity. 

Throughout the remainder of the focus group, I closely followed the discussion protocol (see 

Appendix F) to ensure collected data aligned with the research questions. I was cognizant of not 

sounding formal, so I did not read the questions verbatim. I first asked a series of questions about 

their teaching experiences, their perceptions of subjective student behaviors, and what they 

believed influenced their decisions to issue ODRs. These questions established a level of comfort 

and were asked in a non-evaluative tone. Two scenarios were introduced, and individuals were 

then asked (a) to elaborate on their thoughts about the decision-making of the teacher in each 

scenario, (b) explain how they would manage the student’s behavior to provide insight into a 

teacher’s decision-making process, and (c) how that process may or may not differ across teacher 

groups.  

When a response or discussion was unclear during a focus group, I asked probing 

questions such as, “What are you all referring to when you say ‘steps’?” or “How might the 

admin-teacher communication chain be improved?” I also balanced participation in the focus 

group by asking, “Would anyone else like to comment?” or “Does anyone else want to offer their 

thoughts?” As focus group discussions proceeded, I noted participants’ verbal behaviors (e.g., 

agreeing or disagreeing with fellow participants, overtalking other participants, echoing already 

stated responses) and nonverbal behaviors (e.g., checking their watch/phone, folding their arms, 
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rolling their eyes), engaging in unrelated activities (e.g., eating dinner, attending to children, 

sorting mail) and other nonverbal actions. Following the discussion of both scenarios, I provided 

time for any closing comments, conveyed that the results would be reported in aggregate format, 

thanked all participants for completing the study, and reminded participants that a $10 gift card 

would be sent via email as a token of appreciation for their participation.  

     Analysis of Focus Group Data. I asked a series of five questions during the focus group 

aimed to glean insight into classroom teachers’ perceptions of school discipline. After questions 

two and five, I inserted a discipline scenario and asked two related questions to gather teachers’ 

perceptions of the disciplining of subjective student behavior. Researchers agreed that qualitative 

data analysis begins as soon as the data collection process begins (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; 

National Science Foundation, 1997; Taylor-Powell & Renner, 2003). To support the analysis of 

focus group data, I selected Grounded Theory. Grounded Theory is an inductive technique used 

to interpret data about a social phenomenon in order to build theories about that phenomenon 

(Birks & Mills, 2015). The use of a grounded theory approach allowed more nuanced codes to 

emerge from the data (Charmaz, 2006). Furthermore, the iterative process of grounded theory 

supported the refinement of data; therefore, I was able to assemble data into broader 

relationships and make interpretations about the phenomenon of interest while mitigating any 

preconceived biases I held about the phenomenon.  

As focus groups took place, I captured anecdotal notes to highlight details of interactions, 

particularly my thoughts and reactions to observed behaviors and participant interactions. When 

participant responses were not clear, I asked probing questions to gain understanding. Following 

each focus group, I wrote a reflective memo to capture my thoughts and observations about the 

focus group and participant’s interactions and to capture my initial interpretations of the data (see 
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Appendix H for an example). I analyzed 14 cross cutting topics to address Research Questions 3 

and 4 as recommended by Kriukow (2019) and Curry (2015) to identify six topics in 

summarizing the experiences of the group rather than any individual and drew conclusions about 

the findings by sorting the data into three emerging themes. 

After the conclusion of all 4 focus groups discussions the following occurred: 

1.  I first downloaded the audio file for each focus group from Zoom. 

2.   I embarked on a listening tour to transcribe the audio from each focus 

group audio recording via Zoom. 

3. Following transcription, I removed information that could potentially 

identify participants (e.g., participant name, content area taught, work 

location, years of experience at a specified work location, and other 

school employee names). 

4. I created an Excel spreadsheet (see Appendix G) and labeled 16 columns 

with each participant’s identification number. Participant columns were 

grouped, and color coded according to their focus group.  

5. I listed each of the five focus group discussion questions and two 

scenarios with the two related questions in individual rows. 

6.  I then copied from the transcript the verbatim comments of each 

participant to each focus group question/scenario into the Excel 

spreadsheet. I initially identified phrases and sentences within the 

transcripts that expressed key ideas and concepts related to the research 

questions (see Figure 14 for an example of the coding process) and I 

then labeled these words, sentences or phrases as a key idea or topic. I 
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did this by color coding and highlighting phrases and sentences that 

conveyed similar key ideas across all participants in each focus group, to 

signal an emerging topic to be considered.   

7. I then created a summary of participant responses by discussion/scenario 

question and focus group using the Excel Spreadsheet. I began with 

Focus Group A, read all participant responses by question and identified 

patterns, connections, and common ideas, using the compare and 

contrast method. This resulted in the development of a list of 20 initial 

topics or codes. Coding of each cross-focus group discussion question 

and participant responses was completed by looking at response 

statements or segment to avoid researcher’s bias and influence coding 

decisions based on a participant’s response to an unrelated question. I 

wanted to ensure that I looked at each participant’s response objectively 

and that I approached the coding process for each response with 

consistency. Figure 14, below, provides an example of how I coded. 

8. I then provided the list of initial topics and the deidentified participant 

responses of Focus Group A to a critical friend, who read and coded the 

data. The critical friend and I met via Zoom to discuss our separate 

initial codes and rationales and together refined the codes. 

9. The critical friend and I independently engaged in coding Focus Group 

B responses and reconvened via zoom a second time to discuss and 

further refine the coding process to improve research validity (Morse, 

2015). 
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10. Through the peer consulting process, initial codes were further refined, 

and boundaries established for words, phrases and sentences that 

conveyed similar topics or ideas. Through this process, 14 cross cutting 

topics were identified: Empathy, Reflective Practices, (Dis)Respect, 

Bias, Emotions, Expectations, Safety, Accountability, Authority, Threat, 

Collaboration, Teacher Preparation, Teaching & Learning, and 

Avoidance.  I then used the 14 topics and the peer collaborative 

discussion to refine the coding of Focus Group A and to code Focus 

Groups C and D. 

11. Participants verbatim responses were then analyzed using a compare and 

contrast method and assigned to one of the 14 topics as blocks of text. 

12.  Topical blocks of responses were then further reduced into six themes 

using the compare and contrast method as described earlier. I looked 

across the topics to further refine the coding process by creating groups 

of topics with similar phrases and sentences.  This allowed me to 

identify six as seen in Figure 15. 

13. I then pawed (e.g., cut and sort or what Bernard (2013) refers to as the 

ocular scan or eyeballing method) through all 6 categories to identify 

key concepts and ideas which resulted in identification of three major 

themes. 
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Figure 14 

Example of the Data Coding Process 

 

Figure 15 

Diagram of the Coding Levels and Organization in Focus Group Data 

 

Creswell (2009) suggested that it is difficult for researchers to separate their own 

experiences, backgrounds, and understandings from the interpretation of qualitative data, 

therefore, to draw conclusions and address Research Questions 3 and 4 I relied on my experience 

Q: What is the purpose of school discipline? 

P2: “The purpose of school discipline is to maintain safety and order in a school building and 
provide teachers a place to go if they need extra help with students in terms of discipline or 
behavior.” 

P1: “to establish a safe and orderly environment you know where all people are able to learn 
because there is a sense of calm and peace and order. But extending beyond that, I feel that the point 
of discipline is to also prepare students for the future because whether they're in a job or higher 
education like they're always going to need to follow a set of rules and regulations and I think school 
kind of helps them to be able to survive in greater society.” 

P10: “When it comes to discipline for disruptive behavior and my request escalates those behaviors 
for whatever reason, it becomes a safety issue, then yes, I'm going to call the office for sure. 
Because who knows what they could do. They could get hurt or hurt someone, especially if they're 
upset, so yeah, at that point, I think I usually don't mess around too much, and would just call the 
office.” 

Common Ideas: Safety, Order, Support 

Topic: Safety 
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as a former classroom teacher to determine categories and relationships and emerging themes, I 

used the themes and connections to develop a narrative summary of the findings.  

As described above, to test the reliability and credibility of my coding, I provided my 

categories and one redacted transcript to a peer. Peer consultation was selected because 

researchers Merriam and Tisdell (2016) asserted that peer consultation increased validity while 

minimizing bias in data analysis. I asked my peer, currently holding a terminal degree, to code 

the focus group using my initial topics. The initial reliability measure was 65%. I then met with 

my peer to discuss our interpretations and refine the codes or the process. We then each 

conducted a blind coding of another focus group transcript. We engaged in collaborative 

conversations to reflect on the initial topics and confirm categories resulting in a final reliability 

measure of 80%. Through the analysis of teacher level ODR data, focus group data, and the pre-

focus group survey, I engaged in a triangulation process to cross-reference participants responses 

with their actual school-based practice to confirm alignment of participant perception and reality.  

In Section III, I discuss findings of this investigation, as well as implications and 

limitations of these findings. 
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Section III 

 This section presents the findings, conclusions, and implications and recommendations of 

the study. 

As previously noted in Section I, in 2014 MSDE required that all LSSs in Maryland 

revise their codes of conduct and develop new protocols to address existing racial/ethnic and 

gender disproportionality in student discipline actions. Since 2004, despite efforts to address 

disproportionate discipline of Black males in MAPSS, these students continued to receive a 

disproportionate number of ODRs for subjective offenses, referred to as disrespect, 

insubordination, and disruption. This was found to be a particular problem at grade 6 when 

students matriculate from elementary school to middle school, a fact that was consistent with 

prior research on disproportionality in disciplining Black males (Theriot & Dupper, 2010).  

Given the role of teachers in decision-making regarding the issuance of ODRs for 

subjective infractions, the purpose of this study was to explore teacher factors that were related 

to ODRs using existing system data followed by exploratory focus groups of selected 6th grade 

classroom teachers. The goal was to better understand how teachers decide when to issue an 

ODR to a student they believe has shown disrespect, been disruptive, or been insubordinate. The 

following research questions guided the investigation: 

1. What is the total number, range, and median distribution of ODRs coded as 

disrespect, disruption, or insubordination issued by all 6th grade classroom 

teachers in each of the selected schools during SY2016-2020? 

2. To what extent do ODRs coded as disrespect, disruption, or insubordination, 

issued by 6th grade classroom teachers differ based on teacher characteristics 

(race, gender)? 
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3. How do 6th grade classroom teachers perceive the discipline ladder as a tool for 

reducing suspension? 

4. What factors (e.g., nature of offense, context) do select 6th grade classroom 

teachers report contribute to their decision to write an ODR for a subjective 

offense? 

    Results 

 This section first presents the findings that address each of the research questions. The 

findings will be followed by a discussion of the meaning of the results in terms of next steps in 

addressing the problem of practice and disproportionate use of ODRs with Black males in 

MAPSS.  

Research Question 1:  What is the total, range, and median number of ODRs coded as 

disrespect, disruption, or insubordination issued by all 6th grade classroom teachers in each 

of the selected schools during SY2016-2020?                                                                          

As previously noted in Section II, existing data was used to address the first research 

question. Two data sources were used: The ODRs for subjective offenses were obtained from the 

Office of Student Data for the five school years included in this research study. The data file was 

then merged with a de-identified data file from the Human Resources Division. In Section I, I 

reported systemwide data showing that between SY2016-2020, 55,277 Office Disciplinary 

Referrals were issued for subjective offenses defined as disrespect, disruption, and 

insubordination. Of these, Black males received 31% compared to White males, who received 

26.7%, and Hispanic males, who received 8.6% of all ODRs for subjective offenses. Further 

exploration of ODR data indicated students in grades 6-8 received 36,399 ODRs for subjective 

offenses of which nearly 75% were received by males in MAPPS.  
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As noted in Section II, I selected two middle schools, Circle and Square, as the research 

sites for my study because they had both been designated as above the state defined benchmark 

for suspensions of Black males. For those two schools, 4442 ODRs for subjective offenses in the 

classroom were written between SY16 and SY20 in grades 6-8. Of these, 69% (n= 3081) were 

issued to males and 31% (n=1361) to females. A total of 1619 ODRs for subjective offenses 

were issued to 6th grade students and 1109 to all 6th grade males. Of these, 657 (41%) were 

issued to Black 6th grade males. Table 8 presents the total, range, and median number of ODRs 

for subjective offenses issued to 6th grade students by school year for each of the five school 

years.  

Table 8 

Total, Range, and Median numbers of ODRs issued by Teachers to 6th Grade Students by SY and 
School  

School Year Total Number OF 
ODRs issued 

Range 
Issued/teacher 
 

Median number 
issued/ teacher 
 

Circle SY16 130 1-22 3 
Square SY16 208 1-40 4 
Circle SY17 86 1-19 2 
Square SY17 98 1-11 3 
Circle SY18 593 1-89 8 
Square SY18 78 1-15 2 
Circle SY19 234 1-30 5 
Square SY19 57 1-10 2 
Circle SY20 89 1-14 1 
Square SY20 46 1-8 1.5 
5-Year Total  1619 1-144 4 

  

Table 9 presents the total, range, and median number of ODRs for subjective offenses 

issued to Black males by school year for each of the five school years. It is important to note that 

SY18 was the year of redistricting that resulted in a demographic shift between the two middle 

schools. The ODRs issued to Black males increased by 606% at Circle MS but decreased by 
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28% at Square MS. This might have been due to the changing student population; however, the 

large discrepancy decreased the following year. 

Table 9 

Total, Range, and Median numbers of ODRs issued by Teachers to Black and White 6th Grade 
Males by SY and School  

School Year Total Number OF 
ODRs issued 

Range 
Issued/teacher 
 

Median number 
Issued/ teacher 
 

B W B W B W 
Circle SY16 57 1 1-8 1 2 1 
Square SY16 93 14 1-14 1-4 2 1 
Circle SY17 34 22 1-7 1-8 2 1 
Square SY17 39 1 1-5 1 1.5 1 
Circle SY18 240 9 1-27 1 5 1 
Square SY18 28 7 1-8 1-2 1 1 
Circle SY19 95 9 1-10 1-4 2 1 
Square SY19 22 12 1-6 1-2 1 1 
Circle SY20 37 - 1-5 - 1 - 
Square SY20 12 12 1-3 1-4 1 1 
5-Year Total  657 87 1-37 1-8 3 1 

 

It is unknown what other factors might have increased the subjective discipline referrals 

for Black males. At its height, the average daily referral rate7 for subjective offenses for 6th grade 

students at Circle MS was 3.2 per day in SY18 and 1.1 per day at Square MS in SY16. Data 

demonstrated that in SY18 and SY19, teachers issued subjective ODRs to Black males more 

frequently than they did to White males at an approximate ratio of 27:1 in SY18 at Circle MS 

and 4:1 at Square MS. In the following school year, while the total number of ODRs decreased 

for Black males at both schools, they remained the same for White males at Circle MS and had a 

slight increase for White males at Square MS. While the number of referrals issued to Black 

males in 6th grade still outpaced their peers, Circle MS data increased over the first three years 

 
7 The average daily referral rate is calculated by dividing the total number of referrals by the number of school 
calendar days (181 in MAPSS). 
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and declined in the last two years of the five-year period; however, data revealed that White 

males at Circle MS in SY20 did not receive any ODRs for subjective offenses in contrast to 42% 

of ODRs that were issued to Black males in that same school year.  

At Square MS in SY20, Black and White males received the same number of subjective 

ODRs; however, in comparison to Black males’ proportion within the student body, there is still 

disproportionate discipline. It is important to note that SY20 was a year of hybrid instruction due 

to the closure of schools in March in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. While data 

historically demonstrated that by the end of the school year Black males receive more ODRs for 

subjective offenses, the data for SY20 was influenced by school closure. Nonetheless, how 

students experienced discipline in the classroom was reflected throughout the data at both 

schools. Data demonstrated that it was more likely that Black males in 6th grade would receive 

subjective ODRs more frequently than their peers, in alignment with research previously cited. 

Table 10 presents the number of 6th grade Black male students who received one or more ODR, 

the range of ODRs received, and the median number of ODRs by SY and School. 

Table 10 

Total Number of Unduplicated 6th grade Black Male Students receiving one or more ODR, 
Range of ODRs received, and Median number of ODRs by SY and School 

School Year Total Number 
of Students Range of ODRs 

                         
Median Number of 
ODRs 
 

Circle SY16 19 1-18 2 
Square SY16 24 1-17 2 
Circle SY17 20 1-8 1 
Square SY17 12 1-6 1 
Circle SY18 33 1-46 4 
Square SY18 8 1-4 2.5 
Circle SY19 26 1-8 2 
Square SY19 6 1-11 1.5 
Circle SY20 18 1-6 1 
Square SY20 5 1-3 1 
5 Year 
Total  165* 1-46 2 
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 Data revealed that while the number of referrals issued to Black males at both middle 

schools outpaced other student groups, the number of students receiving those referrals were 

few. Noticeably, at Circle MS in SY18, of the 33 6th grades males who received one or more 

ODRs for subjective offenses, one student received as many as 19% (n=46) of all subjective 

ODRs issued to Black males. In SY19, as previously noted, the total number of referrals 

decreased at Circle MS; however, there was only a slight decrease in the number of students 

issued one or more ODRs. In SY16 Square MS, issued 45% (n=93) of subjective ODRs to 24 

Black males. While redistricting in SY18 was supposed to lead to better outcomes for all 

students, data revealed that Black students, particularly Black males, continued to experience 

discipline disproportionately in the classroom at both schools. 

Research Question 2:  To what extent do ODRs, coded as disrespect, disruption, or 

insubordination, issued by 6th grade classroom teachers differ based on teacher 

characteristics (race and gender)? 

 Data from the merged data sets were used to address this research question. As shown in 

Table 11 below, the total numbers of teachers in Circle MS increased by about 18% (n=17) 

between SY2016 and SY2020 with the largest increases among teachers who were Black or 

Hispanic. However, White teachers represented about 79% of the total number of teachers over 

the five-year period and Black and Hispanic teachers each represented about 9.5% of teachers. In 

comparison, Square MS experienced a decrease (n=18) in the total number of teachers over the 

five-year period of this study. Nonetheless, White teachers represented 77% of the total number 

of teachers while Black teachers represented 14% and Hispanic teachers represented 6%. At both 

Circle and Square MSs, White females greatly outnumbered all other grades 6-8 classroom 

teachers. At Circle MS, White females represented 61% of the entire faculty and at Square MS, 
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they represented 63%. Black female teachers were only 7% of all teachers in Circle MS and 

almost 10% of the teachers at Square MS. Table 11 presents the racial/ethnic data for total 

number of teachers at each of the middle schools for each of the five school years. 

Table 11 

Total Number of Black, Hispanic, and White Teachers by Gender, SY and School 
  Black Hispanic White  Year Total  SY F M F M F M 

C
IR

C
L

E
 M

S 2016 5 2 4 1 48 15 77 
2017 4 1 4 2 52 16 81 
2018 3 3 6 3 54 18 89 
2019 6 3 8 1 54 18 91 
2020 11 3 12 - 54 12 94 

 Total 29 12 34 7 262 79 432 

SQ
U

A
R

E
 M

S 2016 7 4 2 2 59 11 88 
2017 8 2 4 1 49 10 76 
2018 7 3 2 1 42 11 68 
2019 8 2 4 - 45 9 71 
2020 8 3 5 1 40 10 70 

 Total 38 14 17 5 235 51 373 
Note: In any given year there were 1-2 teachers identified as Asian or Multi-Racial 

A review of ODRs issued to 6th grade Black males by classroom teachers revealed that 

over the five-year period of study, White female teachers issued 49% of all subjective ODRs to 

Black males at Circle MS and 38% at Square MS. In SY17 at Circle MS, data indicated that 

White females issued an equal percentage of subjective ODRs to both Black and White males, 

which could be attributed to an increase in teacher awareness of disproportionality or other 

factors that led to a change in teacher disciplining behaviors. 

Skiba et al. (2002) indicated that a mismatch of student and classroom teacher gender and 

race/ethnicity predicted discipline disproportionality.  Table 12 below presents the percentage of 

ODRs issued for subjective behaviors to Black, Hispanic, and White 6th Graders by Teacher 

Race and Gender, SY, and School. 
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Table 12 

Percentage of ODRs issued for subjective behaviors to Black, Hispanic, and White 6th Grade 
Males by Teacher Race and Gender, SY and School 

  CIRCLE MS STUDENT RACE 
  2016  2017  2018  2019  2020  5 Year Total 

  B H W  B H W  B H W  B H W  B H W  B H W 

T
E

A
C

H
E

R
 R

A
C

E
 A

N
D

 G
E

N
D

E
R

 

Black                      

F - 1 -  10 - 3  - - -  - - -  9 5 -  2 1 - 

M - - -  - - -  - - -  7 1 3  4 - -  2 - 1 

Hispanic                      

F 1 - -  1 - -  - - -  2 3 -  - - -  1 1 - 

M 2 - -  3 - -  1 - -  - - -  - - -  1 - - 

White                      

F 51 21 1  26 3 26  52 37 2  56 16 1  35 19 -  49 28 4 

M 12 6   7 - 1  3 1 -  5 2 2  18 7 -  6 2 1 

Total 63 28 1  47 3 30  56 38 2  70 22 6  66 31 -  61 32 6 

  SQUARE MS STUDENT RACE 

  2016  2017  2018  2019  2020   

  B H W  B H W  B H W  B H W  B H W  B H W 

T
E

A
C

H
E

R
 R

A
C

E
 A

N
D

 G
E

N
D

E
R

 

Black                      

F 2 1 1  3 - -  2 - 2  - - -  - - 12  2 - 2 

M 1 - 1  - - -  - - 4  6 - -  3 3 3  2 - 1 

Hispanic                      

F - - -  - 5 -  2 2 -  2 - 2  9 3 3  1 1 1 

M - - -  - - -  - - -  - - -  - - -  - - - 

White                      

F 43 12 6  47 19 2  44 26 6  21 19 21  18 3 18  38 16 9 

M 16 2 1  6 8 -  4 - -  15 4 2  6 6 -  11 4 1 

Total 62 15 9  56 32 2  52 28 12  44 23 25  36 15 36  54 21 14 

Note: Numbers in this table represent percentages and are rounded to the nearest whole number. Asian and Multi-

Racial teacher data was excluded due to the likelihood of identifying those teachers (N≤2). 

 SY18 data suggested that the progress made in SY17 was short-lived as this teacher 

group issued 52% of subjective ODRs for Black males, 37% for Hispanic males, but only 2% for 

White males. However, ODRs alone does not reveal the specific contributing factors that led to 

the disproportionate number of in SY18. Yet, one may infer that there was less tolerance of 

subjective (mis)behavior for students of color, particularly Black males, and more tolerance of 

subjective (mis)behavior for White males.  
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In Section II, I explained that MAPSS redistricted to improve outcomes for students at 

both Circle and Square MSs; however, Black males continued to experience discipline at Square 

MS at levels similar to those in years preceding redistricting in SY18. In SY19 and SY20, 

however, Black and White males were issued an equal percentage of subjective ODRs by White 

female teachers. Overall, Black males still received a greater portion of ODRs for subjective 

offenses at Square MS in those same years and 29% more ODRs were issued to Black males by 

White female teachers at Square MS over the five-year period of this study.  

Summary of Findings for Research Questions 1 and 2  

Review of quantitative ODR data for subjective offenses defined as disruption, 

disrespect, and insubordination demonstrated that despite MSDE requiring schools to revise 

codes of conduct to include support that reduced referrals, Black males in both Circle and Square 

MSs received a disproportionate number of ODRs in the classroom.  

A deeper dive into ODR data at both schools indicated that ODR data differed 

significantly for Black males and White males in 6th grade. Over my study’s five-year period, 

classroom teachers wrote a total of 463 ODRs at Circle MS for Black males in comparison to 41 

for White males; a ratio of 11:1. In that same timeframe at Square MS, classroom teachers wrote 

a total of 194 ODRs for Black males in comparison to 46 for White males; a ratio of 4:1. As 

demonstrated in Table 12, despite efforts in the district to reduce disproportionality in discipline 

for Black students, Black males in Circle and Square MSs were issued a disproportionate number 

of subjective ODRs. Moreover, during SY16-20, 77% (n=505) of the total ODRs issued to Black 

6th grade males were written by White female teachers juxtaposed against 67% (n=58) of the 

total ODRs issued to White 6th grade males. Furthermore, and also concerning, while the 
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numbers were significantly different, Black female and male teachers issued more ODRs for 

subjective offenses to Black 6th grade males (n=38) than White 6th grade males (n=16).   

At the time of this study, White females were predominant in school staffing in both of 

the middle schools; however, teachers in all classrooms were expected to follow common 

discipline protocols.  Despite that, the data indicated that in each of the five school years in this 

study, what was considered acceptable behavior was a moving target. During each school year 

the extent of disproportionality changed. While differences in school and classroom expectations 

may lead to varying classroom management processes, researchers, as previously cited, contend 

that disproportionality is exacerbated by a changing teacher mindset about what constituted 

keeping control of their classrooms; a larger systemic issue that led to the over- disciplining of 

Black males in middle school. 

The data analysis supported the significance of MSDE’s 2014 mandate that required all 

LSSs to revise their codes of conduct to include supports and interventions that targeted the 

reduction of referrals and any resulting exclusion from the classroom or school. However, data 

indicated how schools within districts that followed the same prescriptive methods experienced 

variable outcomes. In both Circle and Square MSs, there was a predominance of White teachers 

at the time of this study; however, I was unable to draw conclusions that this is the only 

contributing factor to the overrepresentation of Black males in ODR data. To gain further context 

into why Black males continued to experience discipline at disproportionate rates, there was a 

need to understand what factors lead to the decision to refer students for subjective behaviors. 

Through the exploration of quantitative data, I was left with the following questions: 

1. What factors in climate and culture of the school contribute to the 

overrepresentation of Black males in ODR data? 
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2. How do teacher biases contribute to a decision to refer students for subjective 

behaviors? 

3. How are teachers supported in their understanding of discipline decision-

making? 

4. How effective are teachers in using progressive discipline? 

Research Question 3:  How do 6th grade classroom teachers perceive the discipline ladder 

as a tool for reducing suspensions? 

Research Question 3 was primarily addressed through analysis of a web-based pre-survey 

as described in Section 2. While incidental comments about the discipline ladder were recorded 

during the focus groups, the data presented below come from the pre-survey responses. The 

intent of Research Question 3 was to determine how teachers perceived the MAPSS discipline 

ladder and its ability to support the reduction of ODRs and student exclusion from the classroom. 

As described in Section 1, at the time of this study the district annually published a Multi-Tiered 

System of Supports that included various research-based interventions with a focus on proactive 

and preventative strategies that define, support, and reinforce appropriate student behaviors 

(AACPS, 2021). Schools in MAPPS were encouraged to utilize the MTSS Framework to craft a 

discipline ladder specific to their building in order to help teachers make decisions about the 

management of classroom discipline. The discipline ladder was intended to support students and 

teachers to avoid recurrent disciplinary actions and interventions as well as increase student 

engagement and encourage prosocial behavior. 

The pre-survey was designed to obtain information from those 6th grade teachers selected 

to participate in the focus groups. The survey contained seven questions. The first four questions 

asked about specific demographics of the focus group participants. Three questions concerned 
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the discipline ladder. Teachers were asked to respond to each of these questions on a 5-point 

Likert-type scale.  The results of the survey are presented below.                                                                                                                       

Survey Results. As noted in Section 2, a total of 20 6th grade teachers were eligible to be 

invited to participate in one of the focus groups (11 from Circle MS and 9 from Square MS). The 

20 teachers were each sent a link to the pre-survey in a recruitment email. All 20 of the teachers 

completed the pre-focus group survey. Of these 16 (80%) were female and 4 (20%) were male. 

Fifteen (75%) were White, three (15%) were Black/African American, one teacher was Hispanic, 

and one was American Indian/Alaskan Native. A fifth (n=4; 20%) of the respondents had 2-4 

years of teaching experience, (n=3; 15%) had 5-7 years of experience, (n=2; 10%) had 8-10 

years of experience, and (n=11; 55%) had 11+ years of experience. The 20 teachers represented 

the following departments: English Language Arts, Math, Music, Health, Physical Education and 

Dance, Sciences, Social Studies, and World Languages.8  Following are the frequencies of 

responses to each of the three questions regarding the discipline ladder: 

 Q5 - On a 5-point scale, with 1 being not that familiar and 5 being very familiar, 

how familiar are you with your school’s discipline ladder?  Of the 20 responses to this 

question, almost two-thirds (n =12; 60%) indicated being not familiar to moderately familiar, and 

two-fifths (n=8; 40%) of responses indicated being very familiar to extremely familiar with the 

school’s discipline ladder. About half (n=9; 45%) of the teachers indicated being moderately 

familiar with the discipline ladder.  

 Q6- The discipline ladder provides me with the resources I need to make sound 

decisions when managing student behavior at my school. The discipline ladder is designed to 

provide teachers with the necessary resources to administer discipline in the classroom. Sixteen 

 
8 Percentages of respondents from each department was omitted to reduce the potential of identifying study 
participants.  
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(80%) respondents somewhat or strongly agreed that the discipline ladder contained the 

necessary resources to make sound decisions when managing student behaviors. Only three 

(15%) respondents replied that they somewhat or strongly disagree that the discipline ladder 

contained the necessary resources needed to make sound decisions when managing student 

behaviors, while one (5%) respondent neither agreed nor disagreed that the discipline ladder 

supported sound discipline decisions.  

 Q7- There are opportunities for teachers to provide feedback on the discipline 

ladder’s effectiveness at my school. Thirteen (65%) of the teachers responded that they 

somewhat or strongly agreed that there were opportunities to provide feedback on the discipline 

ladder’s effectiveness. However, five (25%) of the teachers disagreed that these opportunities 

existed for all teachers and two (10%) of teachers neither agreed nor disagreed that there were 

opportunities to provide feedback on the discipline ladder at their school. 

 Note: During the focus groups, participants occasionally referred to the MAPSS 

discipline ladder and responded to questions about its effectiveness. These findings will be 

discussed in the next section about results of the focus groups. 

Research Question 4: What factors (nature of offense, context, time of day) do select 6th 

grade classroom teachers report contribute to their decision to write an ODR for a 

subjective offense? 

  Four focus groups were conducted during the study. All focus groups were conducted 

virtually using Zoom and were recorded using the record feature of the platform. Each focus 

group was comprised of four 6th grade classroom teachers and averaged approximately 50 

minutes in length. Each focus group began with background on the purpose of the study and 

brief introductions. This was followed by a series of questions that were asked in a 
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conversational tone and designed to encourage collaborative conversation. Throughout 

discussion of the questions, each of two discipline scenarios was presented and focus group 

participants were asked to discuss how they would interpret the behavior exhibited in the 

scenario and how they would manage the behavior in their classroom. The following section 

presents a summary of each focus group followed by a discussion of each focus group discussion 

question.  

Focus Group A 

  Comprised of three White female teachers from Circle MS and one White male teacher 

from Square MS, Focus Group A was homogeneous in terms of race. Each participant was 

equally vocal and contributed to the conversation. While Participant 1001 was more of the 

catalyst of the conversation, participants 1002, 10012, and 10013 were verbose contributors. 

Participant 1002 was often distracted by family members over the duration of the focus group; 

however, this did not seem to deter the other participants. The interruptions provided moments of 

laughter when there were moments of silence or a thought-provoking statement was made that 

gave the other participants pause. For instance, during a moment when one participant shared a 

personal experience with discipline that was particularly troubling, another participant’s toddler 

and dog came into view with the toddler saddled on the dog. Overall, while all participants 

shared their opinions without hesitation throughout the discussion, there were times when their 

input was first in agreement with the statement made by a fellow participant, followed by a 

personal anecdote that provided context to their agreement.  

Focus Group B  

 Comprised of one White female, one Black female, and one White male teacher from 

Circle MS and one White female teacher from Square MS, Focus Group B was dominated by 
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Participant 2005, who often had anecdotes to add after the response of another participant. There 

were several instances when the personal anecdotes led to the participant asking me to restate the 

question or apologizing for “rambling.”  Each time Participant 2003 spoke, they chose to restate 

the question prior to providing a response. I interpreted this as providing a few extra moments of 

think time and perhaps to constrain the conversation of a peer who frequently attempted to 

overtalk the other participants. Participant 2004 made mention of being a career changer and 

being surprised by the challenges of the classroom but was still sure that the decision to teach 

was the right choice. Both 2003 and 2004 appeared to be bothered by Participant 2005’s 

interruptions but did not verbalize their annoyance. Instead, they subtly shifted their body 

position or displayed tense smiles. More so than not, they acquiesced to Participant 2005’s 

interruptions or simply paused before providing a response, just to ascertain they would not be 

interrupted. While I elected to allow the conversation to continue with minimal interference of 

my own, there were moments of prompting to remind participants that we were collaborative 

partners and that it was important to allow other participants the opportunity to speak and engage 

in the conversation without interference. Participant 2006 responded to questions and discussion 

throughout the focus group but did not turn on the camera and was driving during the first 35 

minutes of the discussion. This participant mentioned the need to be traveling due to another 

obligation after the conclusion of the focus group. More often than not participant 2006 elected 

to agree with Participant 2003 and then perhaps provided a personal experience to expand on that 

response.  

Focus Group C 

 Comprised of two White female teachers from Circle MS, one White male teacher from 

Circle MS, and one White female teacher from Square MS, Focus Group C offered collaborative 
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and succinct contributors. This focus group began with me having to work through technology 

issues with two participants. Initially, I believed that we would not be able to complete all the 

questions due to the 10 minutes it took to work through those technology issues, but because 

participants were focused on their responses throughout this focus particular group, unlike the 

others, participants maintained a consistent order of responding, beginning and ending with the 

same participant after each question or scenario. This moved us through the questions at a brisk 

pace, which allowed this focus group to finish in less time than the others. All participants in this 

focus group provided insight and expounded on their thoughts about the discussion questions and 

there were few, if any, interruptions throughout the duration of the focus group. There were 

several times that I did notice Participant 3010 was regularly checking the time or scrolling 

through a phone, but it did not interfere with the participant’s level of engagement in the 

discussion. In fact, Participant 3010 was the most vocal of the participants. Participants 3008, 

3009, and 3011 were all logged in from their classrooms, while Participant 3010 was at home. Of 

all the focus groups, this group reflected on and admitted their mistakes in how they handled 

discipline in the past or currently. Overall, responses from this focus group elaborated more than 

others on their perceptions about school discipline and their experiences in the classroom.  

Focus Group D 

  Comprised of four female teachers from Square MS, Focus Group D was the most 

racially diverse of the focus groups. There were two Black, one White, and one Hispanic 

classroom teachers. This focus group was also the most talkative and forthcoming of all the focus 

groups once I affirmed that the conversation was confidential, and findings would not contain 

personal references. Throughout the duration of the focus groups, participants were eager to 

share their perspectives, experiences, and beliefs about school discipline. There were several 
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moments of laughter, a few moments of silence, preferencing responses with personal anecdotes, 

clarifying when they were referring to their current work location or a previous work location, 

and concluding with their desire that those who seek to make improvements really work towards 

improvement rather than simply providing unproven resources. Due to how lively their 

discussion was, it was difficult for me to remain neutral and not display my reaction to their 

comments and experiences. This focus group flowed more like a conversation and less like a 

formal structured interview. Participant 4017 was the first to share comments or experiences and 

spearheaded the conversation. Participant 4018 was not as forth-coming as the other participants 

but did offer personal commentary and expanded upon the comments of other participants. The 

personal anecdotes shared by Participant 4018 provided specific examples of their thoughts, 

attitudes, and beliefs about school discipline, describing in detail one’s experience in the 

classroom and in schools. Participants 4016 and 4020 were more matter of fact in their 

responses. They answered the questions with some elaboration but would often speak over one 

another. It was noted that participants in this focus group had a lot to share, and to that point 

there were quite a few times that I had to remind participants, for confidentiality purposes, not to 

share the names of other school staff or students in their responses. Nonetheless, and, they 

provided colorful and elaborative responses.  

Focus Group Findings on School Discipline 

During the focus group participants were asked to provide a response to five structured 

questions and discuss two discipline scenarios. It was evident that across all focus groups, while 

their approach to discipline differed, teachers all felt that they had a responsibility to improve 

discipline outcomes for students and that it was equally important that there be a concerted effort 

amongst stakeholders to improve discipline outcomes. Furthermore, through the focus groups, 
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the need to change the approach to how teachers are prepared and supported in managing school 

discipline was amplified as it became evident that teachers within the same district and school 

responded to student behaviors without consistency despite the use of common structures that 

supported their decision-making.  

After each focus group I transcribed the discussion as explained in Section II, by isolating 

each question and scenario to accurately reflect the sentiments of the participants across all focus 

groups. Following is a summary of focus group responses across the five discussion questions 

and two discipline scenarios. Discussion questions and scenarios are not addressed sequentially; 

they are presented in clusters for ease of interpretation.   

Focus Group Question 1: What is the purpose of school discipline? 

• Establish a safe/orderly environment. 

• Prepare students for the future. 

• Facilitate learning. 

• Model correct behavior for children to help them mature. 

• Teach kids how to exist as humans. 

• Behavior modification. 

Overall, respondents felt the purpose of school discipline was to establish a safe/orderly 

environment, prepare students for the future, facilitate learning, model correct behavior for 

children as they mature, teach students how to exist as humans, and modify behavior. Focus 

group participants shared varied responses to the purpose of school discipline, and there was 

consensus that safety and learning were the primary reasons for effective discipline, but that the 

focus can shift when teachers internalize a student’s behavior or when a teacher’s personal 

background and values are not aligned with that of the students in their classrooms.  
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 “Yes, discipline in schools is important. It is designed to ensure that schools and 

classrooms are safe for all students and that the teacher can teach. One thing I have 

learned over the years is that I cannot assume that students will misbehave because then I 

have justified my need to be the disciplinarian in the classroom.” “Before I give any 

consequences for behavior, I always ask what I did that contributed to it [the student’s 

behavior]. If I find that I am emotionally charged, I take a step back and look at the 

situation objectively before I make a decision.”  

All participants across all 4 focus groups agreed that discipline in schools is necessary and that 

how discipline is approached is vital to the success of teachers and students in schools. 

Additionally, all of the teachers agreed that it is necessary to be emotionless when enforcing 

student discipline in order to ensure that their response to student behavior is not influenced by 

their personal feelings or experiences in response to a particular student.  

Focus Group Question 2: Please share 3-5 adjectives that describe your perception of 

subjective student behaviors. 

Figure 16 

Adjectives that describe teacher’s perception of subjective behaviors 
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Participants across all focus groups described subjective student behaviors in a variety of 

ways. The data is represented Figure 16 above in a word cloud, a visual representation of words 

that make the most frequent words prominent. Chaotic, attention-seeking, defiant, undermining, 

and frustrating were the most frequent words from focus group participants. Participants cited 

that these words best reflect their interpretation of subjective student behaviors but that even 

these can be misrepresented if decisions about student behaviors were made in haste. These 

words indicated that classroom teachers struggled most with student behaviors that engaged an 

emotional response from the teacher, challenged their authority, and affected their ability to 

maintain order in the classroom or engage an emotional response from the classroom teacher. 

Commonalities in participant responses were found. What was unique was how teachers 

managed student behaviors in the classroom. 

Most of the classroom teachers believed that the subjectiveness of the discipline process 

can be simplified if the expectation is that teachers will become more consistent in how they 

manage discipline in the classroom.   

“When I first started teaching, I had to be right... It's my way or the highway. But 

honestly, I honestly think that my referral writing days for even repeated behaviors are 

over at this point in my career, because I have learned better ways to manage behavior.”  

They also shared that discipline cannot improve if the goal is to reduce the number of referrals 

without changing the behaviors of both students and teachers.  

“If you had asked me this question years ago, I would say that I would not let up until 

students complied, but then I started realizing that it was more about my ego more so 

than about the student and their behavior.” 
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What became evident was that changes in how teachers managed student behavior differed; 

some participants stated that change in their approach to classroom discipline was related to a 

need to improve their agency,  

“What I have found is that when I improve my own practices and my consistency and 

credibility with students improve, so do the behavior of my students.” 

Other teachers seemed motivated to change their discipline practices in order to not be singled 

out or labeled as an ineffective teacher by administration or colleagues.  It was more important to 

fall in line rather than hold others accountable for enacting discipline. 

“I don’t want to be labeled as the problem teacher and sometimes it is just easier to find 

another answer, even when I know I have gone above and beyond to change the behavior. 

Sometimes it’s easier to not get into a power struggle with admin.” 

Despite the framework and guidance provided by the school district for schools to 

develop an appropriate discipline ladder, teachers agreed that the discipline ladder was rather 

complicated to navigate and often felt disjointed. Teachers agreed that there is a need for schools 

to have discipline protocols and school structures that support their decision-making rather than 

confusing the process. 

“Even with the best discipline ladder, though, teachers can still manage/misinterpret 

subjective behaviors. So yeah, I think if you ever want to take the subjective part out of 

the discipline process, it really does rely on the school creating a good discipline ladder 

within the school, that is not conflicting. How can teachers better manage behaviors if the 

tools we have don’t work?” 

Data revealed that teachers felt a more collaborative approach around setting clear 

expectations for student discipline would benefit teachers and students. This collaborative 
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support would lead to consistency across schools and classrooms and could improve discipline 

decision-making and its impact in the classroom. 

“In order to be successful at managing discipline in a school, we should be working 

closely with admin and asking, “What do you want us to do about this type of situation. 

We're all seeing this behavior.” We should be able to ask, “What would you like us to 

do? What would your next steps be?” and like, have that open dialogue with our 

administration, so that we are all on the same page and so that the entire team, especially 

in middle school, and especially right now, is consistent in our expectations for handling 

student behaviors.” 

An analysis of data revealed that most classroom teachers believed that school discipline 

had changed over the years and that it was necessary for schools to be prepared to respond to the 

needs of teachers and teacher should be prepared to respond to the needs of students.  

“I have found that the best years of my teaching career was when we truly had time to sit 

and collaborate and make decisions together. Now we have to make decisions in haste, 

and it has not gotten us anywhere. Now it’s about not making waves. But I believe it is 

important for admin and other leaders to support teachers in their discipline decision-

making and if we are wrong, they should help us get better rather than criticize or label us 

for seeking support.” 

Most participants agreed that teachers’ experience and background can and did influence 

how they managed student behaviors and that led to an increase in discipline referrals. 

Focus Group Question 4: What are the factors that lead you to decide that a student’s 

behavior warrants an Office Discipline Referral? 

• Repeated behavior that continues to impact others. 



91 

 

• Frequency and type of behavior.  

• All attempts to correct the behavior has proven ineffective. 

• When safety and learning are threatened. 

• When I can no longer balance the needs of the misbehaving student and the needs of the 

class. 

• Last resort: after all interventions and strategies have been exhausted. 

• When the situation or behaviors escalate beyond my control.  

Participants suggested there were a variety of factors that led to issuing a subjective 

ODR. Across all focus groups, participants agreed that there was a threshold that influenced the 

issuing ODRs in the classroom that varied from classroom to classroom. Several participants 

agreed that how students experienced discipline in their classroom now was much different than 

how they experienced discipline in their classroom in the past, and this is related to their growth 

in managing the classroom and understanding the whole child. Participants in the top 25% of 

referral writers expressed less tolerance for behaviors that threatened their ability to maintain 

safety, order, or the ability to teach. Participants in the lower 25% of referral writers expressed 

that while they did have to consider the impact of the student’s behavior in the classroom, there 

were underlying factors that influenced the student’s behavior.  

“I would always try to resolve it in my classroom, but if it was a situation that I really felt 

was out of my control, and was so disruptive... I'm not talking about any level of 

disruption, I'm talking about so disruptive like, you know, where there may be a high 

level of aggression or something like that where I just don't feel like I can handle it on my 

own. That’s when I draw a hard line. But I know there is more going on with this student, 

but I must also protect the learning that must occur in my classroom.” 
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The teachers in the lowest 25% of ODR writers sought to uncover the root cause, implement 

strategies to change the behaviors, and only wrote a referral when sustained efforts were not 

successful.  

“I only write referrals for, you know, things that the county says is referral worthy. Most 

of the time I prefer to call parents or other outside supports to help students. It has to be 

really extreme for me to write a referral and that referral comes when I have exhausted all 

available resources that I can implement and now I need additional support.” 

All participants also suggested that how soon the ODR was written sometimes depended on the 

frequency of the exhibited behavior. What stood out among the responses of all top 25% of ODR 

writers were the instances of assigning varying degrees of subjective behaviors and how those 

variances could influence how quickly the student was issued a referral.  

“When I think about student behavior and when to write a referral, I consider how 

frequent the behavior occurs, the student’s prior history and the impact of the behavior in 

the classroom, and how the student responds to interventions. If I believe I have gone 

above and beyond to support the student, then I write a referral.” 

This comment and others similar to that suggested that there was even greater teacher 

subjectivity when considering ODRs for subjective offenses and how prevalent teacher biases are 

in discipline decision making. This suggests that there is a need for schools and systems to focus 

on understanding and mitigating implicit and explicit biases, particularly for teacher decision-

making around subject student behavior. 
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Do you believe the discipline ladder is effective in helping teachers manage classroom 

behaviors? 

Across all four focus groups, teachers expressed moderate support for the purpose of the 

discipline ladder.  However, they also had reservations about its effectiveness for several 

reasons, most of which pertained to the capacity of the individual school and teacher. An 

example of a response that highlights this belief is: 

“That [question] is very subjective because the use of the discipline ladder can help and 

harm my autonomy in managing behaviors in my classroom. What I mean is that when it 

is so rigid and I am unable to be flexible, it hurts. I have been in schools where the ladder 

changes daily, weekly, monthly. So, if you’re asking can it help, then I would say, “Yes,” 

but it depends on the school and the administrators.” 

Participants all agreed that while the discipline ladder provides a starting point for discipline 

management, it is not designed to give one every step in the discipline process, but rather it is 

there to guide one’s decision-making. 

“As a teacher, I think the discipline ladder helps me know where to begin, but it does not 

help me understand what to do. There are so many steps involved and with so many 

students, it can be challenging to manage that process. The discipline ladder is there to 

guide my thinking regardless of my status as a classroom manager. Yeah, uh, I think that 

the discipline ladder is only as good as the person behind it and if there is no support 

from administration, it is ineffective.” 
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Are there opportunities for classroom teachers to provide feedback on the discipline ladder at 

your school? 

 Across all four focus groups teachers expressed that this school year was the only time 

they recalled having an opportunity to provide feedback on the discipline ladder in their school.  

“This year was the first time we've had a chance to, I believe, or I've been asked. And we 

have a brand-new matrix. It's not a ladder. And this year, the week after the new matrix 

was introduced to us as a faculty, we did have a professional development where we had 

the opportunity to give feedback.” 

Most teachers at a school that offered feedback opportunity, commented that they appreciated the 

opportunity but remained skeptical of future opportunities.  

“Yes, we have had opportunities to provide feedback at this school, and I have been to 

several schools where this opportunity does not exist. I cannot tell you if our feedback is 

valued, but I am not sure that opportunity will continue to exist, though I hope it does.” 

A few teachers stated that while their colleagues may have had the opportunity to provide 

feedback, they did not because they were teaching at the time of the feedback sessions. Several 

lamented that they did not have any opportunity to provide feedback on the discipline ladder, but 

felt that if they wanted to, they could approach administration about the discipline ladder at their 

school.  

“While this opportunity may have been available for my colleague, because of my 

teaching schedule I was not able to attend this PD because it was not offered during a 

time that I was not teaching.” 

Findings suggested that it is important to teachers to have the opportunity to provide feedback on 

the discipline ladder. Participants indicated that to have their voices heard creates greater belief 
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that the administration values their input and will make change to ensure that teachers feel 

supported in their discipline decision-making.  

Focus Group Question 6. Do you believe some subjective behaviors are less tolerable than 

others? Why? 

• Yes, if they take it personally. 

• Could be a generational thing (some teachers allow calling out whereas others prefer 

students to raise hands). 

• Disrespect, because it’s like they are disrespecting you as a person. 

• Disrespect is more harmful to the teacher. 

• Behaviors are less tolerable when the teacher can no longer teach. 

• Insubordination when it leads to an unsafe environment. 

• Disruption because it interrupts other students from learning. 

• I’ve been in a lot of schools where tolerance of behaviors and referrals are racially 

motivated. 

Participants had varying beliefs about whether some subjective behaviors are less 

tolerable than others and why. Disrespect was less tolerable because it was like the student was 

disrespecting the teacher as a person and so disrespect was more harmful to the teacher. 

Insubordination was noted as less tolerable when it led to an unsafe environment. Disruption was 

noted as less tolerable because it interrupted other students from learning. One participant noted 

being in a lot of schools where tolerance of behaviors and referrals were racially motivated. 

While ODR data suggested that some teachers were more likely to refer Black males more than 

their peers, across all focus groups, it could not be interpreted, based on the available data, that 

one teacher tolerated instances of student misbehavior more or less than others. What was noted 
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was that teachers identified in the top 25% of referral writers relied on their ability to enact rules 

and consequences, feeling obligated to follow through in an effort to maintain credibility; 

whereas teachers identified in the lower 25% of referral writers relied on building authentic 

relationships with students to manage student behaviors because they sought to understand the 

root cause of the misbehavior. The high referral writer cited that they elected to write a referral 

for subjective offenses when they deemed the behavior had risen to the point where it was 

impeding their ability to teach and manage the classroom, believing that it was now time to seek 

administrative support. Contrarily, the low referral writer considered the whole child and made 

efforts to resolve behavior issues themselves.  

Focus Group Question 7. What do you believe is your role in improving discipline outcomes 

for students? 

• Not my responsibility; admin is key to help support the discipline in the classroom or 

they can undermine it. 

• Yes, it’s my responsibility to address the behaviors before the entire class gets drawn in. 

• Having empathy for students. 

• My responsibility is to provide a predictable, consistent, structured environment with 

clear expectations; and to learn about my students. 

• Building relationships with students; being more tolerant. 

• Learning good management strategies. 

• Communication and letting students share their opinions and thoughts. 

• Manage my emotions and not act out of haste. 

• Creating good lessons to keep students engaged. 

• Being consistent with expectations. 
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• Noticing students’ moods/dispositions each day. 

• Giving students more ownership of the classroom so they feel vested. 

• Being polite when I give directives. 

• Model the right behaviors and support students in improving their behaviors. 

Participants had varying beliefs about their role in improving discipline outcomes for 

students. One participant accepted no responsibility for improving student behavior and noted 

administration was key to help support discipline in the classroom and administration was key in 

undermining discipline in the classroom. Most other participants accepted responsibility for 

improving discipline outcomes for students. They believed that the relationship between student 

and teacher was more likely to change the behavior of the student than a referral for which the 

teacher had no opportunity to provide input on the consequence once the referral was submitted. 

Those teachers who wrote high numbers of referrals relied on the need for students to be able to 

follow rules and accept consequences as a valuable life skill. They believed not allowing 

students to “get away” with misbehavior was not preparing students for their future endeavors. 

Low referral writers, on the other hand, expressed that in most cases, the referral did not change 

the behavior, but the referral did create a further divide between the teacher and student. They 

were of the belief that there were other ways to manage subjective student behaviors that did not 

end with administrative intervention. Despite the differences in their approaches to managing 

student discipline, both groups of teachers agreed that universities and colleges can do more to 

support classroom teachers in being prepared to manage diverse populations of students, often 

referring to the lack of preparation they receive around classroom management. Furthermore, 

participants concurred that professional development in schools needed to be more interactive 

and focused on the needs of the individual teacher rather than the cookie cutter approach to 
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school discipline. Overall focus group participants agreed that teachers have the responsibility to 

establish order in their classrooms, and how that is achieved is highly reliant upon the decisions 

they make and how detrimental they deem a student’s behavior as a threat to the inherent power 

and control they hold as the teacher in the classroom. 

Focus Group Scenarios. In addition to responding to discussion questions, each focus 

group was asked to read and then discuss two scenarios by responding to the following prompts, 

(1) In thinking about this student’s behavior… would you determine it to be disrespect, 

disruption, or insubordination? Why? and (2) How might you manage this behavior in your 

classroom? The scenarios are discussed below.  

Scenario A.  Scenario A, discussed after question 2, focused on Saadiq, a Black student 

who is more physically developed than his peers. He becomes visibly upset when the teacher 

refuses to change his grade on an assignment he handed in but was given no credit for.  

While focus group participants were diverse in their perspectives, they all offered an 

initial response to the scenario; and most provided highly descriptive personal anecdotes on their 

experiences with school discipline. From the focus group scenario, I deduced that those teachers 

who were identified as high referral writers struggled with control and management in their 

classrooms, seeking the need to establish and maintain authority. They sought to disassociate 

themselves from behaviors, indicative of a need for power and control, by referring to 

themselves in third person voice. 

“A teacher would say its disruptive. They would feel like in this scenario Saadiq's 

feelings are 100% valid, but how he goes about it came across as disruptive and prevents 

the teacher from continuing instruction. If instruction can no longer occur, that is crossing 

the line, especially when he walked out and slammed the door.” 
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“One could see why a teacher would consider this behavior disrespectful… honestly, 

because it's like the student brought in like a race issue, along with like you hate me, 

along with you are whack and almost like a threat… I'm telling my mom. A teacher could 

see this as being disrespectful in how the student is speaking to him or her, as 

insubordination because the student isn’t complying, and as a class disruption because the 

student is impacting the teacher’s ability to teach.” 

Teachers in the focus group who had been identified as low ODR writers through the data 

analysis tended to rely on relationships and alternative strategies in their classrooms. They 

recognized that much of the student’s behaviors were directly related to the teacher’s response to 

the situation. Most agreed that the student behavior could be considered either of the three 

subjective offenses, disrespect, disruption, or insubordination, but that had the teacher listened 

rather than try to assert authority, the incident most likely could have been avoided.  

“I'm sure I've probably had an encounter like that before. I know I've had an encounter 

like that before, and it's hard in that moment to be one step ahead of yourself, you know. 

It's hard in the moment to stop and think about what's going through this student's head 

right now. Either way, I would acknowledge the student in the moment and then circle 

back at another time to get the student to see how that moment was not the best to 

interrupt instruction. I wouldn’t turn it into a power struggle because no one wins unless 

you consider brandishing control a win.”  

“I really don't think it would ever get to this point in my class because of the relationships 

I have with my students. Even if I don’t teach a kid, the time I have spent in classrooms 

would allow me to see that there is more to this student than what I can see, and what we 
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all see is a student not following instructions. But more importantly, we see a teacher on a 

power trip that wouldn’t have gone this far if the teacher was truly pro-student.” 

 Over the course of the discussion around Scenario A, participants espoused how they 

have had similar situations in their classroom and how they managed those behaviors. What 

continued to resonate with me from those focus group participants who were identified as high 

ODR writers was how teachers justified their aversion to identifying ways to address student 

(mis)behaviors by relying on the need to consider their responsibility to teach and attend to the 

needs of students who regularly followed school rules. 

“It is not that I don’t care about the needs of the misbehaving student… I just know I was 

hired to do a job and that I have a responsibility to other students as well. We focus a lot 

of our attention on those students who need multi-tiered supports, but what about the 

students who come in every day and do all that we ask and expect? Who is advocating for 

them?” 

“I’m all for helping a student in need. I just need to know that I will be supported when I 

can no longer place that student’s needs above the needs of the other students.” 

“I understand where my colleagues are coming from. We have to try to put aside our 

emotions. I realize that teaching is more than just the curriculum, it is about the whole 

child. As teachers we give so much to the few and sometimes, I feel guilty about how 

little is given to the many.” 

In contrast, the low referral writers deemed that in most cases when you put a kid out of class for 

a subjective offense, the student is receiving the response from you they wanted – to leave the 

classroom.  
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“I know my students and I know when they are trying to escape the room. I try not to 

reward their behavior with an exit because that is what they want. But I do try to dig 

deeper and discover why they are exhibiting those behaviors. At the end of the day, you 

will find that the behavior has nothing to do with you but is related to something else.” 

Scenario B. The second scenario, which was discussed after Question 4, focused on a 

student named Wyatt. Wyatt becomes upset and storms out of the room when the substitute 

teacher demanded that he work in a group, contrary to the subplans provided by the teacher of 

record. Participants across all the focus groups agreed that the handling of this scenario was not 

the way they personally would have handled it. However, where there was a clear distinction 

between teachers designated as low and high ODR, high writers were less sympathetic with the 

student. They expressed more comments about feeling that the teacher’s request was reasonable, 

and that the response of the student was unwarranted, considering one was only asking the 

student to work cooperatively with others. 

“I don’t think that the teacher did anything wrong here. Yes, the original plans were not 

followed, but that does not justify the student’s response.” 

“I have had to cover classes before, so I can understand that the sub plans may not have 

been working and that there was a need for some change, but for the student to respond in 

that manner, I believe, is beyond what is a reasonable response.” 

On the other end, participants who were low ODR writers felt like the teacher was out of 

line for making changes to the lesson plans and then provoking the student’s response. They felt 

the teacher was responsible for initiating the series of events in this scenario.  

“I rest on my response to the first Scenario. A teacher could find something to write a 

referral for disrespect, disruption, and insubordination. But again, the response of the 
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teacher was not the best, considering all things. You walked into someone else's 

classroom and revamped the lesson, but perhaps the teacher set it up that way because 

you are not prepared to handle Wyatt's aversion to group work.” 

“I agree 100% with everything you said. One hundred percent. I think that Wyatt’s 

reaction was invited. And yes, you could make the argument that it's insubordinate or 

disruptive, or disrespectful, but I think it's excusable under the circumstances.” 

What became evident as the conversation continued was the need for more context, 

which I identified as a need to know the racial identity of the student. How students experience 

discipline in the classroom is directly related to one’s race and gender and some participants 

alluded to that fact. Participants were not explicit with this request to know if Wyatt was White 

or Black; however, their wonderings implied that they would be able to better understand the 

teacher’s response if the race of the student was more apparent. However, three participants 

expressed their efforts to not consider race when managing student behaviors. 

“It seems to be some implicit bias here. Unlike the first scenario, much about this student 

is not known. If that information was clear, I would be able to determine why a teacher 

would respond that way. I mean, let’s be honest. Kids are targets because of who they 

are. That’s not how I do things in my classroom… I look at the whole child not just one 

aspect of the student, but it’s not like that in all classrooms.” 

“It’s difficult to understand the behavior of the student and the teacher. We don’t have a 

vivid description of Wyatt as we had of Saadiq. Perhaps it would make a difference in 

understanding the teacher’s response and the student’s aversion to comply with what 

seems like a reasonable request.” 
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Across the focus groups it was apparent that those who were considered low referral 

writers struggled with the need for a teacher to exercise their authority, while high referral 

writers struggled with the student behavior and response to what they deemed to be a reasonable 

request. Furthermore, the participants all agreed that there was a disconnect with the teacher and 

that one’s inability to implement small strategies to build rapport with the student was 

concerning. By the end of the conversation around Scenario B, participants agreed that more 

should be done to support the teacher in professional growth and the management of classrooms.  

 Second Level of Analyses. As described in Section 2, I identified and coded focus 

group transcripts, initially identifying phrases and sentences within the data that expressed key 

ideas and concepts related to the research questions and labeling these key ideas to describe the 

content. A list of 14 topics were identified by highlighting phrases and sentences that conveyed 

key ideas across all participants in each focus group, signaling an emerging topic to be 

considered.  Phrases and statements were grouped by topic and using the peer consulting process, 

further refined and the boundaries for a code were established. Through this process, 14 cross 

cutting topics were identified: Empathy, Reflective Practices, (Dis)Respect, Bias, Emotions, 

Expectations, Safety, Accountability, Authority, Threat, Collaboration, Teacher Preparation, 

Teaching & Learning, and Avoidance. Participants' statements were compared and contrasted 

across the 14 topics and further sorted into six predominant categories: Relationships, 

Communication, Orderly School Operations, Power/Control, Teacher Agency, and Management, 

also seen in Figure 15 below.  
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Figure 15 

Diagram of the Coding Levels and Organization in Focus Group Data 

 

I then pawed through the six categories and engaged in identifying key concepts and 

ideas in the chunks of text as recommend by Bernard (2013). Using this method and re-sorting 

text, I identified three major themes: Relationships Matter in School Discipline, School 

Structures Impact Classroom Discipline, and Teacher Efficacy Influences Discipline Decisions, 

also seen in Figure 15.  

 Table 13 provides examples of the data that guided the identification of major categories 

and themes during data analysis. The data in Table 13 was derived from participant quotes from 

the focus groups. The six categories from the data informed the identification of three major 

themes.  
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Table 13 

Example of Supporting Data for 6 Categories  

Category Example of Supporting Data 

Orderly School 
Operations 

“There's multipurpose in school discipline. I mean, obviously, the first 

thing is to facilitate learning. So, if there're no discipline problems or 

behavioral problems that distract from the learning that's going on in the 

classroom, that certainly facilitates learning. Behavioral problems can also 

create a negative environment for the students and turn a positive learning 

experience into a more stressful or negative learning experience.” 

“I was gonna say almost the exact same thing about the purpose of school 

discipline… School discipline is necessary just to establish a safe and 

orderly environment, you know where all people are able to learn, because 

there is a sense of calm and peace and order.” 

Communication “I mean, I think, first of all, it’s just the way that the teacher said those 

things. I think that is not how I would have gone about it. I would not have 

used my words dismissively. It’s not about what you say… If you know 

your students… it's about how you say it and to whom.” 

“Okay, um, well, you know, if I'm going to provide consequences for any 

type of behavior, I want to make sure that I'm consistent, that I've 

communicated my expectations frequently as to what will and will not be 

accepted. I want to make sure I'm clear and consistent and the kids 

understand exactly what I expect because the nature of the term itself can 
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differ from classroom to classroom, and I want to make sure that 

consequences are predictable yet fair.” 

Relationship “And I think the difference that you're going to find in, you know, teachers 

who are just starting out, versus teachers who have some sort of culturally 

responsive education, or even just saying relationships come first and 

actually being given time by the administration and the school to actually 

try to create relationships so that you wouldn't have to make an empty 

threat to write a referral over a situation that had nothing to do with a 

referral.” 

“You make a good point because I had an experience where a young 

African American male was getting a referral every day in this one 

classroom. So, I pulled him to the side and asked, “What is going on?” And 

you know, he said, “Well, no one ever asked me that…” So, you're right 

about building those relationships, and at least listening and asking them 

the reasons behind their behavior.” 

 

Power/Control 
 

“I've had administrators tell me, by the time you get a referral, by the time a 

referral comes to my office, what you're basically telling me is you've done 

absolutely everything you can to correct the situation, and you have no more 

resources. And you're, it's beyond your ability to, to, to alter or correct the 

behavior, at which point it's the administrator who says, now it's my turn. So, 

that was when, as a faculty, a lot of us... not here but at another school had 
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asked, ‘Well, why aren't we consulted on the consequences?’ And that was 

the response I was given.” 

“When student’s walk into my classroom, I have an obligation to teach. 

When students cannot bring their behavior down to a certain level, then I 

must make the decision to change the student’s behavior. I do not struggle 

with students in my classroom. I command respect and I make it clear that 

my classroom will operate and function without disruption.” 

Teacher Agency “My responsibility is to provide a predictable, consistent, structured 

environment with clear expectations, and to learn what I don't know, because 

right now I don't know what I don't know, and there's so much more that I 

have to learn about my students, and that I didn't. There's so much I didn't 

know about how often and how many students are affected by trauma and the 

impact it has in the classroom, and how I just have a responsibility to learn 

the things that I don't already know, and to keep learning about my students 

so that I can effectively empathize with them, because it's clear that they do 

not know how to articulate to me what I need to know about them, at this 

time.” 

“Yeah, I agree with what they're saying about the training. But I don't think 

that is really about how to write a referral but, I think what your study is 

getting at is that we're not consistent in how we decide when or when not to 

issue referrals, right? So, I think we need to have more sort of across-the-

board school wide training on what our discipline plan looks like. So that, 

you know, we're all taking the same steps. We're all giving referrals for the 
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same thing. So, it's not, you know, this teacher gives a referral on a whim. 

And the teacher is taking all these steps. So, it's not just how to write the 

referral. It's the steps we take before the referral process that needs to be 

consistent across the board.” 

Management “It's the inconsistency from teacher to teacher, I think, that students can either 

monopolize on or they find very confusing and therefore they feel like 

they're, you know, treated unfairly perhaps by one teacher, but not by 

another.” 

“It is not necessary to struggle for power in discipline situations. I believe 

students will come to respect you more when the teacher manages the 

classroom with different approaches. Not everyone is there yet. This was me 

when I first started teaching. I had to be right, and it was my way or the 

highway. But honestly, I honestly think that my referral writing days for even 

repeated behaviors are over at this point in my career, because I have learned 

better ways to manage behavior.”  

 

 
Relationships Matter in School Discipline. Nearly all participants conveyed that 

relationships were important when it came to school discipline and that these relationships 

played a role in how students experienced school. Furthermore, teachers indicated that 

relationships must be authentic, and that the importance of relationships extended beyond the 

student-teacher dynamic and had to be interwoven into the entire school community. Below are 

illustrative examples.  
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“I mean, I think, first of all, it’s just the way that the teacher said those things. I think that 

is not how I would have gone about it. I would not have used my words dismissively. It’s 

not about what you say.  If you know your students… it's about how you say it... and how 

students feel in the classroom.”  

All focus group participants agreed that the approach one takes with students can impact 

the relationship one has with students. According to most teachers, it is important that you lead 

with first seeking to understand rather than make assumptions. Furthermore, most participants 

stated that one should consider the tone and affect of the student. Even if you are not familiar 

with the student, one should be able to deduce the needs of the student by listening.  

“In the case of the scenario, I think it is important, especially when you are going into a 

classroom where you may not know the students, to approach each situation with respect 

to the person and their lived experiences... I would seek to understand the student's 

concern and then engage the student in a conversation about how to appropriately seek 

my attention and support. However, I think it is important to acknowledge the student's 

concern so that he doesn't feel disregarded. All students want to be respected at the end of 

the day, just like teachers wish to be respected.” 

Additionally, many participants expressed that relationships with students are critical to 

the success of any discipline approach in schools, and equally important are the relationships one 

has with colleagues and the greater school community. Most participants iterated that they found 

greater success when they included outside resources in their approach to resolving discipline 

matters in the classroom.  

“Many of my colleagues today have discussed relationships. I can agree that relationships 

do matter, but I want to consider that we must also think about the relationships teachers 
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have with each other, with families, with administration, and with the community. It's 

great that we build relationships with students, but the school is more than just the 

students. If we are really going to change anything, then we must build better 

relationships of respect, trust, and cooperativeness with the whole school community, not 

just the students and classroom.”  

Finally, all participants concurred that student to teacher relationships are the foundation 

of any initiative within the school. Many expressed that without support, teachers are destined to 

repeat the mistakes previously made. As such most participants indicated that teachers cannot be 

tied to their old way of thinking and be opposed to different approaches. All participants agreed 

that positive relationships thrive when teachers relinquish this idea of individual power and 

control and embrace a more collaborative approach to discipline. Many participants expressed 

that schools and systems must become more aware of the unique context and cultures that exists 

in individual schools and classrooms and be willing to embrace the notion that schools can 

follow common policy and practices, in tandem with the autonomy to tailor policies and 

practices to the specific needs of the school community.  

“I can go on, I think my role is, is, I think, I think relationship building is critical. I think 

if you can build a good relationship with your students, colleagues, parents, 

administration, and anyone else who wants to support, you will have much better success 

with reaching your discipline goals. We want to be in control, the administration 

included, but we have to get everyone on board, or we are just trying make a square 

round. Everyone keeps saying just implement best practices this and MTSS that, but 

every school and classroom is different. We have our unique challenges, and we ought to 

have the autonomy to make it work for us but keep the intent of the initiative firm. Every 
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year I have been teaching, we are implementing this new idea, but no one has ever come 

to the teachers and asked us what we thought of all of this and we are the ones who have 

to learn it and implement it, with no consideration of what we need to do to make it 

work.”  

Overall, most participants expressed that relationships mattered and without a specific 

focus on the intersection of relationships within the schools and classrooms, teachers and schools 

with disproportionate discipline would continue to apply discipline disproportionately.  

School Structures Impact Classroom Discipline. All participants espoused how the 

structures in place in schools and classrooms had a significant impact on disciplining and student 

experience in the classroom. Across all focus groups, participants shared that the structures in 

place were only effective when there was consistency across all classrooms in schools. 

Furthermore, participants indicated that the structures to support discipline must be user friendly 

and consistently implemented across all classrooms.  

“Yes, so I was gonna say, kind of the same thing. You know, what one teacher may find, 

okay, and allows in their classroom, another teacher may find intolerable. And that can be 

like a generational thing. Right? You know, like older teachers may want all their 

students to raise their hand before answering a question. Whereas other, you know maybe 

younger, teachers are okay with everybody responding or calling out. In order for school 

discipline to work, there has to be consistency in classrooms. Why expect students to 

have to learn a different set of rules for each classroom. When procedures and practices 

are not consistent, that’s when these types of incidents occur, and I’ve been guilty of it 

myself. We blame the students rather than point the fingers at ourselves.” 
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 Many participants expressed that the discipline ladder in schools mattered and that their 

understanding of the discipline ladder and structures impacted how discipline was imposed. 

Several agreed that if the discipline ladder is utilized only as a checklist to get to the referral, 

then the high and disproportionate number of ODRs for subjective offenses will continue. 

Further, several participants highlighted that when they began to understand the restorative 

interventions within the discipline ladder, they were able to make a difference in how and when 

they issued ODRs in the classroom. 

“Yeah, I mean, I was just thinking that the best way to, like, make discipline better is if 

the school itself has not only a great discipline ladder, but also school and classroom 

structures that work. If we have those things, then that can take some of the subjective 

part out of that discipline process. And not all schools, like, have their discipline ladder 

posted or it's not always reviewed at the beginning of the year. So, then it falls on the 

teacher to just figure it out. Even with the best discipline ladder, though, teachers can still 

manage to make bad judgment calls. So yeah, I think if you ever want to take the 

subjective part out of the discipline, it really does rely on the school creating 

opportunities for improvement, or having teachers practice with real scenarios... like in 

situation X, Y, or Z, you know, you should do this, this, and this before a referral is 

written. But without a good discipline structures and an understanding of those structures 

within the school, it's going to fall back on the teachers and their personal decision about 

who gets a referral and for what.” 

 Moreover, many participants highlighted the need for opportunities to collaborate with 

school administration and other teachers and that regular dialogue about discipline should be 

welcomed rather than discouraged. In general, they expressed that teachers should not be 
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criticized for seeking support but should be recognized for taking steps to find alternatives to the 

practices used within their classroom and improve their discipline practices.  

“In order to be successful at managing discipline in a school, I should be working closely 

with my administrator and like having that open dialogue with our administration, so that 

we are all on the same page and so that the entire team is consistent in our expectations 

for and in the handling of student behaviors. I think you just have an overall better 

discipline structure in the school and the kids aren't frustrated and the adults aren't 

frustrated, and the discipline actually becomes more effective, and then you don't need to 

maybe write as many referrals, or call for admin support as often, because that way we 

set it up, the students know exactly what's coming, exactly what the procedures are, and 

the adults know exactly what their steps are.” 

 Focus group participants agreed that the opportunity for collaboration should include 

opportunities to provide feedback about the discipline structures which would lead to an 

improvement of the structures because the administration would understand teachers’ needs. 

Participants lamented the many changes are made in schools with little to no input from teachers.  

“This year was the first time I believe we've had a chance to, or I've been asked, and we 

have a brand-new matrix. It's not a ladder.  Our principal implemented a new discipline 

matrix and there’s more teacher buy-in because the feedback we shared was considered 

and our suggestions were included. Now we feel like we have a vested interests in the 

success of this ladder, because our needs are being met. I won’t say there is 100% of 

teachers on board, but it is significantly more teachers following the new model than are 

not, because they [administration] listened.”  
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 Participants all agreed that regardless of the structures in place to support school 

discipline within the classroom, mandating change should include the voice of the teachers 

implementing the change. Most participants understood that not all decisions about how to 

improve discipline data can include the teacher voice; however, all participants expressed that 

the structures in place to meet those measures should include opportunities for teacher feedback 

in order to impact improvement.  

Teacher Efficacy Influences Discipline Decisions. Participants asserted that teachers 

need to reconcile who they are with how they manage student behavior. Across each focus 

group, participants contended that their initial years of teaching were not their best in terms of 

classroom management; that their classroom practices improved over time and they lamented 

that this is not always the case for all teachers. Despite schools establishing discipline protocols, 

focus group participants indicated that how students experience school was reliant upon the 

individual will of classroom teachers to become better classroom managers.  

“I try not to write referrals. The referrals that I have written this year were because I was 

told I had to write the referrals. I try not to refer students to admin, but I also realize that I 

have a responsibility to the other students in my class and trying to balance that with the 

needs of the constantly misbehaving students is hard. A referral is the last straw, 

particularly when I have spent time trying to resolve the issues in the classroom.” 

What is evident from responses of the participants is that every teacher is on a discipline 

continuum in terms of their decision making based on the circumstance of the student and the 

offense. However, participants expressed that it is important for teachers and administration to 

realize that there is still more to learn and understand about students and student behavior as it 

changes over time. As such, participants agreed that teachers must have time to hone their 
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discipline skills through professional growth opportunities that includes opportunities to unpack 

discipline events.  

“Um, I think as a teacher you have to, especially for new teachers, you really have to 

practice these [discipline] scenarios. I think that's very helpful and sometimes purposeful 

reflections when things happen. So, if a teacher does write a referral for something and 

the administration feels that it was a subjective type of referral that should have been 

handled in the classroom, as a teacher, you know, take time to reflect and consider, how 

could I have handled that differently and would my choice have been different if it was 

another student. And it takes, like I said, practice; It's not something, especially with new 

teachers, that you master right away.” 

If teachers are to realize improvement in their practices, participants agreed that there 

must be a reconciliation of the lived experience of the teacher and that of the students. This was 

interpreted as teachers coming to understand that their expectations of students must be free of 

bias and preconceived ideas of the student’s disposition. Participants also expressed there is no 

quick fix to the disproportionality in discipline, but progress can be made when the resources and 

supports are available to assist teachers in improving their practice individually and collectively.  

“I’m a career changer and it took me sometime to realize that my experiences and 

background was not like what my students experience in their lives. I don’t know where 

they are coming from and rather than being quick to decide that their behavior disrupts 

my idea of the ideal classroom, I’ve learned to empathize and try to understand where 

they are coming from. I will never know what it feels like to be in their shoes, but I can 

learn to understand them and find ways to change their behaviors rather than 

continuously write referrals. We can’t do it alone, and we must have support, and that is 
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what is missing today. We are expected to solve it within our four walls, and when we 

ask for help it can be frowned upon, and when you don’t ask for help it can be frowned 

upon. So, what do we do? Well, I can tell you what’s happening now… teachers resign 

and move on.” 

Lastly, teachers agreed that discipline in the classroom for subjective offenses is a 

problem. Participants indicated that the power struggle is often the most challenging obstacle to 

overcome in the classroom. It is inherent that as the teacher there is a positional power vested 

that is wielded in the classroom. However, participants expressed that this authority has the 

power to hurt or help students and that it is the decision of the teacher and by default 

administration, how it is used in the classroom. Becoming better classroom managers is not 

relinquishing this “power”; it is the opposite – it gives teachers greater influence over how 

students experience school.  

“It is not necessary to struggle for power in discipline situations. I believe students will 

come to respect you more when the teacher manages the classroom with different 

approaches. Not everyone is there yet. This was me when I first started teaching. I had to 

be right, and it was my way or the highway. But honestly, I honestly think that my 

referral writing days for even repeated behaviors are over at this point in my career, 

because I have learned better ways to manage behavior.”  

Teacher perceptions of their ability to manage classrooms is vital to the success of any 

discipline model. This impacts their decision-making around school discipline, their desire to 

implement discipline structures, and their relationships with students, colleagues, parents, and 

others. As conveyed through the focus groups, “how I see myself in the classroom has a direct 

impact on how students experience the classroom,” and this leads to positive or negative change.  
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Summary and Findings of Research Questions 3 and 4  

 The majority of participants agreed that the discipline ladder was a familiar resource in 

schools and that it provided teachers with the resources, supports, and structures needed to 

support discipline decisions. Furthermore, participants asserted that there were opportunities in 

schools to provide feedback about the discipline ladder’s effectiveness in support of managing 

student behaviors. ODR data demonstrated that over time the discipline ladder may have 

contributed to a decline in the number of subjective ODRS issued to all 6th graders at Circle and 

Square MSs, but it did not resolve the disparity that existed amongst Black males and their peers. 

Data demonstrated that Black boys continued to outpace their peers in ODRs for subjective 

offenses. Focus groups illuminated that both schools recognized that the discipline ladder, in its 

previous iteration, was not effective and was revised to better support teachers and students. 

Focus group responses related to the effectiveness of and opportunities to provide feedback 

about the discipline ladder aligned with responses from the pre-focus group survey. The majority 

of participants confirmed that they believed the discipline ladder was effective in supporting 

discipline decisions in the classroom and that teachers had opportunities, formal or informal, to 

provide feedback to school leaders about the effectiveness of the discipline ladder. This feedback 

may have contributed to both Circle and Square MSs revising their discipline ladder (see 

Appendix J and Appendix K) to better support teacher management of student behaviors. It is 

evident that both Circle and Square Middle Schools provided space for feedback and based on 

that feedback opted to move towards a discipline ladder that better met the needs of their 

teachers. 
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Participants identified as low referral writers attributed their growth in managing student 

behaviors to the following: 

• Restorative practices; 

• Having their own children; 

• Becoming more culturally proficient; 

• Recognizing that the power of the pen didn’t change student behavior(s); and 

• Recognizing the bias in who gets referred and why. 

Participants identified as high referral writers recognized the importance for alternative 

discipline strategies but most often made the decision to issue ODRs for subjective offenses 

rather than rely on interventions and strategies to manage student misbehavior because discipline 

was necessary to ensure: 

• Safety and order are maintained;  

• Teachers can teach; 

• Students can learn; and 

• Students are prepared for their next steps in life (e.g., college or career). 

When considering how teachers make decisions about discipline, participants’ responses 

varied across all focus groups. All considered the type of offense and the level of the offense 

prior to making a discipline decision. Where participants differed was in the process followed to 

make discipline decisions. High referral writers most often followed the discipline ladder closely. 

They were focused on ensuring they had done all they could do (e.g., warning, call home, 

conference, etc.) before writing the referral, particularly if it was for repeat behavior(s). 

Additionally, high referral writers expressed that they understood that they may be emotionally 

charged when disciplining students; however, this did not make them less objective when writing 
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the referral. Instead, they believed that the writing of a referral maintained their authority and 

responsibility to teach. Low referral writers admitted they followed the discipline process as 

well. However, they were more likely to reflect on their actions prior to issuing a referral. These 

teachers were cognizant of not writing a referral in haste. Moreover, low referral writers believed 

it was more important to show respect for a student’s culture rather than force students to 

assimilate into a culture of rigid rules. They sought to identify and resolve the root cause of the 

behavior, which allowed teachers to return to teaching before a behavior escalated to levels 

deemed inappropriate or referral worthy. 

Additionally, participants agreed that as they matured in their professional practices, 

classroom management improved. Most agreed that as a new classroom teacher they were 

unprepared to manage classrooms with diverse needs, as they came from teacher preparation 

programs that did not prepare them properly to manage student behaviors, and that this capacity 

was built over time through daily interactions with students, self-reflection, and overall 

improvement of the skills necessary to manage diverse classrooms.  

Black, Hispanic, and White Classroom Teachers Contrast. Over the course of the focus 

groups, it was evident that Black and White teachers varied in their responses. White teachers 

tended to emphasize current buzz words in their responses. They emphasized that they were 

aware of the common trends in teaching students of color. However, when considering ODR 

data, their verbiage was in misalignment with their practice. Moreover, White teachers were 

more likely to allude to the idea that school administration was critical to the success of 

discipline in the classroom. They felt that they had a duty to teach and that it was important for 

administration to maintain order and safety in the school and classroom. Additionally, some 
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alluded to the idea that over the course of their careers, they were deserving of improved 

classroom environments.  

In contrast, Black and Hispanic teachers kept their verbiage simple. They did not over-

emphasize education jargon but instead followed their statements with personal anecdotes that 

emphasized their beliefs in their teacher education coupled with their lived and practical 

experiences which prepared them to be effective managers of student behaviors in the classroom. 

Nonetheless, just like their peers, ODR data misaligned with their beliefs, demonstrating that 

they did not put into practice their ideologies of what classroom management and discipline 

should look like in the classroom.  

Unlike their peers, Black and Hispanic teachers loathed being considered the school 

disciplinarian. They cited often being assigned the most “challenging” students because they 

were more effective in managing student behaviors. They felt there was a need for all teachers to 

be focused more on relationships but stopped just short of saying that all White teachers were not 

good classroom managers. Instead, they hoped for a change in how Black, Hispanic, and other 

minority teachers were perceived in schools.  

Female and Male Classroom Teachers Contrast. The focus groups were majority 

female. Primarily they focused on relationships, empathy, and care. They iterated how their 

approach to classroom discipline changed over time as they considered their own children when 

interacting with students in the classroom. Much of the conversation from female teachers was 

centered around the need to make a difference and impact change in the lives of the students they 

taught. Female teachers often cited the need for support from administration and wanting to feel 

valued and included in the decisions made about discipline in schools, particularly those policies 

and procedures that would impact their classroom practices. Furthermore, they felt consistency in 



121 

 

implementing school discipline practices was critical to the success of any school discipline 

model. On the contrary, the male voice was more focused on preparing students for the future 

and how it was important for students to understand that life is about choices. Male teachers 

were less likely to empathize with students, but instead they often placed value in emphasizing 

the need for students to understand the importance of following rules. Male teachers did not 

emphasize a need to feel supported by administration. Instead, they relied on the idea that their 

adherence to school discipline policies was not enough; that administrators should model these 

expectations rather than develop policies and expect implementation with fidelity.  

Conclusions 

The purpose of this study was to examine the factors that lead to an ODR for subjective 

student behaviors identified as disruption, disrespect, and insubordination. Literature 

acknowledged that Black students, particularly Black males, were overrepresented in ODR data 

and are excluded at rates higher than their peers. The study was guided by existing ODR data, 

and focus groups explored classroom teacher’s perceptions of subjective student behaviors and 

the factors that lead to issuing ODRs. Analysis of ODR and Focus Group data led to the 

identification of three major themes: Relationships Matter in School Discipline, School 

Structures Impact Classroom Discipline, and Teacher Efficacy Influences Discipline Decisions. 

It is important to consider that the conclusions of this study represent trends and not specific 

classroom teachers. A reduction in the discipline gap in MAPSS is a serious moral imperative 

that underscores the purpose of this study. Classroom teachers are the catalyst for discipline 

decision-making, yet few studies focus on this position. The findings of this study may be used 

to inform future opportunities for research and inform future development of an improved 
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evidence-based decision-making instrument that would lead to a reduction in the number of 

subjective ODRs issued by teachers in the classroom, seen in Figure 13.   

Figure 13 

Outcome Chain for Reducing ODRs for Subjective Student Behaviors 

 

The study sought to identify the demographics of classroom teachers most responsible for 

issuing ODRs to Black and Non-Black males for subjective offenses and factors in the decision-

making process that lead to an ODR. Research contended that a teacher’s decision to refer 

students can lead to students being pushed out of classrooms and into the STPP (Elias, 2013), 

and that persistent discipline disparities continue to impact Black students, particularly males, 

throughout their lifetime (Quereshi & Okonofua, 2017). As previously cited in Section I, 

disciplinary referrals increase as students enter middle school. Middle school classroom teachers 

may have higher rates of referrals because developmentally, students are likely to test limits with 

adults. However, the inherent authority given to teachers creates an imbalance of power that 

may(not) lead to disproportionate discipline outcomes for students, particularly Black males. 
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Discipline outcomes (in the case of my study, ODRs), were directly correlated to the interactions 

between teacher and students, the extent of their relationship, and how the exhibited behavior 

was interpreted and managed by the classroom teacher. The following section presents the 

conclusions of this study and recommendations to improve discipline outcomes in MAPSS.  

Demographics Differences between Teachers Issuing Subjective ODRs 

Data illustrated that White teachers were more likely to refer students of color, 

particularly Black males, at higher rates than their peers. The quantitative data explored indicated 

how a teacher’s response to subjective student behaviors varied by race and gender. For instance, 

regardless of gender, Hispanic classroom teachers demonstrated greater consistency in issuing 

ODRs regardless of student racial demographics, in contrast to Black and White female 

classroom teachers who referred more Black males.  

What the quantitative data revealed was that in years with high ODR totals the likelihood 

of a classroom teacher interpreting a Black student’s behavior as unacceptable was greater than 

in years with low ODR totals, particularly for Black males in 6th grade. However, even in years 

with low total ODRs for subjective offense, Black males were still issued more ODRs by White 

and Black teachers. Researchers Wallace et al. (2008) asserted that there was little discipline 

disparity in student racial demographics for objective offenses and concurred with Skiba et al. 

(2002) and Skiba and Williams’s (2014) assertion that Black students were referred at higher 

rates for behaviors in the classroom, and that these behaviors were more subjective in nature. 

Researchers, as previously cited, supported the idea that while students were culpable in their 

own behavior, the discipline disparities were not a result of student “misbehavior” but rather a 

result of the classroom teacher’s “misinterpretation” of what was and was not acceptable student 

behavior.  
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The analysis of ODR data at both Circle and Square MSs clarified key points regarding 

the use of demographics to explain discipline outcomes. However, the unexpected finding that 

Black female teachers issued more referrals to Black males than White males indicated the 

significance of approaching the problem of the discipline gap through demographic data alone. 

To this point, while this study uncovered who was referring students for subjective ODRs, 

additional data is needed to fully realize the extent to which the intersection of teacher and 

student demographics influence discipline outcomes in MAPSS.  

If school systems truly want to understand patterns in ODR data and the teachers who 

issue those ODRs, I recommend the school system improves the documentation of both teacher 

and student level demographic data throughout the ODR process, as the intersection of the two 

can highlight unexpected patterns. The findings in my study highlighted the complexity in 

distinguishing the relationship between race, gender, and subjective referrals, compelling 

researchers to not focus narrowly on teacher or student level data alone which may lead to only a 

partial understanding of the issue. What is most critical in future research on the discipline gap in 

MAPSS is the collection of more complete data sets that will allow for greater exploration of the 

intersection of teacher and student demographics. For instance, by nature of their staffing 

numbers, White females issue more ODRs to Black males, a finding that does not reveal 

additional information about the discipline gap. Improving the documentation of demographics, 

student, and teacher level, would provide the system the opportunity to engage the greater school 

community in understanding the discipline gap that leads to greater collaboration in addressing 

gaps in knowledge that exist in the various cultures represented in the school system. 

Furthermore, improved data sets would allow for richer discussion and greater cultural 

proficiency surrounding effective strategies to manage student behavior.  
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Teacher-Student Relationships Matter  

Research data suggested that teachers were more likely to refer students when they did 

not have positive relationships with students. Data from this study indicated that teachers who 

sought to form positive relationships with students found creative ways to manage student 

behaviors that did not result in an ODR for subjective offenses. Focus group participants 

highlighted that by focusing on understanding more about the student and the root cause of the 

behavior, they were able to reduce the number of discipline events resulting in a subjective ODR 

in the classroom. It was also noted that several teachers who quantitatively struggled with 

classroom management and student (mis)behavior were verbose about the love they had for 

students and their jobs. Furthermore, they took the stance that by allowing students to misbehave 

without consequence was not teaching the student responsibility for their actions and would 

result in future misbehavior.  

ODR data suggested that students never learned what the referee believed the referral 

would teach the student. Furthermore, it indicated that the teacher’s expectations were often 

situational and moving targets because in some cases the same student was referred multiple 

times for the same offense by the same teacher. Moreover, there was no empirical evidence to 

suggest students will be better prepared for college or career, as mentioned by focus group 

participants who agreed that when they enforce discipline, they were preparing students for the 

future, because students have been issued a referral for subjective offenses. Lastly, teachers 

assumed that a swift response to student behavior maintained the teacher’s status of authority in 

the classroom; but one could argue that their authority was usurped because the act of issuing the 

referral relinquished the teacher’s ability to influence the outcome of the situation.  
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Data revealed that low referees balanced the personal and academic aspect of students. 

They led with empathy, care, and support without jeopardizing their authority in the classroom. 

Moreover, they consistently held all students to high expectations and engaged the whole child in 

the academic process, whereas high referees identified student behavior as needing to be 

controlled and corrected. They valued order and obedience, engaging in a “give” and “get” 

relationships. At its core this is a textbook case of the authoritarian vs authoritative teacher, 

which was first distinguished in literature by Baumrind (1966). That said, the relational contrast 

between students and low referral writers and students and high referral writers, while not fully 

realized in this study, may lead to the identification of effective strategies and supports to 

improve discipline practices of classroom teachers who issue high numbers of ODRs for 

subjective offenses. As such, there is much to be learned from descriptive characteristics of low 

and high ODR writers, to include traits of effective teachers that align with previous research and 

the identification of strategies and supports to improve the disciplinary practices of high ODR 

writers. I recommend that the district engage in case studies that will identify best practices in 

relationship building that could be incorporated into systemic professional development and 

thereby support the improvement of relationship building for teachers who struggle to maintain 

relationships in the classroom. Furthermore, there should be a review of current practices within 

the system to begin to understand what current evidenced-based strategies yielded positive 

results for classroom teachers, in order to ensure that teachers are receiving high quality 

directives that lead to improved outcomes for all students. Furthermore, authentic relationships 

provide opportunities for classroom teachers to build trust with their students. As such, a focus 

on how low ODR writers build and maintain strong relationships could be beneficial for 

classroom teachers, particularly White female teachers. 
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Inconsistency in Classroom Discipline 

Because teacher practices and classroom management are operationalized in the climate 

of the school, teachers are more likely to do what they are told to do and observe in their school. 

It is important that schools provide sound structures that support teachers in making decisions 

around school discipline that are equitable and provide a more objective approach to issuing 

discipline decisions. Although MSDE adopted new disciplinary guidelines in 2014 to reduce the 

discipline gap, disparities between Black boys and their peers increased, suggesting that simply 

reducing the number of ODRs does not necessarily reduce disproportionality. Those identified as 

high referees sought to follow the rules and deemed it necessary for others to follow those rules 

to the letter. 

Data demonstrated that teachers were reliant upon a discipline ladder to scaffold their 

decision-making when administering school discipline. What was not known was how 

extensively schools train their teachers to understand and implement the discipline ladder 

consistently across classrooms. Data suggested that over the five-year period of my study, both 

schools improved their discipline outcomes for students, however, Black males were still 

overrepresented in the ODR data. This suggested that even though teachers were familiar with 

the discipline ladder, there were other factors that contributed to the disparate data. Furthermore, 

the discipline ladder in isolation was not able to mitigate for disproportionality in the 

administration of discipline in classroom. The use of a discipline ladder included individual 

decision-making based on teacher understanding of the (mis)behavior occurring in the 

classroom.  Low referees were able to identify within themselves the autonomy to act while high 

referees were reliant on the established rule and order set forth by school administration and the 

school system. Without opportunities to form behavior decision-making, teachers will continue 
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to make decisions that lead to disproportionate outcomes for students. As previously stated in 

Section I, the district convened a collaborative workgroup to discuss several key issues in 

MAPSS, including discipline disparities. In order to improve the effectiveness of the discipline 

ladder, I recommend that the district convene a team of educators, to include central office 

personnel from student support services and safe and orderly schools, school-based 

administrators, and classroom teachers to develop a systemic framework that will be leveraged 

by schools to implement an improved discipline ladder to support teacher decision-making. 

These stakeholders would provide a multi-disciplinary approach to the development of an 

appropriate discipline structure that would reduce subjectivity in teacher decision-making in the 

disciplining of students for subjective offenses. The initial meeting would include a reporting of 

my study’s findings to provide a baseline of awareness of teacher’s perceptions of school 

discipline and the discipline ladder’s effectiveness in supporting their decision-making.  

While this study does not address student behaviors or perceptions of school discipline, it 

aligns with previous researchers’ (Barrett et al., 2017; Skiba & Williams, 2014) conclusions that 

discipline disparities were not the result of differences in behaviors across different student 

groups but rather the inconsistencies in educator’s response to various student behaviors. In order 

to leverage the student voice, this committee would meet with students to gain their perspective 

and understanding of the existing discipline structures and how those structures might be 

improved to support classroom discipline in all schools.  

Teacher Support for Classroom Discipline  

As data suggested, without a focus on the structures necessary to support teacher 

decision-making, Black males in 6th grade will continue to be issued more ODRs for subjective 

behaviors despite engaging in similar behaviors as their peers, aligning with Goff et al.’s (2014) 
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suggestion that White males were more likely to benefit from an assumption of childhood 

innocence whereas Black males were more like to be held responsible for their behaviors.  

Focus group data suggested that teachers disagreed regarding the identification of how to 

best implement school structures to support discipline in the classroom. Data showed that 

classroom teachers who were often deemed high referral writers were often scrutinized by their 

colleagues and school administrators. Whereas classroom teachers who were more lenient with 

discipline structures were often frowned upon by their colleagues because it created a more 

challenging classroom environment for those who do adhere to discipline structures. Considering 

the data, it was evident that regardless of one’s status as a low or high ODR writer, classroom 

teachers conveyed a need to be supported by school administration when making discipline 

decisions.  

A significant challenge in improving discipline outcomes in any school system is 

establishing opportunities to provide support that is appropriate and non-threatening to classroom 

teachers managing students’ (mis)behavior. My study sought to understand teacher perceptions 

about school discipline and the factors that lead to the decision to issue an ODR for subjective 

behaviors. The assumption was that if these perceptions about school discipline could be 

identified, then the decision-making process could be altered and implemented consistently, 

which would lead to a decrease in the number of ODRs issued for subjective student behaviors.  

These findings suggested the need for schools to consider how teachers are trained to 

make discipline decisions in the classroom, and what opportunities exist to provide support for 

teachers struggling to manage student behaviors. I recommend that the district incorporate 

opportunities for new and returning teachers to receive prescriptive scenario-based trainings that 

norms discipline practices across classrooms and schools. These trainings would be implemented 
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bi-annually system-wide but more frequently, if needed, for teachers experiencing difficulty 

managing student behaviors. Supports would include regular meetings with behavior support 

specialists, school administrators, and other support personnel as needed to help teachers 

improve the use of effective discipline practices and consistency in discipline follow-through. 

Furthermore, schools could differentiate supports based on teacher needs that include 

opportunities for reflections.  

Authority and Teacher Efficacy in Classroom Discipline   

Weinstein et al. (2004) suggested that one’s biases, understanding of students’ cultural 

background, and an awareness of the social, economic, and political landscape and its influence 

on students’ cultural experience are all paramount to the success of a classroom teacher’s 

management of diverse classrooms. Researchers suggested that these were critical contributors to 

one’s identity as a classroom teacher and discipline decision maker; thus, classroom teachers 

with fewer ODRs for subjective behaviors were more astute in understanding how their own 

biases and cultural expectations influenced the decisions they made when managing student 

behaviors. This also supported the necessity for teachers to become culturally competent in an 

effort to disrupt the discipline gap.  

 In my study, I found that teachers who excelled in classroom management experienced 

high levels of self-efficacy, attributing their success to fair and consistent discipline practices. 

Whereas teachers who struggled with classroom management experienced low levels of self-

efficacy and were more likely to attribute their lack of success to school or student related factors 

rather than purposeful on self-reflection. How teachers perceived their own effectiveness 

impacted not only their feelings of their own teaching practices and discipline decision-making, 

but also their relationships with students, parents, and other educators. Those who were 



131 

 

considered high ODR writers were less likely to accept any responsibility for the discipline 

outcomes in their classrooms. Instead, they sought to place blame on competing factors over 

which they had “no influence”. On the contrary, low ODR writers accepted responsibility for 

discipline outcomes in their classrooms and sought opportunities to improve their individual 

agency which led to improvement in discipline outcomes for all students in the classroom. 

According to ODR data, Square Middle School teachers had more success around 

discipline decision-making than Circle Middle School as there was a greater decline in the total 

number of ODRs issued over the study’s five-year period. However, what was not known was 

the quality of the interactions that teachers had with students at both schools that could have 

influenced the decision-making of the teacher. Likewise, the individual agency of the teacher in 

the classroom may have played a significant factor in their response. The most basic assumption 

would be that teachers with better management skills were likely to find that the discipline ladder 

had the necessary resources to support their decision-making, whereas teachers experiencing less 

success in managing student behaviors were likely to communicate that the resources within the 

discipline ladder were not sufficient in supporting their decision-making. As such teachers with 

minimal classroom management skills or an unwillingness to adapt to the change in student 

expectations and student behaviors were responsible for greater number of ODRs and were 

therefore more likely to have less tolerance for behaviors deemed inappropriate in the classroom.  

Failure of teachers to recognize how their power and control in the classroom influenced 

how students, regardless of race and ethnicity, experienced discipline for subjective behaviors 

can promote a widening of the discipline gap due to lack of consistency in discipline decision-

making. In sum, teacher beliefs about their efficacy in managing classrooms and student 

behaviors were found to vary across specific students and student groups (Zee et al., 2016), and 
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the decisions teachers made around discipline were directly related to how teachers perceived 

student behaviors and how to best manage subjective student behaviors in the classroom. These 

findings pinpointed the need for classroom teachers to understand their discipline beliefs and 

have a clear discipline approach that moved beyond issuing an ODR and turning the “problem” 

over to school administration and clarified the extent to which teachers lacked consistency in 

their beliefs about the purpose of school discipline; how they managed and interpreted student 

(mis)behavior and approached the discipline decision-making process.  

 It became evident that for teachers to improve their practice, their position on school discipline 

must be challenged, and they must be supported throughout the improvement process. This 

approach must provide the opportunity for high ODR writer to be reflective of their practices 

without judgment. The opportunity for dialogue with school administration that is focused on a 

high ODR writers’ use of effective management strategies rather than their deficits and their 

concerns about student (mis)behaviors that impacts the climate and culture of their classroom 

and the development of a collaborative plan to improve their efficacy. As such, to improve 

discipline in all classrooms, I recommend that future study of the discipline gap in MAPSS 

should include other grade levels to ascertain school discipline challenges and identify common 

trends in discipline decision-making to inform future development of an improved evidenced 

based decision-making instrument. Additionally, having high ODR writers evaluate their own 

practices in the classroom may lead to greater understanding of teacher needs and the types of 

administrative supports necessary to reinforce the improvement of teacher practices. These 

administrative supports should be teacher specific to address personally identified areas of 

growth, as well as systemic, to move all teachers toward a consistent model of implementation 

regardless of school placement. This area of future study should be promising, given the 
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relationship between teacher efficacy and classroom management. Additionally, I recommend 

that future research in the district explore the differences in teachers’ understanding of how race, 

gender, and economics influence relational authority in the classroom. A study of this nature 

could explore the extent of understanding teachers have of the inherent power given to teachers 

who comprise specific demographical categories and how this “power” influences discipline 

outcomes in schools.  

Implications for MAPSS 

 The findings of this study present opportunities for change at both the individual and 

organizational levels. Classroom teachers, as individuals, are responsible for beginning the 

discipline process when they issue an ODR. While teachers do not determine whether a student 

will remain in or be excluded from school and the duration of this exclusion, current negotiated 

agreement states that students receiving an ODR shall not return to the classroom without there 

being communication of intervention/consequence from school administration to the issuing 

teacher. When this communication does not occur, teachers can demand that the student is 

removed until the referral has been properly adjudicated. The teacher feedback loop must 

become better. How administrators communicate with a teacher after an office discipline referral 

is written is critical. Teachers should understand what has happened and feel supported by 

administrators. Thus, communication should allow for teachers and administrators to come to an 

understanding of expectations regarding how classroom discipline should be managed including 

the behaviors that prohibit progress towards school wide goals. Administrators and classroom 

teachers should together develop a set of expectations for student behavior and staff discipline 

practices that lead to school wide discipline goals. Furthermore, administrators and teachers 

should identify the supports and strategies for teachers that struggle with discipline. These should 
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include (1) recognizing good teacher practices exhibited in their classrooms and (2) developing 

professional learning opportunities specific to the needs of the teacher that will lead to an 

improvement in their efficacy in managing student (mis)behavior in the classroom.  

 Additionally, it is important for district level leaders to convene work groups with 

classroom teachers to discuss the challenges of classroom discipline and how district resources 

can support teachers in managing student behavior. These workgroups should be focused on the 

current structures in schools and how they align with district, state, and national policies and 

mandates that guide discipline practices. System leadership must ensure that discipline priorities 

are aligned with required practices and that there is a reconciliation of district priorities that are 

tied directly to improving discipline outcomes for all students. District administrators should also 

examine the various iterations of the discipline ladder currently being used across schools and 

develop a common model that will promote consistent application of discipline decisions across 

schools.  

 Classroom teachers who participated in the focus groups agreed that the management of 

student discipline is critical to the success of any school program. It is important for 

school systems to establish structures that are consistent across schools to provide a 

more equitable classroom experience for all students across the district. In doing so, school 

systems should consider how they provide training and support for teachers to understand how to 

interpret and implement the discipline ladder as a tool for reducing subjectivity in discipline 

decision making. Teachers should be provided with opportunities to engage in professional 

learning communities (PLCs) that would better prepare them to manage discipline events in 

the classroom. These PLCs should include various school-based staff who are able to speak to 

the discipline issues experienced in the classroom and offer objective feedback that would 
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support teachers in the discipline process. These structures should support the improvement of 

teacher efficacy in managing student behaviors and include a deep dive into how current 

structures align with policy and how these are implemented in schools and classrooms. Based on 

the results of this study, teachers would appreciate opportunities to explore various discipline 

scenarios and discuss how to approach the management of the exhibited student behavior. This 

would allow for teachers to learn and replicate good practices from their colleagues as well as 

receiving specific administrative support around the discipline concerns specific to the whole 

school and individual classrooms. Through the PLCs teachers would take ownership of 

identifying best practices to manage student behaviors in the classroom. PLCs should be fluid in 

nature allowing teachers to engage at any point and time, to ensure that teachers receive timely 

support when the need arises. PLCs should be non-evaluative and provide opportunities for peer 

observation and well as administrative support to ensure there is a focus on improving teacher 

practice through targeted support. Furthermore, school and system leaders should engage in 

collaboration with other leaders across the system, state, and nation to learn from other educators 

and utilize their collective experiences to identify best practices that work in response to the 

current needs of students in schools.  

 At the organizational level, school systems and teacher certifying programs must create 

effective and sustainable partnerships to ensure that the next generation of classroom teachers are 

adequately prepared to effectively manage diverse classrooms. The findings from this study 

indicated that classroom teachers struggle most with managing classrooms in the first 3 years 

following completion of their pre-service programs. The research suggested that pre-service 

programs include training on social justice, equitable practices, restorative practices, and 

discipline decision-making beyond the traditional routes of issuing an ODR. School systems 
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should partner with teacher preparation programs to develop programs of study that align with 

the challenges teachers will experience in the classroom with a focus on alternative strategies to 

managing student (mis)behavior. Novice teachers should not be made to believe that all students 

engage in behaviors deemed inappropriate for the classroom, but they should not be uninformed 

of the discipline challenges that are prevalent in schools and the structures in place to support the 

management of those exhibited behaviors.  

 As school systems and schools continue to respond to the needs of students and their 

diverse needs, there are potential opportunities for social change. Since the initial OCR 

complaint, discipline disparity has been a pervasive issue in MAPSS. If the system expects to see 

sustainable change in teacher and school practices, there must be an official position and 

accountability for schools and teachers to engage in on-going professional learning to negotiate 

the challenges of disproportionality. School systems must develop and implement across all 

school campuses structures that engage novice and veteran school staff in trainings that lead to 

the reduction of disproportionate discipline practices.  

Most focus group participants stressed the importance of relationship building in the 

classroom to improve the the experience for both teachers and students. School systems should 

recognize and support relationship building as an intervention to reduce discipline issues in the 

classroom. This will require a recommitment to identify and improve and protect existing 

structures or develop new ways to support relationship building. A focus of relationship building 

is to understand which students are receiving disciplinary referrals and which teachers are 

writing these referrals.  Then the system as a whole and individual schools can engage teachers 

in improving their practice and in building greater connection with families and the school 

community. The voice of students, parents, and community stakeholders are critical to the 
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success of a relationship building initiative and may uncover additional opportunities for 

improvement. 

All of the efforts of the school system and individual schools must be rooted in equity 

and a clear understanding of what equity means in the district, school and classroom. This must 

be made transparent and operational for the entire school community to ensure equitable 

practices are operationalized in all schools and all classrooms. Finally, equitable practices in 

discipline must be evaluated in an ongoing way beyond documenting numbers of offenses or 

ODRs. Evaluation of the impact of discipline policies and practices on all students must occur as 

well as identifying promising practices that support continuous improvement. 

Limitations of the Study 

This study focused on two middle schools designated as disproportionate by MSDE, 

rendering its findings as not generalizable to other middle schools and teachers. However, 

because of its focus on the discipline decision-making process, the findings may be beneficial to 

other schools seeking to improve discipline outcomes for students and the disciplinary 

effectiveness of classroom teachers, particularly for schools comprised of student populations 

similar to both Circle and Square MSs and comprised primarily of White, middle class, female 

teachers. The two schools selected for this study were in an urban location within the district, 

creating challenges to the connections at rural and suburban schools within the system and 

nationally because they lack the influences of urban communities on the school’s population. As 

public schools become more segregated and White middle-class females continue to dominate 

the workforce, it may become unlikely that schools that are demographically comparable to 

Circle or Square MS can be found.   
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In March 2020, school operations throughout the world were interrupted as a result of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Initially, school leaders thought schools would only be closed for a period 

of weeks; however, schools transitioned to being virtual then to a hybrid model, which limited 

in-person teacher-to-student interactions and student-to- student interactions. As such, teachers 

have become out of practice at managing in-person student behavior and writing office discipline 

referrals for approximately 16 months, a factor referenced on numerous occasions during this 

study. The pandemic was an unexpected occurrence and schools being forced to alter operations 

was unprecedented. The pandemic dictated that focus groups occurred in the virtual setting, 

reducing opportunities for me to observe, analyze, and interpret nonverbal participant 

communication. Furthermore, it created the opportunity for a reduced level of participant 

comfort because one is not able to ascertain who may be listening to the discussion, perhaps 

interrupting the flow of conversation. At the time of the study, full-time in person instruction had 

resumed in September 2021. Schools and teachers during the nearly 16 months of virtual 

instruction were not tasked with managing student behaviors prevalent in the classroom. 

Participants in the study were reliant upon their experience with discipline prior to March 2020, 

contributing to a gap in experience and practice which may have influenced the results of the 

study.  

The 16 participants included in this study represented a small sample size which limited 

the generalizability of results. The study focused solely on 6th grade classroom teachers at the 

middle school level, which limited comparison of results to classroom teachers in other grade 

levels. Participants included in this study were limited to teachers currently assigned to either 

Circle or Square MS. This posed challenges to accurately reflect the perspectives of referral 

writers, as teachers with significant numbers of referrals were not eligible participants because 
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they were no longer assigned to either school selected for this study. The absence of the student 

and administrative voice from this study prevented the opportunity for triangulation of the 

study’s results which would incorporate more depth of insight into how discipline was 

experienced as data would include the perceptions and experiences from the one who received a 

disciplinary referral, one who issued a disciplinary referral, and one who adjudicated the 

disciplinary referral. 

Finally, the demographics of students enrolled in both middle schools that were the sites 

for this study and the demographics of classroom teachers, who were predominately White and 

female impacts both the interpretation of the data and focus group results.  If this study were to 

be replicated in other schools, it would be critical that the researcher considered the intersection 

of student demographics and classroom teacher demographics. Particularly important is the 

understanding of how race and gender of teachers influences the perceptions of students and their 

(mis)behavior in the classroom. This study also highlights the importance of the teacher voice in 

improving discipline outcomes for students, particularly as the teachers and their practices are 

the ultimate source of improvement.  A deeper understanding of what teachers may need and 

want to improve their practice as well as how school can support that can led to sustainable 

change for students in all schools.  

   



140 

 

Appendix A 

Permission to Recruit Teachers for Research Study 

Re: Subjective Referrals and School Discipline Decision-making 

From: Brodell McNeil (bjmcneil@terpmail.umd.edu) 

To: Principal Email Address 

Dear Principal, 

My name is Brodell McNeil, and I am a doctoral student at the University of Maryland College 
Park. I am writing to request your permission to invite up to 12 6th grade classroom teachers 
from your school to participate in a focus group related to my dissertation research. I have 
obtained permission from Anne Arundel County Public Schools and the University of 
Maryland’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) to conduct research under the supervision of Dr. 
Margaret McLaughlin, UMD.  

AIMs of the Research 

I am conducting research on how teachers make decisions about when to write an office 
discipline referral (ODR) for subjective offenses. The focus groups will explore how classroom 
teachers describe subjective student behavior and what they consider as they decide on their 
response to those behaviors. Losen & Martinez (2013) posits the likelihood of Black males 
experiencing exclusionary discipline increases from 2.4% in elementary school to 11% in middle 
school, therefore, I am focusing on 6th grade since that is a student’s entry point to middle school 
in the district. Participation in the approximately 1-hour focus group will occur outside of school 
hours and be totally voluntary.  

I have two requests which I am asking you to consider: 

(1) Grant permission to recruit teachers from your school to participate in my research study, 
and  

(2) Provide me with a list of teachers at your school with a 6th grade teaching assignment by 
content area. 

I look forward to receiving your decision, and I am available to answer any additional questions 
you may have about my study. Please see my contact information below.  

Thank you for your consideration of this request and all you do for students. 

Brodell McNeil  

bjmcneil@terpmail.umd.edu 

(843) 251-9764 (C) 

mailto:bjmcneil@terpmail.umd.edu
mailto:bjmcneil@terpmail.umd.edu
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Appendix B 

Teacher Invitation to Participate in Research Study 

Re: Research Study Participants Needed 

From: Brodell McNeil (bjmcneil@terpmail.umd.edu) 

To: All Eligible Participants (Sent as a Bcc:) 

Dear {NAME}Potential Participant, 

My name is Brodell McNeil, assistant principal at XXXX. I am a doctoral student at the 
University of Maryland College Park, and I am inviting you to participate in a confidential focus 
group discussion with 3-5 other teachers to discuss perceptions about ODRs. You are being 
invited because you are a 6th grade classroom teacher at {NAME OF SCHOOL} who has issued 
at least one ODR for a subjective student behavior defined as disrespect, disruption, or 
insubordination. I have obtained permission from your principal to contact you and inquire of 
your interests in participating in my research study. I have obtained permission from Anne 
Arundel County Public Schools and the University of Maryland’s Institutional Review Board 
(IRB) to conduct research under the supervision of Dr. Margaret McLaughlin, UMD.  

AIMs of the Research 

I am conducting research on factors in the discipline decision-making process that lead to an 
office discipline referral (ODR). The research aims to examine how classroom teachers describe 
subjective student behavior and their responses to those behaviors. Conducting focus groups will 
provide the teachers’ voice to understanding the processes and how to support teachers in 
making the decision to write an ODR. The focus group will be conducted via Zoom at a mutually 
agreed upon day and time after school hours. Each focus group will last approximately one hour.  

Your confidentiality is assured to the extent permitted by law. The information obtained from the 
focus groups as well as any materials such as an acceptance email will not identify you 
personally nor will any findings be reported in a way that might identify you or your school. 
Participants will be eligible to receive a $10 e-gift card as compensation for their time. I will be 
happy to answer any questions you might have about my study and If you are interested in 
being considered for participation in the study, please respond to this email. I will then follow 
up with you to discuss next steps in scheduling the focus group. Sharing your perspective and 
experiences could lead to positive change in the school system. Thank you for your consideration 
of this request and all you do for students. 

Brodell McNeil  

bjmcneil@terpmail.umd.edu 

(843) 251-9764 

mailto:bjmcneil@terpmail.umd.edu
mailto:bjmcneil@terpmail.umd.edu
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Appendix C 

Focus Group Participant Acceptance Notification 

Re: You have been selected! 

From: Brodell McNeil (bjmcneil@terpmail.umd.edu) 

To: {NAME}All Selected Focus Group Participants (Sent as a Bcc:) 

Thank you for expressing interest in my research study and I appreciate your contributions to my 
dissertation research.  

You have been selected to participate in one of 4 focus groups! I look forward to hearing your 
thoughts and perspectives on subjective student behaviors and factors in the decision-making 
process that leads to an office discipline referral in 6th grade.  

Here are the important next steps: 

Attached is an Informed Consent document. Please read carefully and sign to indicate your 
consent to participate. Please return the consent form prior to the scheduled focus group. In your 
response, please respond of your preference for the following dates and times: 

1. XXX 
2. XXX 
3. XXX 
4. XXX 

If you are not available during any of the above dates and times, please include some dates and 
times that you are available to participate in one of 4 focus groups. One week prior to the 
scheduled focus group, you will receive a calendar invite with the Zoom invitation.  

• You have previously received a personal link from Qualtrics to complete a brief five-
minute Pre-Focus Group Survey. Please complete this survey prior to participating in the 
scheduled focus group. 

• Following the completion of the focus group, I will send a $10 e-gift card to your 
personal email address within 1-2 business days.  

Thank you for your participation in the focus group. Please feel free to contact me at any time 
with any additional question or concerns.  

Brodell McNeil  

bjmcneil@terpmail.umd.edu 

(843) 251-9764 

mailto:bjmcneil@terpmail.umd.edu
mailto:bjmcneil@terpmail.umd.edu
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Appendix D 

Pre-Focus Group Survey 

I am conducting research on the effectiveness of the discipline ladder to support a 
classroom teacher's discipline decision-making. I would love to hear from you. This 
information will be used to inform future development of a robust decision-making tool 
that has the potential to reduce ODRs in middle school classrooms.  

  
The survey should only take 5 minutes, and your responses are completely anonymous. 
Your submission of the survey will be interpreted as informed consent.  

  
If you have any questions about the survey, please email me: bjmcneil@terpmail.umd.edu 

  
I really appreciate your input! 

 
Q1 How would you describe your gender? 

o Female 
o Male 
o Transgender Female 
o Transgender Male 
o Gender Variant/Non-Conforming 
o Not Listed ________________________ 

 
Q2 Which of the following best describes you? 

o American Indian/Alaskan Native 
o Asian 
o Black/African American 
o Hispanic/Latino/Spanish origin 
o Multi-Race __________________________ 
o Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 
o White 
o Prefer not to disclose 

 
Q3 What is your current years of education experience? 

o 2-4 years 
o 5-7 years 
o 8-10 years 
o Over 10 years 
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Q4 What content area do you teach? (Select all that apply.) 
o Arts 
o AVID 
o English Language Arts 
o Family and Consumer Science 
o Maths 
o Music 
o Health, Physical Education and Dance 
o Science 
o Social Studies 
o Technical Education 
o World Languages 

 
Q5 On a 5-point scale, with 1 being not that familiar and 5 being very familiar, how familiar are 
you with your school’s discipline ladder? 

o 1- Not Familiar 
o 2- Slightly Familiar 
o 3- Moderately Familiar 
o 4- Very Familiar 
o 5- Extremely Familiar 

 
Q6 The discipline ladder provides me with the resources I need to make sound decisions when 
managing student behavior at my school. 

o Strongly disagree 
o Somewhat disagree 
o Neither agree nor disagree 
o Somewhat agree 
o Strongly agree 

 
Q7 There are opportunities for teachers to provide school leaders with feedback on the 
effectiveness of discipline ladder at my school. 

o Strongly disagree 
o Somewhat disagree 
o Neither agree nor disagree 
o Somewhat agree 
o Strongly agree 
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Appendix E 

Pre-Focus Group Survey Reminder 

From: Brodell McNeil (bjmcneil@terpmail.umd.edu) 

To: {NAME}Selected Focus Group Participants (Sent as a Bcc:) 

Thank you for expressing interest in my research study and I appreciate your contributions to my 

dissertation research. The joining link for your scheduled focus group has been sent in a calendar 

invite to your disclosed email address or can be accessed below. 

• Follow this link to Zoom:  

${l://ZoomLink?d=Access Zoom} 

Records indicate that you have not completed the pre-focus group survey. As a reminder, it is 
requested that you complete this survey prior to participating in the scheduled focus group on 
XXXX. The survey should only take 5 minutes, and your responses are completely anonymous. 
You received an email from Qualtrics that included a personal link to the survey. If you no 
longer have that email, please see below for details on accessing the survey. 

• Follow this link to the Survey:  
${l://SurveyLink?d=Take the Survey} 

Your participation appreciated.  

Please feel free to contact me at any time with any additional question or concerns.  

Brodell McNeil  

bjmcneil@terpmail.umd.edu 

(843) 251-9764 

  

mailto:bjmcneil@terpmail.umd.edu
mailto:bjmcneil@terpmail.umd.edu


146 

 

Appendix F 

Focus Group Protocol 

Welcome and thank you for being here today. My name is Brodell McNeil, and I am a 
doctoral candidate at the University of Maryland, under the supervision of Dr. Margaret 
McLaughlin, UMD. Your participation in today’s focus group is completely voluntary, and you 
may withdraw at any time without penalty. With your verbal consent I would like to begin 
recording this session (Obtain verbal consent from participants).  

Educators, across the nation and in the district, are aware that ODRs and discipline 
disproportionality is a problem in schools. I would like to consider us as collaborative partners in 
solving this problem. So that we can be more informed and contribute to the development of 
classroom supports and interventions to address the problem, I would like to engage you in an 
interactive group discussion to better understand factors in the decision-making process that lead 
to an ODR, and by extension, exclusionary discipline. Specifically, I want to understand how 
your perceptions and experiences with subjective student behaviors influence your decision to 
issue or not issue an ODR. Once I understand the factors that influences discipline decision-
making, I can then contribute to the development of an evidence-based decision-making 
instrument to improve the classroom experience for both teachers and students.  

Prior to participating each of you had the opportunity to review and sign the consent 
document, agreeing to the following: 

1. You are 18 years of age or older. 
2.  All information shared today is confidential. 
3.  Your participation in this study is strictly voluntary and has no benefit or 

impact on your employment status in the district.  

I appreciate everyone for honoring and maintaining the confidentiality of your fellow 
participants. Before we begin, does anyone have any questions? 

Opening Question: Let us begin with introductions. Please share your name and something 
you love to do in your spare time. (Allow each participant to introduce themselves). 

Transition Question: What would you say is the purpose of school discipline? 

Key Question: Please take a moment to jot down 3-5 adjectives you feel are representative of 
what you perceive as subjective behaviors (Pause 30 seconds). I was wondering if anyone would 
like to share some of those words. 

Statement: I want you to reflect on your experiences with subjective student behaviors. What 
does that look like and feel like in your classroom and in your practice… Feel free to jot down 
any words, phrases, feelings, as you are thinking (Pause for 45 seconds). Now take a moment to 
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think about your response to these types of student behaviors. Again, feel free to jot down any 
words, phrases, feelings, as you are thinking (Pause for 45 seconds).  

Scenario A: Prior to today’s session you received a discipline scenario. Please take a moment to 
review the scenario. (Share Scenario with Participants. Pause for 45 seconds).  

Sadiq, a sixth-grade student, stands at 6 feet tall and 160 pounds. As you are handing out 
weekly grade sheets, Sadiq realizes his recorded grade is a zero on an assignment he not 
only turned it, but received an A. Immediately, he comes to your desk to inform you that 
there was a mistake on his grade sheet; however, you said, dismissively, “Sadiq you need 
to sit down!” Sadiq retrieves the graded assignment from his notebook and brings it back 
to your desk and says, “Here’s the graded assignment. I got an A. Can you please change 
my grade?” Without looking, you tell Sadiq, “I said, sit down! If you say one more thing, 
you are getting a referral!” While walking back to his seat, Sadiq becomes visibly angry 
and starts screaming “This is whack! You just don’t want the Black student to have the 
highest grade in your class. I’m telling my Mom! I told y’all this teacher hates me!”  

Key Question: In thinking about this student’s behavior… would you determine it to be 
disrespect, disruption, or insubordination? Why?  

Key Question: Imagine that this behavior did happen in the classroom, how might you 
manage this behavior?  

Probing Question (if necessary): Would anyone respond in the same way? Differently? Tell me 
more about that? 

Key Question: What are the factors that lead you to decide that a student behavior 
warrants an Office Discipline Referral? 

Scenario B: It looks like we have time for another scenario. Please take a moment to review the 
scenario. (Share Scenario with participants. Pause for 45 seconds).  

You have been asked to cover Wyatt’s class and decided to have students work in groups 
instead of following the regular teacher’s assignment of allowing students to complete 
assignments individually. Thinking you were doing the students a favor, instead of 
completing the work individually, you asked the class to break into triads. The whole 
class was excited about working with their friends, but Wyatt, a known introvert, became 
visibly uncomfortable and put his head down. After everyone got into groups except 
Wyatt, who still had his head down, you say, “You need to find a group like everyone 
else” tapping his desk. You circulate the room and nearing Wyatt’s desk you say, “Young 
man, pick your head up and get into a group.” Wyatt pushes all his books on the floor 
and yells, “Miss! Get out of my face!” He proceeds to walk out and slams the door. 

Key Question: In thinking about this student’s behavior… would you determine it to be 
disrespect, disruption, or insubordination? Why?  
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Key Question: Imagine that this behavior did happen in the classroom, how might you 
manage this behavior?  

Key Question: Do you believe some subjective behaviors are less tolerable than others? 
Why? 

Probing Question: Does that influence your decision in how to best manage that behavior? 

Closing Question: What do you believe is your role in improving discipline outcomes for 
students? 

Thank you for your time and sharing this useful information with me. As a token of 
appreciation, please accept this $10 gift card. It will be delivered to the personal email address 
you provided. You will receive this gift card in 1-2 business days. Have a great remainder of 
your day. This focus group has now concluded. 
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Appendix G 

Focus Group Analysis Instrument 
Focus Group Question Participant # Participant # Emerging 

Codes/Themes 
Narrative Summary 

of Responses 
What is the purpose of school 
discipline? 

    

Please take a moment to jot down 3-5 
adjectives you feel are representative 
of what you perceive as subjective 
behaviors (Pause 30 seconds). I was 
wondering if anyone would like to 
share some of those words. 

    

Scenario A - Sadiq, a sixth-grade student, 
stands at 6 feet tall and 160 pounds. As you are 
handing out weekly grade sheets, Sadiq realizes 
his recorded grade is a zero on an assignment he 
not only turned it, but received an A. 
Immediately, he comes to your desk to inform 
you that there was a mistake on his grade sheet; 
however, you said, dismissively, “Sadiq you 
need to sit down!” Sadiq retrieves the graded 
assignment from his notebook and brings it 
back to your desk and says “here’s the graded 
assignment. I got an A. Can you please change 
my grade?” Without looking, you tell Sadiq, “I 
said, sit down! If you say one more thing, you 
are getting a referral!” While walking back to 
his seat, Sadiq becomes visibly angry and starts 
screaming “This is whack! You just don’t want 
the Black student to have the highest grade in 
your class. I’m telling my Mom! I told y’all this 
teacher hates me!” In thinking about this 
student’s behavior… would you 
determine it to be disrespect, 
disruption, or insubordination? Why?  

    

Scenario A- Management - Imagine 
that this behavior did happen in the 
classroom, how might you manage this 
behavior?  

    

What are the factors that lead you to 
decide that a student behavior 
warrants an Office Discipline 
Referral? 

    

Scenario B- You have been asked to cover 
Wyatt’s class and decided to have students work 
in groups instead of following the regular 
teacher’s plan of allowing students to complete 
assignments individually. Thinking you were 
doing the students a favor, instead of 
completing the work individually, you asked the 
class to break into triads. The whole class was 
excited about working with their friends, but 
Wyatt, a known introvert, became visibly 
uncomfortable and put his head down. After 
everyone got into groups except Wyatt, who 
still has his head down, you say, “You need to 
find a group like everyone else” tapping his 
desk. You circulate the room and nearing 
Wyatt’s desk you say, “Young man, pick your 
head up and get into a group.” Wyatt pushes all 
his books on the floor and yells, “Miss! Get out 
of my face!” He proceeds to walk out and slams 
the door. In thinking about this 
student’s behavior… would you 
determine it to be disrespect, 
disruption, or insubordination? Why? 

    

Scenario B- Management - Imagine 
that this behavior did happen in the 
classroom, how might you manage this 
behavior?  

    

Do you believe some subjective 
behaviors are less tolerable than 
others? Why? 

    

What do you believe is your role in 
improving discipline outcomes for 
students? 
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Appendix H 

Notes From Focus Group A 

I am quite surprised by the initial focus group. Though I tried to remain objective, I found myself 
wanting to react to the responses of the participants as many of their thoughts either aligned or 
misaligned with my own. As a previous classroom teacher for 11 years, I understand the 
challenges that the teachers face when issuing ODRs and how it can be perceived by school 
administration. What I did not plan for was how now as an administrator, I wanted to defend an 
administrative point of view. As the conversation ensued, I began to see common topics that 
resonated across participants: 

- Safety 
- Teaching and Learning 
- Relationships 
- Bias 
- Self-Reflection 
- Authority 

From this focus group there was a profound belief that relationships between students and 
teachers, teachers and teachers, and teachers and administration is important in discipline 
success. To that extent, I was surprised that there was not much said about the parent role in 
school discipline. Perhaps, they believed this isn’t as critical because parents are not a member of 
the immediate school community. I’ll be sure to pay close attention to the idea of relationships in 
future focus groups. Additionally, the idea of who has authority seemed to be prevalent. While 
participants stopped short of identifying colleagues, they did seem to allude to this idea that 
authority was a touchy subject in classrooms and in schools. 

I wonder how and if these will develop in future focus groups. These resonated with me because 
I understand how these might have influenced my own thinking around discipline as a classroom 
teacher.  

While I see the benefit of completing this study using Zoom, I wonder if I would have had more 
in-depth responses had this focus group occurred in person. During the focus group several 
participants were distracted by their environment. For instance, there were interruptions by 
family pets and children that often required me to refocus the participants or revisit the question 
to get the participant back on track. While I hope that it did not come across as annoyance, I 
could see that the other participants were more cognizant of their engagement during the allotted 
time. Perhaps with additional focus groups I will be more understanding of interruptions but 
remain objective in completing the research process.  

Overall, the participants were respectful of each other and the energy was positive. There were 
minimal instances of cutting a speaker off or a lack of response from participants. They were 
quite eager to share their thoughts and perspective. One participant did naturally assume the lead 



151 

 

role in the focus group and her comments often spurred the conversation from others. It was as if 
they drew names from a hat and stuck to that order in responding.  

Things to consider for future focus groups: 

- Stay objective and remain stoic despite your feelings.  
- Don’t come across as perturbed when having to refocus participants. 
- Don’t be afraid to cut off a participant who is rambling off topic. 
- Reiterate that participants do not have to respond in any fixed order. 
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Appendix I   

Student Behavior Management Process 
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Appendix J  

Middle School Data Tracking Sheet 
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Appendix K 

Four Core Elements of MTSS (Multi-Tiered System of Supports 
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Appendix L     

Middle Classroom Management Decision-Making Matrix 
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University of Maryland Institutional Review Board Approval 
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Prior to submission to the IRB Office, this project received scientific review from the 
departmental IRB Liaison. 

 

This submission has received Expedited Review based on the applicable federal regulations. 
 

This project has been determined to be a MINIMAL RISK project. Based on the risks, this 
project requires continuing review by this committee on an annual basis. Please use the 
appropriate forms for this procedure. Your documentation for continuing review must be 
received with sufficient time for review and continued approval before the expiration date of 
July 8, 2022. 

 

Please remember that informed consent is a process beginning with a description of the 
project and insurance of participant understanding followed by a signed consent form. 
Informed consent must continue throughout the project via a dialogue between the researcher 
and research participant. Unless a consent waiver or alteration has been approved, Federal 
regulations require that each participant receives a copy of the consent document. 

 

Please note that any revision to previously approved materials must be approved by this 
committee prior to initiation. Please use the appropriate revision forms for this procedure. 

 

All UNANTICIPATED PROBLEMS involving risks to subjects or others (UPIRSOs) and 
SERIOUS and UNEXPECTED adverse events must be reported promptly to this office. Please 
use the appropriate reporting forms for this procedure. All FDA and sponsor reporting 
requirements should also be followed. 

 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE 
  

Project Title 
 

An Examination of Patterns in Educator’s Demographics and 
Factors in the Discipline Decision-making Process that Lead 
to an Office Discipline Referral 

Purpose of the Study 
 

This research is being conducted by Brodell J. McNeil at 
the University of Maryland, College Park as part of his 
dissertation research. It is directed by Dr. Margaret J. 
McLaughlin, advisor. The purpose is to solicit information 
from sixth grade classroom teachers to better understand 
their decision-making processes for subjective behaviors that 
may lead to an ODR and teachers’ perception of the 
discipline ladder’s effectiveness to support teacher 
management of student behavior.  
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Procedures 
 

You are being asked to participate with up to five other sixth 
grade classroom teachers in a virtual focus group lasting 
approximately one hour. The discussion will be organized 
around the following topics: your perception of and 
experience(s) with subjective student behaviors defined as 
disruption, disrespect, or insubordination, factor that influence 
your response to subjective student behaviors in the classroom 
setting, and your beliefs about the role of teachers in 
improving discipline outcomes for students. For example, you 
may be asked: what is the purpose of discipline in the 
classroom? The focus group will be conducted virtually, using 
a web-based video conferencing service, after school hours. 
Prior to the focus group discussion, you will also be asked to 
respond to an anonymous 6 question pre-focus group survey. 
The survey will take no more than 5 minutes to complete. The 
survey will request the following information: gender 
identification, racial identification, content area taught, current 
years of teaching experience, and solicit your perception of the 
discipline ladder’s effectiveness.  
 
Focus group discussion will be recorded with verbal 
permission from the participants.  

Potential Risks and 
Discomforts 

 

There are no known risks to participants. Participation in this 
study is voluntary and you may withdraw from the study at 
any time. Participants may skip any question they do not wish 
to answer. All findings will summarize comments by teacher 
category and any quotations that might support the analyses 
and findings will use pseudonyms.  

Potential Benefits  There are no direct benefits from participating in this research. 
However, it is hoped that the district’s increased understanding 
of teacher perception of student behavior and the discipline 
ladder’s effectiveness may inform future development of a 
robust decision-making tool for use by teachers that has the 
potential to reduce ODRs in middle school classrooms.  

Confidentiality 
 
 

Any potential loss of confidentiality will be minimized by 
removing the name of participants and schools from all notes, 
transcripts and other research materials. Each participant and 
school will be assigned a pseudonym prior to the focus group 
and that code will be used in all reporting documents. Digital 
recordings, transcripts, notes, and other research documents 
will be maintained on secured password protected computer. I 
will be the only individual with access to research materials. 
Any written reports or articles about this research study will 
protect your identity to the maximum extent possible. The 
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findings of this research will not focus on an individual 
participant or school but will be presented in the aggregate.  
Your information may be shared with representatives of the 
University of Maryland, College Park or governmental 
authorities if you or someone else is in danger or if we are 
required to do so by law.  

Compensation 
 

At the completion of participation in the focus group you will 
receive a $10 gift card at your personal email address.  
 

Right to Withdraw 
and Questions 

Your decision to participate or not participate in this study 
will have neither a positive or negative impact on your 
employability with the district or relationship with your 
respective school.  
 
If you decide to participate in this research, you may stop 
participating at any time. If you decide not to participate in 
this study or if you stop participating at any time, you will not 
be penalized. However, you may not be eligible to receive the 
gift card.  
 
If you decide to stop taking part in the study, if you have 
questions, concerns, or complaints, or if you need to report an 
injury related to the research, please contact the investigator: 
 

Brodell J. McNeil  
7715 Lexington Court 

Glen Burnie, MD 21061 
bjmcneil@terpmail.umd.edu 

843-251-9764 
Or 

Dr. Margaret J. McLaughlin 
College of Education, University of Maryland, College Park 

mjm@umd.edu 
Participant Rights  
 

If you have questions about your rights as a research 
participant or wish to report a research-related injury, please 

contact:  
 

University of Maryland College Park  
Institutional Review Board Office 

1204 Marie Mount Hall 
College Park, Maryland, 20742 

 E-mail: irb@umd.edu   
Telephone: 301-405-0678 

 

mailto:irb@umd.edu
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For more information regarding participant rights, please 
visit: 

https://research.umd.edu/irb-research-participants  
 

This research has been reviewed according to the University 
of Maryland, College Park IRB procedures for research 
involving human subjects. 

Statement of Consent 
 

Your signature indicates that you are at least 18 years of age; 
you have read this consent form or have had it read to you; 
your questions have been answered to your satisfaction and 
you voluntarily agree to participate in this research study. You 
will receive a copy of this signed consent form. 
 
If you agree to participate, please sign your name below. 

Signature and Date 
 

NAME OF 
PARTICIPANT 
[Please Print] 

 

SIGNATURE OF 
PARTICIPANT 

 

DATE 
 

 

 

  

https://research.umd.edu/irb-research-participants
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Appendix N 

Anne Arundel County Public Schools to Conduct Research 
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