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Abstract

Disparities in behavioral outcomes for minority students are a decades-old problem.
Recently, the systems-level approach of school-wide positive behavior support (SW-PBS) and its
growing research base have garnered attention as a possible remedy. Although SW-PBS has
been shown to be effective in reducing a school’s overall level of office discipline referrals (ODRS)
and suspensions (OSS), and its success has been replicated in schools with large populations of
minority students, effective outcomes across all groups of students within a school are not
guaranteed. Some reports document increases in the magnitude of disproportionality even when
ODRs and OSS decrease for the school as a whole. However, studies of SW-PBS and
disproportionality have overlooked the role of implementation fidelity as a potential mediator of
student outcomes, allowing for the possibility that schools that fail to experience a reduction in
ODRs and OSS across all groups of students are those in which few elements of SW-PBS have
been implemented. The present study contributed to the current research base by investigating
whether schools which implement SW-PBS with higher levels of fidelity were more likely to have
lower levels of disproportionate ODRs and OSS for African American and Hispanic students.
Drawing from online databases which record schools’ implementation and ODR information, this
study provided detailed school-level descriptive analyses of ODRs and OSS for African American,
Hispanic, and White students. Additionally, risk ratios for receiving an ODR and for receiving an
OSS were calculated for African American and Hispanic students, and then compared to each
school’s reported level of SW-PBS implementation as measured by their Benchmarks of Quality
score. The descriptive analyses and follow-up Chi-Square analyses revealed that there was no
significant relationship between a school’s level of implementation fidelity and their magnitude of
disproportionality for these groups of students. Implications for professional development, record

keeping, and measuring disproportionality in schools are discussed.
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Chapter One: Overview

A Note about Language

According to polls conducted by Gallop, the majority (61%) of black Americans report that
they “have no preference” in the label used to describe their racial category (Newport, 2007). Of
those respondents who reported a preference, the term “African American” was selected almost
twice as often as the term “black,” (24% to 13%; Newport, 2007). Therefore, the term “African
American” will be used throughout this paper.

Introduction

The 1954 Supreme Court ruling in Brown v. Board of Education was a turning point in
American educational history (Zirkel & Cantor, 2004). In this ruling, the Supreme Court
acknowledged the detrimental effects of state-sanctioned racial segregation for students of color,
and found that the resulting educational inequalities deprived students of color equal protection of
the laws guaranteed by the Fourteenth Amendment (Brown v. Board of Education, 1954).
Although more than 50 years have passed since the Brown ruling, the issue of educational
inequalities faced by students of color continues today.

Since the Brown ruling, numerous studies have revealed a persistent pattern of lower
academic achievement, higher rates of special education placements, and higher rates of
suspension and expulsion for minority students than what is typically found in populations of
White students (Baker, Hendricks, McGowan & McKechnie, 2004; Farkas, 2003; Talbert-
Johnson, 2004; Zirkel, 2005). Nationally, the 2007 National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP) test scores show African American and Hispanic students’ achievement scores in
Reading and Math were noticeably lower than achievement scores for White students. For
example, in 2007, only 46% of African American fourth-grade students, and 50% of Hispanic

fourth-grade students scored at or above the Basic proficiency level in Reading, compared to



78% of White fourth-grade students (National Assessment of Educational Progress, 2009).
Similar results were found in Reading among our nation’s eighth-grade students, and among
fourth- and eighth-grade students in Math. With regards to placement in special education
programs, previous research at the state and national levels has shown that African American
students were overrepresented in most disability categories, with the greatest disparities
occurring in categories that were based on more subjectively-determined placement criteria
(Green, 2005). These categories included mild/moderate mental retardation, emotional
disturbance, and specific learning disability, where rates of placement for African American
students were one-and-a-half to four times higher than rates of placement for White students
(Losen & Orfield, 2002). Reviews of schools’ use of disciplinary measures have revealed a highly
consistent finding of racial disproportionality in schools’ application of suspension for more than
30 years, with rates of suspension for African American students revealed as being two to three
times higher than rates for White students (Skiba, 2000). African American students were also
found to be more likely to experience harsher punishment than White students, for less-severe
offenses (Skiba, 2000). Research on rates of discipline for Hispanic students has been mixed,
with some studies finding that Hispanic students experienced higher rates of disciplinary
measures than would be expected (Gordon, Piana & Keleher, 2000), while other studies found
that Hispanic students experienced similar or lower rates of disciplinary measures than White
students (Skiba, Poloni-Staudinger, Simmons, Feggins-Azziz & Chung, 2005).

The endurance of disproportionality among minority students, both academically and with
regards to discipline, has been attributed to a wide array of causes, many of which are beyond
the control of educators. However, two areas of focus offer promise both for increasing our
understanding of the reasons for disproportionality, as well as remedying the problem: academic
engaged time and cultural competency. Academic engaged time - the amount of time students
spend involved in learning activities (Johns, Crowley & Guetzloe, 2008) - has been shown to
directly impact academic achievement as well as student behavior. There are several avenues,
both historically as well as current-day, through which the academic engaged time for minority

students has been negatively impacted. These include shortened school years (Horsford &



McKenzie, 2008), compressed school days (Smith, 2000), tracking (Mickelson, 2001), special
education placement and service provision (Blanchett, 2006), and discipline (Fenning & Rose,
2007). Interventions aimed at increasing students’ academic engaged time are likely to improve
academic and behavioral outcomes (Brophy, 1988).

Other researchers point towards improving educators’ cultural competence as an avenue
for intervention. Noting the difference between the cultures of White, middle-class teachers and
their minority, (and often low-income) students (Ukpokodu, 2002), researchers have described
how misinterpretations of culturally-based behavior can lead to interpersonal conflict and
disciplinary removal (Vavrus & Cole, 2002). Culturally responsive education and culturally
responsive classroom management, which aim to convey recognition and respect for all cultures
while acknowledging the systemic inequalities that individuals from some groups may face
(Ladson-Billings, 1995), have been proposed as approaches which offer promise in improving
outcomes for minority students. However, there is a lack of quantitative research on the
effectiveness of culturally-responsive strategies for improving students’ behavioral outcomes
(Bondy, Ross, Gallingane & Hambacher, 2007), and researchers have turned instead to the
research base on positive behavior support for evidence.

As defined by the OSEP Center on Positive Behavioral Interventions and Support, PBS is
“a general term that refers to the application of positive behavioral interventions and systems to
achieve socially important behavior change” (Sugai, Horner, Dunlap, Hieneman, Lewis, Nelson,
et. al, 2000). Originally applied to individual students with significant disabilities, the research and
practice of PBS has expanded to include applications to entire school buildings and other
complex organizations. At the school-wide level (SW-PBS), multidisciplinary teams of school
personnel meet on a regular basis to design proactive, educative, and reinforcement-based
strategies that will create an environment where appropriate behavior is more effective than
inappropriate behavior (FL PBS Project, 2008). Similar to strategies recommended in culturally
responsive classroom management, SW-PBS focuses on teaching students the behaviors that
are expected of them, making the cultural code within a school building more explicit. The

reinforcement-based strategies employed in SW-PBS achieve the dual outcomes of creating



positive interactions between students and staff, while teaching and encouraging appropriate
behavior in students. Implementation of SW-PBS has been associated with decreases in office
discipline referrals and suspensions, and improvements in school climate and academics (Barrett,
Bradshaw, & Lewis-Palmer, 2008; Horner et al., 2009; Netzel & Eber, 2003; Putnam, McCart,
Griggs, & Hoon Choi, 2009). Many of the outcomes of PBS, such as improved climate, more
positive teacher-student relationships, and decreased problem behavior, have been proposed as
ways of increasing students’ academic engaged time, as well (Greenwood, Horton, & Utley,
2002).
Rationale for the Study

While positive behavior support and culturally responsive classroom management share
many common strategies, the overlap between the two is not perfect. Proponents of culturally
responsive classroom management recommend additional strategies that are not typically
emphasized in the SW-PBS approach (Utley, Kozleski, Smith & Draper, 2002). Researchers have
also documented how implementation of SW-PBS may produce a decrease in office discipline
referrals and suspensions, but actually increase levels of disproportionality in those outcome
measures (Skiba, 2007).

In light of research showing that schools which implement SW-PBS with high levels of
fidelity experience stronger behavioral and academic outcomes (Cohen, Kincaid & Childs, 2007;
Florida’'s Positive Behavior Support Project, 2009; Putnam, McCart, Griggs, & Hoon Choi, 2009),
the current study investigated whether schools which implement SW-PBS with higher levels of
fidelity tend to have lower levels of disproportionality in their office discipline referrals and out-of-
school suspensions.
Purpose of the Study

The purpose of the present study was to investigate the rates of disproportionality in
office discipline referrals (ODRSs) and instances of out-of-school suspensions (OSS) for high-
implementing and low-implementing PBS schools. Drawing from online databases which record
and report schools’ implementation and ODR information, this study examined the risk ratios for

receiving an ODR and receiving an out-of-school suspension (OSS) for African American and



Hispanic students. This information was then compared to each school’s reported level of SW-
PBS implementation as measured by their Benchmarks of Quality score (BoQ; Cohen, et. al,
2007). The ensuing analysis provided insight into the relationship between the level of SW-PBS
implementation fidelity and levels of disproportionality in ODRs and OSS for African American
and Hispanic students.

Research Questions and Hypothesis

Research question one. What are the risk ratios for office discipline referrals and
incidents of out-of-school suspensions for African American and Hispanic students in schools that
implement SW-PBS?

Hypothesis one. Risk ratios for office referrals and suspensions for African American
students will generally indicate rates of referrals and suspensions that are higher than would be
expected given this group’s distribution in their school’s population.

Hypothesis two. Risk ratios for office referrals and suspensions for Hispanic students
will be mixed, sometimes reflecting higher and sometimes reflecting lower rates of referrals and
suspensions than would be expected given this group’s distribution in their school’s population.

Research Question two. Is there a relationship between the level of implementation of
SW-PBS and levels of disproportionality in office discipline referrals and suspensions?

Hypothesis three. Schools that implement SW-PBS with higher levels of fidelity (as
measured by a Benchmarks of Quality score of 70 or higher) will tend to have lower levels of
disproportionate referrals and/or suspensions for African American and/or Hispanic students.
Significance of the Current Study

This study built upon existing research by examining rates of disproportionality for African
American and Hispanic students in conjunction with schools’ self-reported levels of SW-PBS
implementation. Previous research involving SW-PBS and disproportionality (Skiba, 2007) has
shown that levels of disproportionality may decrease following implementation, but has also
shown that levels of disproportionality may actually increase following implementation, even as
overall rates of referrals and suspension decrease for the school as a whole. The case studies

described in prior research did not report to what degree SW-PBS was implemented, leaving the
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guestion open as to whether improved implementation fidelity resulted in lower levels of
disproportionality more frequently.

This study also added to the current field of knowledge by examining the range of
disproportionality in schools that implement SW-PBS. With some proponents of culturally
responsive classroom management turning to the literature base of SW-PBS for quantitative
support for their strategies, it is critical to know whether SW-PBS implementation (and/or the
quality of implementation) tends to be associated with more equitable distributions of referrals
and suspensions. The in-depth descriptive analysis of the current study provided school-level
data that allowed for a detailed picture of disproportionality in SW-PBS schools. This in-depth
analysis also provided information on how the picture of disproportionality may be impacted by

the availability and type of data used in schools’ calculations.



Chapter Two: Review of the Literature

Introduction

Conversations about differences between racial groups can be difficult to negotiate, and
conversations about racial inequities in education are no exception. It is not unusual for
individuals to have feelings of anxiety, defensiveness, resistance, or hostility when discussing the
topic (Ukpokodu, 2002), and these feelings can intensify when individuals misunderstand the
intent of another’s statements, or the background that gave rise to them. The following chapter
attempted to address this by briefly noting the background leading up to the Brown v. Board of
Education ruling and the actions school personnel engaged in following the decision. These
events gave rise to a brief review of the current levels of disproportionality in academic
achievement, special education placement and outcomes, and disciplinary actions and effects.
Next, educators’ attempts to explain the differences between racial groups were identified. This
was followed by a discussion of strategies that are currently thought to offer promise in remedying
the problem, including school-wide positive behavior support (SW-PBS).
Setting the Context: Brown v. Board and Desegregation

The 1954 Brown v. Board of Education ruling was a result of long-standing inequalities in
public school education. Prior to the ruling, separate schooling and the disparate conditions that
accompanied the practice existed in all regions of the United States, although many states from
the North denied that segregation was ever tolerated (Douglas, 2005). Described as “grossly
inadequate” (Fairclough, 2004), the school buildings assigned to African American students were
often inadequately equipped and in poor repair. Accounts of post Civil War era public schooling
reflect a long list of inadequacies in African American schools: hand-me-down textbooks, limited
curricula, overcrowded classrooms, a shortened school year, overage students, inadequate

transportation, unqualified teachers, significantly lower per-pupil expenditures for African



American students, and a system that supported the idea that by virtue of the color of their skin,
some students were inherently inferior to others and could not compete in wider society
(Fairclough, 2004; Horsford & McKenzie, 2008; Walker, 2001). For example, it was common for
attendance at African American students’ schools to vary according to whether a crop needed to
be planted or harvested, and crop cycles have been cited as a reason for the shortened school
year typical of some African American public schools (Horsford & McKenzie, 2008). Enrollment
records show that in 1942, 30% of the African American students in the state of Georgia were
enrolled in the first grade, evidencing the preponderance of overage students in the state at that
time (Walker, 2001). Historians have extensively documented that African American teachers
received less training, received substantially less pay than their White counterparts, were unable
to participate in timely professional development, and were responsible for a variety of tasks that
were unrelated to curriculum or instruction, such as maintaining their school’s facilities (Walker,
2001).

At the same time, however, post Civil War era schooling for African American students
was not without accomplishment. Private academies funded by the Freedman’s Bureau, the
American Mission Association, churches, philanthropists, and by the efforts of the local African
American communities, created pockets of success for their students, as evidenced by
dramatically higher rates of literacy across the South (Durham, 2003). Researchers have also
described how separate schooling afforded a degree of community and positive climate among
the students and their families (Durham, 2003). A report from a retired African American
superintendent who attended a segregated school as a child and presided as an administrator
over schools in the process of desegregation characterizes the difference between the two
conditions:

Within the segregated environment, it seems that there [was] a bit more nurturing going

on ...more ways where students would be inspired to achieve, rather than being

relegated to some back room, or down in the basement, or becoming an untouchable

within that environment with low expectations. And when people have low expectations,



they blame the victim rather than assume responsibility for their learning. (Horsford &

McKenzie, 2008, p. 450)

In regards to teacher preparation, Walker (2001) describes the ebb and flow of
professional training for teachers who were African American in the era leading up to the Brown
v. Board decision. By 1950, college training and certification of African American teachers
exceeded levels of training and certification of White teachers, with teachers who were African
American receiving 4.1 years of college education compared to teachers who were White
receiving 3.8 years of college education. In the years leading up to Brown, many districts
increased the pay of African American teachers, which some scholars have interpreted as a
gesture that was an attempt to appease advocacy groups and avoid federally legislated
desegregation. Still, in spite of these gains and the success of some African American schools,
the educational experience for an overwhelming majority of African American students was one of
substantially less quality than that experienced by White students.

The 1954 Brown v. Board of Education ruling examined the notion of “separate but equal”
as it might apply to public education, evaluating whether separate schools for African American
and White students - given comparable facilities, curricula, teacher qualifications and the like -
could ever provide for equal educational opportunities. Ultimately, the Supreme Court decided
that they could not, citing a lower court’s ruling that separate schooling affected a student’s
“...ability to study, to engage in discussions and exchange views with other students, and, in
general, to learn his profession" (Brown v. Board, 1954). As a result of the ruling, school districts
across the United States engaged in activities designed to blend the schools of African American
and White students into one cohesive educational system.

In the first decade following Brown, a great deal of attention was given to “first-
generation” desegregation issues, such as the racial distribution of schools’ student populations.
Sometimes by way of court order, districts instituted a range of strategies designed to improve the
racial balance of their student bodies, including neighborhood rezoning and mandatory busing.

Consequently, many African American schools were closed, African American teachers were laid
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off or relocated, and African American students were bused to formerly all-White schools that
were located outside of their immediate neighborhoods. Many times, African American students’
arrival at formerly all-White schools was met with resistance and resentment by other students,
teachers, administrators, and parents — bringing to light some of the historical “dirty laundry” of
racial relations in the United States (Horsford & McKenzie, 2008, p. 447; Nelson, Palonsky, &
McCarthy, 2004). Several states developed pupil placement laws, which some have argued gave
local school boards a seemingly legitimate way to perpetuate separate schooling for African
American students (Ferri & Conner, 2005). Pupil placement laws instructed local school districts
to consider factors such as student preparation, moral character, conduct, and/or health in their
decisions to place students in one school or classroom over another. In this way, many African
American students did not receive the opportunity to be schooled with White students as ordered
in Brown v. Board. Even in states that did not use pupil placement laws, many African American
students were “tracked” into classes or programs that were intended for students with lower
abilities and/or skill sets, limiting their access to the general education curriculum and instruction
in higher-order thinking skills — a practice which continues today for many minority and low-
income students (Mickelson, 2001). In fact, the use of tracking within the general education
classroom and placement in special education has been applied so disproportionately with
students of color that researchers have referred to this phenomenon as “within-school
resegregation” (Blanchett, Mumford, & Beachum, 2005; Horsford & McKenzie, 2008).
The Current Landscape: Differences in Achievement, ESE Placement, and Punishment
More than fifty years after the Brown v. Board ruling, national achievement data reflect
long-standing differences between White and minority students. National achievement measures
illustrate a persistent pattern where African American and Hispanic students score lower than
their White counterparts on standardized tests. Citing results from the National Assessment of
Educational Progress (NAEP) that dates back to 1969, Nelson et. al (2004) described a
consistent pattern of lower achievement for minority students, starting the first year the test was
administered. During the early 1970’s, African American and Hispanic students scored from 12 to

20 percent lower than White students at all grade levels, and across all subject areas. From the
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1970’s through the 1980’s, the achievement gap between White and minority students narrowed.
Since the 1990’s, although all students experienced gains in test scores, the differences between
White and minority students’ scores have remained fairly stable (Nelson et. al, 2004). As of 2007
(the last year NAEP results are available), the gap between African American and White students
was at least 26 points in all subject levels for 4" graders as well as g™ graders (Vanneman,
Hamilton, Baldwin, & Rahman, 2009). The gap between Hispanic and White students is similar in
magnitude, translating into a 9-12% difference between the average scaled score of White
students and the average scale score of minority students at both grade levels (see Table 1; Lee,
Grigg, & Dion, 2007; Lee, Grigg, & Donahue, 2007). Given these findings, it is clear that in spite
of educators’ attempts to integrate their schools, differences between White and minority

students’ educational experiences continue today.

Table 1

2007 NAEP Average Scale Scores

Mean Scale Score Reading Mean Scale Score Math
(Percent Difference (Percent Difference
compared to White Students) compared to White Students)
White Aﬁ:gﬁign Hispanic White Aﬁ:gﬁign Hispanic
Students Students Students Students
Students Students
th 203 205 222 227
4" Grade 230 (-12%) (-11%) 248 (-10%) (-9%)
th 244 247 259 265
8" Grade 270 (-10%) (-9%) 290 (-10%) (-9%)

Note. Reading scores contained in this table may be found in Lee, Grigg, & Donahue (2007), and
math scores may be found in Lee, Grigg, & Dion (2007).

Special education placements also may be examined as a domain of experiential
discrepancy. Reports from the Office of Civil Rights show that minority students have been placed
in some disability categories at a disproportional rate since the 1970’s, and literature exists that

notes the presence of disproportionality in special education (ESE) placements even further back
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in our nation’s history (Ferri & Conner, 2005). Currently, data from the National Center for
Education Statistics (NCES) show that overall ESE placements (aggregated to account for all
disability types) differ only slightly for each racial group when compared to each group’s makeup
in the K-12 population (see Figure 1). This is in line with what could be expected, in the absence
of data to indicate that one racial population is more likely to have a disability than another. Of all
students who received ESE services in 2004 (the most current year for which data are available),
approximately 60 percent were identified as White, approximately 20 percent were identified as
African American, and approximately 16 percent were identified as Hispanic (approximations
were used due to limitations in reporting; see Appendix A). These approximations are similar to
each group’s representation in the K-12 student population, which for that year was calculated to
be 58% White, 17% African American, and 19% Hispanic. However, differences between racial
groups emerge when membership in specific disability categories is considered (see Figure 2).
The percentage of students who were identified as White and receiving services for Specific
Learning Disabilities (SLD), Emotional and Behavioral Disorders (EBD), and Visual Impairment
(VI) was close to what would be expected given their percentage in the K-12 population for that
year, while the percentage of students identified as White and receiving services under Mental
Retardation (MR) was noticeably less. For instance, approximately 57% of the students receiving
services for SLD were identified as White, which is similar to the percentage of White students in
the K-12 population (58%). However, in the category of Mental Retardation (MR), only 51% of
students receiving services under that label were identified as White, which falls noticeably short
of White students’ composition in the K-12 population. For students who were identified as
African American, membership in each of the main disability categories was higher than would be
expected, with the exception of the category of Visually Impaired — a category which is defined by
specific, objective, physiologically-determined criteria. For students who were identified as
Hispanic, membership in each of the listed disability categories was less than would be expected,
with the exception of the category of SLD, which was similar to Hispanic students’ makeup in the
K-12 population (19%). It is noteworthy to consider that disproportional placement is most evident

in the disability categories for Mental Retardation (MR), and Emotional/Behavioral Disordered
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(EBD), which have been criticized as relying on relatively subjective criteria (Blanchett, 2006;
Green, 2005; Skiba, Michael, Nardo, & Peterson, 2000). The category of Visually Impaired (VI),
for which membership is decidedly objective, shows much less deviation from what would be

expected given the different groups’ distribution in the K-12 population.
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Figure 1. Comparison of percent of students enrolled in Special Education by race to percent of
students in K-12 general education by race, 2004.

Note. Based on KewalRamani, Gilbertson, Fox, & Provasnik (2007). Percentages represent an
estimation of the ESE population. See Appendix A for additional information.
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Figure 2. Comparison of enrollment in specific ESE categories by race, compared to racial
composition in the 