


	 	

	 	

 
 
Abstract 
 
Prior research finds school discipline to be a highly racialized process that contributes to 
greater inequality. While individual student level characteristics have been found to contribute 
to the likelihood of receiving an exclusionary punishment, recently there has been interest in how 
school context, primarily the racial composition, contributes to this trend. Until now, prior 
research shows that the percent black is associated with an increase in punitive disciplinary 
outcomes, yet little is known about the relationship of percent Latino and punishment. Using 
data from the Houston Independent School district, the current study examines the association of 
both individual and school level characteristics and the likelihood a student will receive 
discipline. This paper concludes that both percent black and Latino are associated with an 
increase in disciplinary actions and that the most disadvantaged students are most at risk of 
discipline controlling for other individual characteristics, while advantaged students have lower 
odds 
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Introduction	

Students of color face numerous forms of educational disadvantages.  School discipline 

coming in the form of Out-of-School (OSS) or In-school Suspensions (ISS), represents one 

source of educational disadvantage that disproportionately affects students of color, (Edwards 

2016; Morris and Perry 2016; Sikba et al. 2014). As a result, students experiencing school 

discipline face a myriad of negative consequences that affect their experiences both during their 

school careers and after they have left the educational system. Punitive school practices are 

associated with lower standardized test scores ,as well as increased likelihood of entering the 

justice system (Nicholson-Crotty, Birchmeier, and Valentine 2009; Perry and Morris 2014).   

Students subjected to exclusionary punishment, or punishment that removes them from the 

classroom, experience decrease instruction time, isolation from the greater school community, 

and could disengage students from school all together.  

Past literature has consistently identified the most frequently disciplined students. 

Students of color, particularly black students, male students, and special education students are 

most likely to receive disciplinary action (Fabelo 2011; Losen et al. 2013; Morris & Perry 2016; 

Skiba et al. 2000; Wu et al. 1982). The most disadvantaged students are those most at risk of 

experiencing disciplinary actions, which means these students face even greater forms of 

inequality through their increased exposure to the criminal justice system. Although past 

research identifies individual student-level characteristics, the literature has only recently 

explored the role of school level contexts on discipline. Specifically, the racial composition and 

the share of certain race/ethnic demographics play a powerful role of the level of discipline  in a 

school. For example, the percentage of black students in schools is associated with an increase in 

the likelihood of all students being disciplined, Black and otherwise (Edwards 2016; Welch 
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Payne 2010). This focus on racial composition has only investigated the role of Black 

populations, with very few (if any studies) exploring the impact of Latino or Hispanic students, 

even as Latino students are highly likely to face disciplinary action. Given that Latinos are the 

second largest race/ethnic group and they make up a large share of a growing number of urban 

school districts, its critical that they be incorporated into a study of discipline.   

The goal of this study is to identify the relationship of school race/ethnic composition and 

discipline by identifying the factors that are predictive of a student receiving a disciplinary 

outcome. Controlling for behavior, past research finds students of color do not misbehave more 

than white students, yet they are overrepresented in office referrals and exclusionary discipline 

outcomes (Skiba 2000; Vavrus and Cole 2002). Disparate disciplinary outcomes indicate school 

discipline is based on an unfair system of racial inequality where students of color are identified 

as more deviant than white students. Using data from the Houston Independent School District 

(HISD), I will analyze not just the individual student characteristics that play a role in discipline, 

but also how schools with different racial composition vary in their rates of disciplinary action. 

Using this unique data set, I will be able to illustrate how both disadvantaged and advantaged 

students experience discipline, as well as test whether or not the Latino population has similar 

effects on discipline as the Black population.   

Literature Review 

Individual Predictors of Discipline 

Students of color are disciplined at higher rates than white students. Controlling for 

gender, economic status, achievement, and a host of other factors, black, Latino, Native 

American, and multi-racial students are more likely than white students to experience 

disciplinary actions (Anyon 2014; Bradshaw et al. 2010; Fabelo et al. 2011; Losen and Gillispie 
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2012; Wu et al. 1982).  Black students in particular receive more office referrals and 

exclusionary disciplinary actions than white students (Fabelo et al. 2011; Skiba et al. 2014; Wald 

and Losen 2003 Wu et al. 1982).  While all students of color are disciplined more than whites, 

these patterns are particularly acute for Black students.  

Race and ethnicity are not the only individual characteristics that predict disciplinary 

action.  Gender, and special education status also predict disciplinary action, with rates highest 

among males and those receiving special education (Fabelo 2011; Losen et al. 2013; Losen and 

Gillispie 2012; Sullivan et al. 2013).   Characteristics that might reduce the likelihood of 

receiving discipline are high-levels of school aptitude, such as being gifted and talented.  

However, this is highly tied to race as White students are disproportionately tested for gifted and 

talented status (Ford 1998 & 2011; McBee 2010).  Meanwhile Black students are also 

disproportionally classified as special education, which also might explain why they are 

disciplined more than other students (Losen et al. 2013). One argument for the difference is that 

similar behaviors are deemed more acceptable among students in the GT status, such as such as 

talking out of turn, or other behaviors explained as being the consequence of a gifted brain.  

Meanwhile, the same behavior might be more policed for education students.  

School Composition and Discipline 

The percentage of black students at the school level is directly associated with 

exclusionary disciplinary outcomes. Using both state level and nationally representative data, as 

the percentage of black students increase, the use of exclusionary disciplinary outcomes also 

increases (Edwards 2016; Skiba et al 2014; Welsh and Payne 2010). While individual predictors 

of discipline are associated with disciplinary outcomes, racial composition plays an equally 

important role in discipline. The above studies illustrate that the percentage of black students in 
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schools generally increase the chances of students being disciplined.  The relationship between 

racial composition and schools signals the increased presence of black students influences 

teachers, administrators, and districts to take a more punitive approach to student behavior. In 

turn, implementing more punitive measures in these types of schools increases the chance that 

black students are exposed to the negative consequences of discipline.  

The relationship between racial composition and discipline suggests the school context is 

an important factor in the degree to which exclusionary measures are implemented. What has 

been critically understudied how discipline operates in other contexts, especially within schools 

with a sizeable Latino population. Past studies looking at racial composition have focused on 

how the percentage of black students is associated with increases in discipline, but have not 

analyzed Latino students. To address this, I will be using data from the Houston Independent 

School District (HISD) to understand how various schools racial compositions are associated 

with the likelihood a student will receive a disciplinary action. HISD is a majority-minority 

school district where the student population is primarily Latino and Black. This school district is 

an interesting site to understand school discipline because despite being a majority-minority 

school district, there are several schools with a majority white student population. The racial 

distribution of HISD allows for the exploration of school compositions that are almost all black, 

Latino, or white, as well as schools that have more of an equal distribution of racial groups.  

Theoretical Explanations for Individual and Contextual Racial Composition Disparities 

One explanation for racial disparities might be that students of color misbehave at higher 

rates than white students.   However, research does not provide evidence to support this claim.  

Both qualitative and quantitative research show that there is no evidence that black students 

misbehave more than white students (Skiba 2000; Vavrus and Cole 2002).  In an equal system, 
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misbehavior would be enforced the same way across all students. The disproportionate 

disciplinary trends for students of color point to an unfair disciplinary system implemented by 

teachers, administrators, and people in positions of power. Sociological explanations regarding 

race are more appropriate for understanding why certain groups are disciplined more than others.   

 Labeling is one major explanation for the higher rates of the racial imbalance in school 

discipline. Some argue that Black and Latino students, particularly boys, are labeled as 

delinquents by teachers, police, and other authority figures before they have actually committed 

deviant acts (Ferguson 2000; Rios 2011). This type of stigma has serious implications for how 

students of color are treated within the educational setting.  In a sense, school administrators and 

teachers punish these groups of students not for committed deeds, but for misbehavior they 

might commit. Increased surveillance and racial bias against black students are present in as 

early as preschool (Gilliam et al. 2016). Black student behaviors are monitored more closely than 

other students. The fact that black students experience racial bias in their early careers as 

students indicates persistent and long-lasting negative effects.   

While labelling in a powerful framework, it does not explain how aspects of a school may 

factor into the rates of discipline action. Specifically, some argue the racial composition of the 

school, in the form of a high relative share of Black students, may provide some “built-in” bias 

that affects all students. Segregation plays a major role in creating the conditions of schools with 

little diversity and concentrated populations of students of color. As a result of whites and 

middle-class blacks moving out of the inner city, school districts like HISD experience high 

levels of segregation, concentrated poverty, and high rates of incarceration (Massey and Denton 

1998; Quillan 2012; Sampson 2013; Wilson 1978). Schools in segregated neighborhoods also 

experience concentrated negative neighborhood effects within their schools. 
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The notion of composition creating a “racial threat”  is another explanation The notion of 

racial threat, or group threat, states that as the relative size of the black population (or any 

outgroup) increases, whites feel more threatened and impose stricter mechanisms of control as a 

response (Blalock 1967). This is often drawn on to explain patterns of racial attitudes or levels of 

inequality between places with large and small Black populations, and has been extended to 

school discipline. Under racial threat theory, as the percentage of black students increases in 

schools, the likelihood a student will be disciplined will also increase. The application of racial 

threat and discipline does not fully capture the relationship between school racial composition 

and discipline because only one “out-group” is considered.  While there is evidence of a positive 

association between discipline and the percentage of black students, this trend does not hold up 

in racially mixed schools (Edwards 2016). Edwards(2016) shows using quartiles of Black 

student, that exclusionary punishment declines for black students in racially mixed schools.   

What is also not understood is the relationship between the percentage of Latino students and 

discipline because of data limitations and the lack of a sizable Latino population to study. 

Past research indicates that the role and importance of racial composition of both districts 

and schools. The consistent increase of punishment in schools with a high percentage of black 

students represents a form of racial inequality at the contextual level, as well as greater societal 

inequality.  The contextual influences at the school level point to higher levels of social control 

aimed at not just individual black students, but to black students as a group. 

The current study asks the following research questions: 

R1:  How does the use of disciplinary action vary by student 
characteristics (e.g., race, gender, disadvantage, aptitude)? 
 
R2:  How does the use of disciplinary action vary by school racial 
composition (both the percentage of black students and the 
percentage of Latino students)? 
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While the primary focus of this research is to identify how the racialized school context 

influences the likelihood of experiencing disciplinary action, it will be necessary to control for 

individual student characteristics that also contribute.  By controlling for individual student 

characteristics that have been identified by previous research, the goal is to not only isolate and 

understand student characteristics independently but also to understand how the racial 

composition affects the chances students will experience a disciplinary outcome. Using 

hierarchal linear modeling, I will test the relationship between discipline and both individual and 

student characteristics. I hypothesize the following: 

H1:  Based on prior research, I hypothesize black, Latino, male, 
special education, and economically disadvantaged students will 
have increase odds of disciplinary action, while whites and Asians, 
and GT students will have a decrease in odds.   
 
H2: I hypothesize that and increase in both the percentage black and 
Latino will increase the odds any student will receive a disciplinary 
action. 

 

Data	and	Methods	

Data	

Data	for	this	study	comes	from	the	Houston	Independent	School	District	(HISD).		

HISD	is	the	seventh	largest	school	district	in	the	United	States,	and	the	largest	school	

district	in	Texas.		Ranging	from	pre‐K	to	the	12th	grade,	there	are	over	200,000	students	

attending	HISD	schools.		The	sample	used	for	this	study	is	the	2014‐2015	academic	school	

year,	and	includes	214,705	students	from	K	to	the	12th	grade.		Pre‐school	students	faced	

exclusionary	disciplinary	outcomes,	but	out	of	15,048	students,	only	108	experienced	

disciplinary	action.	Due	to	the	small	number	of	cases,	they	were	excluded	from	this	study.		
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HISD	as	a	majority‐minority	school	district	is	a	unique	test	site	in	understanding	

how	discipline	operates	for	several	reasons.	First,	majority‐minority	school	districts	like	

HISD	provide	variation	in	racial	composition	for	both	Black	and	Latino	populations	

allowing	for	this	study	to	compare	schools	with	higher	numbers	of	white	students	to	

almost	no	white	students.	This	provides	the	ability	to	measure	how	racial	homogeneity	

affects	the	degree	of	punitiveness	students	experience	as	a	result	of	segregated	schools.	

The	second	reason	why	HISD	as	a	majority‐minority	school	district	is	important	is	because	

public	school	students	are	increasingly	students	of	color.	The	Department	of	Education	

projects	the	population	of	white	public	school	students	will	decrease	while	the	population	

of	Latino	and	Asian	students	will	increase	substantially	by	2022	(Department	of	Education	

2014).	This	trend	ensures	that	many	urban	school	districts	across	the	country	will	

resemble	the	demographic	composition	of	HISD	in	the	future	if	they	do	not	currently	look	

like	the	district	today.	Finally,	HISD	provides	an	opportunity	to	understand	how	racial	

inequality	exists	without	the	presence	of	white	people.	Theories	of	structural	and	

institutional	racism	describes	a	society	where	historical	beliefs	of	inferiority	of	people	of	

color	are	deeply	embedded	within	the	structures	and	institutions	of	society	(Bonilla	Silva	

1997;	Feagin	2013).”	In	a	school	district	without	a	sizeable	white	population,	this	study	

tests	whether	the	increase	of	both	black	and	Latino	populations	also	increases	the	

likelihood	of	discipline	in	a	school	district	where	a	majority	of	students	are	of	color.		

Dependent	Variable					

In	order	to	understand	how	discipline	functions,	I	operationalize	disciplinary	action	

in	the	various	ways	a	student	can	face	consequences	for	misbehavior.	The	dependent	

variable	for	this	study	is	whether	a	student	faced	disciplinary	action	or	not	during	the	
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2014‐2015	school	year.		Disciplinary	action,	for	this	study,	is	defined	as	whether	a	student	

received	an	OSS,	ISS,	assignment	to	an	alternative	school	placement	(DAEP),	or	any	other	

disciplinary	actions	such	as	truancy	and	other	state‐reported	disciplinary	violations.		These	

disciplinary	actions	are	the	consequences	of	violating	both	state	and	local	school	policies,	

and	more	than	likely	remove	students	from	the	traditional	class	setting.	Disciplinary	

actions	classified	as	“other”	include	not	only	truancy,	but	also	rule	violations	by	students	

classified	as	Special	Education	but	due	to	federal	regulations	have	already	fulfilled	the	

maximum	amount	of	days	from	the	classroom.	While	these	types	of	disciplinary	

consequences	might	differ	in	severity,	collectively	they	are	important	for	providing	a	full	

understanding	of	how	discipline	varies.	

Individual	Student	Characteristics	

The	primary	goal	of	this	study	is	to	understand	the	relationship	individual	and	

school	characteristics	have	with	the	likelihood	of	facing	disciplinary	action.	Although	I	am	

unable	to	control	for	student	behavior,	a	variety	of	individual	characteristics	will	provide	

understanding	of	how	discipline	operates.		The	first	set	of	individual	variables	includes	the	

race/ethnicity	and	sex	of	the	student.	Despite	HISD	being	a	majority	minority	school	

district,	I	have	chosen	white	students	as	the	primary	reference	group.		Theoretically,	it	is	

important	to	test	whether	students	of	color	are	still	disciplined	at	higher	rates	when	

compared	to	whites,	even	though	the	majority	of	students	are	Latino	and	African	American.			

Although	female	students	experience	disciplinary	action,	past	research	identifies	discipline	

as	being	a	majority	male	phenomenon.	The	next	set	of	individual	characteristics	is	

operationalized	as	aptitude.	This	set	includes	whether	or	not	the	student	is	a	member	of	a	

special	education	program	or	GT.	While	I	hypothesize	that	gifted	and	talented	students	will	
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be	less	likely	to	face	disciplinary	action,	this	has	not	been	empirically	tested.	The	final	set	of	

individual	characteristics	attempts	to	measure	socio‐economic	status	and	comparative	

disadvantages.	The	“any	disadvantage”	variable	is	the	primary	socio‐economic	status	for	

this	study,	and	measures	whether	students	receive	either	free	or	reduced	lunch,	or	some	

additional	form	of	government	assistance.		Another	measurement	of	socio‐economic	status	

is	whether	or	not	students	are	classified	as	homeless.		These	are	important	variables	for	

research	because	they	are	the	closest	measures	of	class	available	for	research.	If	students	

who	face	economic	disadvantages	are	disciplined	more	than	those	who	do	not,	punishment	

can	be	yet	another	point	of	inequality	for	these	students.			

School	Characteristics	

The	most	important	independent	variables	are	the	racial	composition	of	schools.	

The	school	level	variables	are	the	percentage	of	black	students	and	also	the	percentage	of	

Latino	students	enrolled	in	the	school.	While	the	percentage	of	black	enrollment	is	

associated	with	an	increase	in	disciplinary	consequences	(Edwards	2016;	Skiba	et	al	2014;	

Welch	&	Payne	2010),	we	do	not	know	if	there	is	a	relationship	between	the	percentage	of	

Latino	enrollment	and	discipline.	Like	many	urban	schools	and	school	districts,	HISD	is	a	

majority‐minority	school	district.	As	a	result,	understanding	how	racial	composition	affects	

discipline	is	important	for	determining	how	racially	segregated	schools	operate.			

Analytic	Strategy	

The	primary	goal	of	this	study	is	to	understand	how	discipline	varies	by	the	racial	

composition	of	schools.	To	measure	the	effects	of	racial	composition	on	the	likelihood	of	

receiving	a	disciplinary	action,	schools	in	HISD	are	categorized	based	on	the	distribution	of	

black,	Latino,	and	white	students.	Schools	in	HISD	range	from	having	schools	that	are	
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almost	completely	black	or	Latino,	as	well	as	a	few	schools	that	are	almost	all	white,	despite	

being	in	a	district	that	is	majority‐minority.	It	was	necessary	to	create	the	following	school	

categories	to	capture	the	varied	distribution	of	students	in	HISD,	and	to	make	comparisons	

between	these	types.		The	school	racial	composition	variable	contains	schools	that	are	(1)	

75%	Black	and	above,	(2)	75%	Latino	and	above,	(3)	“Predominately	Black”	which	refers	to	

schools	where	the	student	population	is	between	55	and	74%	Black,	between	45	and	35%	

Latino,	and	a	white	population	less	than	15%,	(4)	(use	same	format	to	describe	

“Predominately	Latino/a”	which	refers	to	schools	where	the	student	population	is	between	

55	and	74%	Latino,	44‐15%	black,	with	a	white	population	less	than	15%,	or	

“Predominately	Latino,”	(5)	“Equal	Black	and	Latino”	where	the	black	and	Latino	

population	are	between	45‐55%	each,	(6)	“Racially	Mixed”	where	the	black,	Latino,	and	

white	population	are	around	20‐30%	of	the	school	population,	roughly	equal	shares,	(7)	

“Predominately	White”	where	the	white	population	ranges	between	45‐60%	and	the	black	

and	Latino	population	is	30%	or	less,	(8)	White	population	60%	and	above.	All	school	

categories	are	mutually	exclusive,	and	are	tailored	to	the	unique	composition	of	schools	in	

HISD.		

Given	the	nature	of	the	data,	I	use	hierarchal	linear	modeling	to	account	for	not	only	

the	nesting	of	students	within	schools,	but	also	to	understand	how	school‐level	factors	

operate	while	accounting	for	individual	student	characteristics.		Disciplinary	action	occurs	

within	a	localized	context	that	includes	teachers,	administrators,	and	other	factors,	so	it	is	

important	to	account	for	the	way	these	actions	cluster	within	schools.		Considering	the	

dependent	variable	is	binary	(1=has	disciplinary	action,	0=otherwise),	I	implement	a	series	

of	logistic	regression	to	measure	the	likelihood	of	facing	disciplinary	action.	
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Results	

Descriptive	Statistics	

Approximately	66,000	disciplinary	actions	occurred	during	the	2014‐2015	school	

year.	Of	the	total	HISD	population,	only	11%	of	students	received	a	disciplinary	action.	Out	

of	all	disciplinary	actions,	about	43%	were	OSS	and	52%	were	ISS.	The	remaining	

disciplinary	actions	include	4%	of	students	who	were	placed	in	an	alternative	school,	and	

almost	1%	of	students	who	were	either	truant	or	classified	as	special	education,	but	did	not	

face	a	disciplinary	action	that	removed	them	from	the	classroom.		

As	discussed	above,	HISD	is	a	majority‐minority	school	district.		HISD	schools,	on	

average,	are	62%	Latino	and	about	25%	black.	Table	1	shows	the	racial	composition	of	

students.	The	majority	of	HISD	students	attend	schools	that	are	majority	Latino.	About	40%	

of	HISD	students	attended	schools	with	a	Latino	population	that	is	75%	or	above,	while	

about	another	20%	of	students	attended	schools	that	are	predominately	Latino.	About	15%	

of	all	HISD	students	attend	schools	that	are	75%	Black	and	above	or	predominately	black.	

Smaller	percentages	of	students	attend	schools	that	have	sizeable	white	populations.		

Roughly	five	percent	of	students	attend	schools	that	have	equal	Black	and	Latino	

populations	contain	about	5%	of	all	HISD	students,	while	about	nine	percent	of	students	

attend	racially	mixed	schools.	Finally,	about	11%	of	students	attend	schools	with	white	

populations	that	are	45%	and	above.		

Table	2	shows	the	descriptive	statistics	for	several	key	variables	in	this	study	in	the	

first	column	and	the	distributions	of	these	variables	among	those	who	have	experienced	a	

disciplinary	action	(see	next	column).		This	comparison	reveals	which	characteristics	are	

over	or	under‐represented	among	disciplined	students.		HISD	is	a	“majority‐minority”	
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district.		Almost	90	percent	of	students	in	HISD	are	either	Latino	or	black,	whiles	less	than	

10	percent	are	White.		Nearly	two	thirds	of	the	students	(62	percent)	are	Latino,	however,	

they	only	represent	54	percent	of	all	disciplined	students.		Black	students	comprise	about	

25	percent	of	the	population	of	HISD,	yet	represent	41	percent	of	all	disciplined	students.		

White	students	are	also	under‐represented	in	disciplinary	actions.	They	account	for	about	

8	percent	of	the	total	student	population,	but	only	3	percent	of	disciplined	students.		

Similar	patterns	are	uncovered	across	gender	and	other	characteristics.	Male	

students	are	overrepresented	in	disciplinary	actions	at	almost	64	percent	of	disciplined	

students,	but	only	make	up	51	percent	of	the	HISD	student	body.	.		Black,	males,	students	in	

special	education,	homeless,	and	economically	disadvantaged	students	are	over‐

represented	among	disciplined	students,	while	Latino,	white,	and	GT	students	are	

underrepresented.		

The	same	trend	extends	to	aptitude,	socio‐economic	status.		Students	classified	as	

special	education	represent	7	percent	of	the	student	body,	but	account	for	13	percent	of	

disciplined	students.		Gifted	and	talented	students	are	underrepresented,	comprising	only	5	

percent	of	disciplined	students,	yet	are	15	percent	of	the	total	student	population.	

Homeless	students	are	slightly	overrepresented	at	3	percent,	while	students	classified	as	

economically	disadvantaged	are	slightly	overrepresented	at	about	79	percent,	but	only	

account	for	75	percent	of	HISD	students.			

Multilevel	Models	

Table	3	presents	a	series	of	logistic	regression	models	with	the	goal	of	

understanding	how	various	school	types	by	racial	composition,	and	independent	student	

level	characteristics	affects	disciplinary	action.	The	first	model	includes	the	school	racial	
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composition,	school	level	controls,	and	individual	student	characteristics.	Model	two	

includes	the	same	variables	as	model	one	but	with	the	interaction	of	race/ethnicity	and	

gender	to	understand	how	the	odds	of	receiving	a	disciplinary	action	varies	for	these	

particular	students	in	different	racial	contexts.		

Racial	Composition	

Model	1	shows	the	odds	of	a	student	receiving	a	disciplinary	action	by	school	racial	

composition	with	both	level	one	and	level	two	controls.	The	largest	percentage	of	students	

(40	percent)	attends	schools	that	are	75	percent	or	more	Latino,	so	I	set	this	as	the	

reference.	Compared	to	schools	with	the	large	Latino	populations,	students	attending	

schools	with	the	largest	black	populations	have	an	increase	of	about	97	percent	higher	

odds	of	receiving	a	disciplinary	action.		Students	attending	a	school	that	is	about	equally	

black	and	Latino	have	76	percent	higher	odds	of	receiving	a	disciplinary	action	compared	

to	schools	with	the	largest	Latino	populations.	Schools	with	larger	white	populations	have	a	

decrease	in	odds	compared	to	schools	with	the	largest	Latino	populations.	Students	

attending	schools	with	a	white	population	of	45‐60	percent	see	a	decrease	in	odds	of	about	

50	percent,	or	to	put	it	in	other	terms,	schools	with	the	largest	Latino	population	have	two	

times	higher	odds	(1/.50)	of	receiving	a	disciplinary	action.	Similarly,	there	is	a	decrease	in	

odds	of	receiving	a	disciplinary	action	for	students	attending	schools	with	a	white	

population	of	60	percent	and	above	of	about	70	percent,	or	to	put	another	way,	students	

attending	schools	with	the	largest	population	of	Latino	students	have	about	3.26	times	

higher	odds	of	being	disciplined	than	students	in	schools	with	the	highest	percentage	of	

white	students.	Predominately	black,	predominately	Latino,	and	racially	mixed	schools	

were	not	statistically	significant.			
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The	next	set	of	variables	measure	the	relationship	of	individual	student	

characteristics	and	discipline.	Controlling	for	other	individual	and	school	characteristics,	

Black	students	have	2.8	times	higher	odds	of	experiencing	disciplinary	action	than	white	

students.		The	odds	of	Latino	students	facing	disciplinary	action	are	about	21	percent	

higher	than	those	of	white	students.	Although	American	Indian	and	multi‐racial	students	

represent	a	small	fraction	of	the	HISD	student	body,	both	have	higher	odds	than	whites	of	

receiving	disciplinary	action	and	were	both	statistically	significant.	Asian	students,	on	the	

other	hand,	were	far	less	likely	to	experience	disciplinary	action.	White	students	were	

three	times	more	likely	to	face	disciplinary	measures	(1/.38)	than	Asian	students.	When	

compared	to	female	students,	males	face	odds	that	are	almost	two	times	higher.		

Results	for	the	aptitude	measures	align	with	past	research.	The	odds	of	students	

classified	as	special	education	are	about	11	percent	higher	than	students	who	are	not	

special	education,	while	students	who	are	classified	as	gifted/talented	have	lower	odds	

than	those	who	are	not.		The	odds	of	a	student	who	is	not	classified	as	gifted/talented	are	

2.5	(1/.393)	times	higher	than	those	who	are.	The	coefficient	for	students	who	are	not	

classified	as	limited	English	proficiency	was	not	statistically	significant,	indicating	there	is	

no	evidence	they	differ	from	other	students.				

	 The	next	model	is	the	same	as	model	1	but	with	an	interaction	between	

race/ethnicity	and	gender.	Generally,	the	coefficients	for	the	level	two	and	level	one	

variables	stay	the	same.	In	model	2,	the	odds	of	receiving	a	disciplinary	action	for	black	

students	increase	to	almost	4	times	higher	odds	than	whites.	Latino	students	have	68	

percent	higher	odds	of	receiving	a	disciplinary	action,	while	American	Indians	have	about	

two	times	higher	odds,	while	multiracial	students	have	about	a	60	percent	increase	in	odds	
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compared	to	white	students.	Compared	to	white	students,	Asian	students	have	a	decrease	

in	odds	of	68	percent,	or	to	put	it	another	way,	white	students	have	about	3.11	higher	odds	

of	receiving	a	disciplinary	action.	Figure	1	shows	the	predicted	odds	for	black,	Latino,	and	

white	male	students.	In	all	racial	contexts,	Black	male	students	receive	more	disciplinary	

action	than	both	white	and	Latino	male	students.	While	the	gap	between	black	male	

students	and	others	are	large,	the	contexts	where	this	group	has	the	highest	odds	are	in	

schools	that	are	equally	black	and	Latino,	and	in	schools	where	black	students	make	up	

over	75	percent	of	the	student	population.			

Discussion	

Schools	with	different	racial	composition	discipline	students	differently.	These	

findings	confirm	past	research	showing	the	larger	the	black	population,	the	more	likely	a	

student	will	be	disciplined	(Edwards	2016;	Skiba	et	al	2014;	Welch	and	Payne	2010).	

Schools	with	the	largest	concentration	of	black	students	are	more	punitive	than	schools	

with	the	most	Latino	students	and	implement	higher	levels	of	disciplinary	action	even	after	

controlling	for	the	number	of	incidents	per	school,	school	grade	level,	and	individual	

student	characteristics.	Students	attending	schools	that	are	75	percent	black	or	above	are	

almost	2	times	more	likely	to	receive	disciplinary	action	compared	to	schools	with	the	

largest	Latino	populations	signaling	a	trend	that	these	types	of	schools	function	under	high	

levels	of	social	control.		

Like	schools	with	large	percentages	of	black	students,	schools	with	a	high	

concentration	of	Latino	students	are	also	more	punitive	than	schools	with	larger	white	

populations.	Compared	to	schools	with	largest	numbers	of	white	students,	student	have	

three	times	higher	odds	of	being	disciplined	in	a	school	that	is	75	percent	Latino	and	above.	
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One	of	the	goals	of	this	paper	is	to	measure	how	the	presence	of	Latino	effects	the	

disciplinary	process,	and	these	finding	illustrate	schools	with	larger	Latino	populations	

discipline	more	than	schools	with	larger	white	populations.	While	a	large	portion	of	the	

literature	focused	on	differences	between	black‐white	school	contexts,	this	study’s	findings	

suggest	there	are	also	disparate	disciplinary	patterns	occurring	in	schools	that	are	largely	

Latino.			

An	unexpected	finding	is	students	attending	schools	that	are	equally	black	and	

Latino	have	odds	that	are	almost	as	high	as	students	for	students	attending	schools	that	are	

75	percent	and	above.		Schools	that	are	equally	black	and	Latino	are	also	implementing	

strict	levels	of	punitive	measures	that	are	only	slight	less	than	schools	with	the	largest	

number	of	black	students.	Although	my	data	cannot	explain	why	this	occurs,	there	could	be	

a	variety	of	explanations	at	work.	Administrators	in	equally	black	and	Latino	schools	might	

implement	higher	levels	of	punishment	because	a	perceived	conflict	between	two	

disadvantaged	social	groups.	The	stigma	of	being	black,	and	to	a	lesser	extent	Latino,	

students	together	in	one	school	could	lead	teachers	and	administrators	to	implement	strict	

discipline	policies	to	maintain	an	orderly	environment.	These	findings	show	that	when	

there	are	both	black	and	Latino	students	within	one	context,	students	face	higher	odds	of	

receiving	disciplinary	action.		

Understanding	the	relationship	between	race	composition	and	school	discipline	

requires	an	expansion	of	prior	theoretical	frameworks.	Past	research	explains	the	

relationship	of	an	increasing	black	population	an	increasing	use	of	punishment	in	schools	

as	evidence	for	racial	threat	(Welch	and	Payne	2010;	Edwards	2016).	This	research	echoes	

prior	studies,	but	racial	threat	is	not	the	appropriate	explanation	in	a	school	district	like	
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HISD	because	of	the	small	population	of	white	students.	While	the	percentage	of	Latino	

students	increases	the	odds	of	facing	disciplinary	action,	the	percentage	of	black	students	

increases	the	odds	even	higher.	These	effects	provide	evidence	for	the	movement	from	a	bi‐

racial	racial	hierarchy	to	a	tri‐racial	hierarchy	where	Latinos	hold	a	lesser	status	than	

whites,	and	blacks	occupy	the	bottom	of	the	hierarchy	rather	than	racial	threat	(Bonilla‐

Silva	2004).	While	schools	with	large	Latino	populations	clearly	implement	punitive	

measures,	schools	with	large	black	populations	implement	more	severe	disciplinary	

consequences.		

Disciplinary	action	is	a	direct	result	of	racial	segregation	in	Houston.	Although	HISD	

is	a	majority‐minority	school	district,	there	are	still	schools	with	white	population	ranging	

from	45	to	80	percent.	The	uniqueness	of	HISD’s	data	allows	for	the	comparison	of	schools	

with	different	racial	compositions	where	the	total	white	population	is	only	8	percent.	

Disciplined	students	face	negative	school	and	social	consequences	compared	to	those	who	

are	not	disciplined	and	these	findings	show	that	these	trends	occur	in	schools	with	larger	

minority	populations.	Students	attending	schools	with	large	numbers	of	black	and	Latino	

students	have	a	higher	risk	of	being	disciplined	which	concentrates	disadvantage	within	

these	particular	schools.	The	school	racial	composition	is	a	result	of	segregated	

neighborhoods	making	school	discipline	another	point	of	racial	inequality	resulting	from	

the	social	organization	of	the	city.		

Looking	at	individual	student	characteristics,	despite	attending	minority‐majority	

schools,	students	of	color	have	higher	odds	of	facing	disciplinary	action	than	whites.	After	

controlling	for	other	variables,	this	study	shows	that	black	students	have	higher	odds	of	

facing	disciplinary	action	than	whites.	Latinos	make	up	a	majority	of	the	school	district,	and	
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when	compared	to	whites,	are	also	more	likely	to	experience	disciplinary	action.	With	the	

exception	of	Asian	students,	smaller	groups	of	minority	students	also	face	an	increase	in	

odds	of	discipline.	American	Indians	and	multiracial	students	are	small	in	number,	but	are	

also	more	likely	to	face	disciplinary	measures.	These	findings	confirm	prior	research	

associating	disparate	disciplinary	outcomes	based	on	race.	Considering	the	negative	

consequences	associated	with	discipline,	these	findings	show	that	white	students	are	

advantaged	even	when	they	are	not	the	majority.		

	 While	there	are	disparate	racial	outcomes	for	students	of	color,	these	patterns	vary	

by	school	context.	In	figure	1,	black	male	students	have	consistently	higher	odds	in	every	

school	context.	This	study	finds	that	the	racial	context	of	schools	is	associated	with	the	

odds	of	any	student	receiving	a	disciplinary	action,	but	black	males	are	consistently	

disciplined	more	throughout	all	contexts.	Black	males	are	the	most	disciplined	group	in	all	

school	types,	therefore	subjecting	this	group	to	more	of	the	negative	consequences	

associated	with	exclusionary	discipline	practices.	

Examining	other	individual	characteristics	is	also	important	for	understanding	

discipline	within	schools.	Students	classified	as	special	education	are	also	more	likely	to	

experience	disciplinary	measures	when	compared	with	students	who	are	classified	as	

gifted	and	talented.		Both	populations	of	students	require	special	accommodations,	but	

differ	in	how	the	educational	system	understands	their	learning.	Special	education	students	

face	learning	disabilities	and	are	more	likely	to	experience	difficulties	in	the	classroom.	

Gifted	and	talented	students,	on	the	other	hand,	embody	more	idealized	student‐types	and	

probably	receive	the	benefits	of	positive	expectations	by	teachers,	administrators,	and	staff.	

While	it	might	have	been	assumed	that	gifted	and	talented	students	are	disciplined	less,	to	
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my	knowledge,	no	prior	study	empirically	tests	this	relationship.	The	contrast	of	special	

education	and	gifted	students	is	important	for	understanding	discipline	in	schools.	

Students	have	different	learning	styles,	and	this	research	finds	that	students	at	different	

ends	of	the	learning	spectrum	are	disciplined	at	different	rates.		

Conclusion	and	Implications	

Context	matters	when	studying	racial	inequality.	Large	numbers	of	students	of	color	

are	associated	with	the	need	to	control	or	enact	dominance	over	these	populations	

compared	to	whites.	This	study,	along	with	others	illustrates	that	consequences	of	

discrimination	or	racial	hierarchy	is	not	a	constant,	but	rather,	varies	depending	on	how	

little	or	great	the	concentration	of	minorities	exists.	My	models	have	shown	that	although	

individual	student	level	characteristics	are	important	in	understanding	school	discipline,	

the	school	context	still	plays	a	role	in	the	likelihood	of	receiving	a	disciplinary	action.	These	

findings	build	upon	Skiba’s	et	al	(2014)	conclusions	that	school	context	is	the	most	

important	point	of	study.	Future	research	should	consider	how	the	racial	composition,	

along	with	other	measures	of	school	context,	operates	in	not	just	school	discipline,	but	in	

other	processes	that	might	generate	inequalities	for	students.		

While	it	is	important	for	researchers	to	include	levels	of	disadvantage	when	

studying	inequality,	it	is	also	important	to	understand	how	advantage	operates	as	well.	For	

this	study,	I	examine	the	effects	of	gifted	and	talented	labels	on	discipline.	This	area	of	

examination	is	not	usually	included	in	studies	on	discipline,	but	it	can	counter	other	forms	

of	disadvantage.		If,	conceptually,	the	special	education	status	and	the	gifted/talented	status	

represent	opposite	ends	of	the	learning	spectrum,	it	will	be	important	for	future	studies	to	
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understand	how	perceptions	of	teachers	and	administrators	influence	the	way	these	

groups	of	students	are	disciplined.				

Although	great	efforts	were	made	to	conduct	the	most	thorough	analysis,	there	were	

a	few	limitations	during	this	study.	Like	most	educational	research,	socio‐economic	status	

is	difficult	to	measure.	A	student’s	free/reduced	lunch	status	is	not	the	best	measure	for	

disadvantage,	and	it	is	critical	for	researchers	to	continue	to	find	better	educational	

measures	of	socio‐economic	status.	Another	limitation	to	my	study	concerns	the	multiracial	

category.	My	findings	illustrate	that	this	population,	on	average,	experiences	an	increase	in	

odds	students	will	be	disciplined	compared	to	white	students.	While	there	is	a	very	small	

multiracial	population	in	HISD,	we	do	not	have	additional	information	about	which	racial	

identifications	make	up	this	category.	It	would	be	important	to	understand	if	there	are	

differences	between	students	who	have	black‐white	parents,	or	black‐Latino	parents,	

versus	white‐Asian	and	white‐Latino	parents.	Multiracial	student	populations	should	be	

included	in	future	research.	

While	the	population	of	HISD	is	similar	to	many	urban	school	districts,	another	

limitation	is	that	I	examine	one	urban	school	district.	My	findings	would	be	difficult	to	

replicate	in	cities	and	states	with	low	levels	of	Latino	populations,	or	even	in	rural	settings	

with	less	diversity.	On	the	other	hand,	the	population	makeup	of	HISD	is	indicative	of	racial	

and	class	segregation	that	is	occurring	in	many	big	cities	across	the	county.	These	findings	

can	be	useful	in	other	large	urban	school	districts	with	large	black	and	Latino	populations.				

The	findings	of	this	study	contribute	significantly	to	the	understanding	of	school	

context	in	disciplinary	action.	As	a	result,	school	officials	in	HISD	can	directly	influence	how	

discipline	occurs	in	schools	with	large	black	and	Latino	populations.	School	officials	face	a	
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difficult	balance	in	their	approach	to	discipline	in	schools.	On	the	one	hand	discipline,	

punitive	measures	such	as	suspensions,	can	be	an	effective	tool	in	maintaining	a	safe	

learning	environment.	On	the	other	hand,	this	study	confirms	past	research	that	discipline	

is	also	an	unequal	process	with	consequences	for	individual	students.	One	

recommendation	would	be	to	make	principals	and	teachers	aware	of	these	trends	in	order	

to	find	alternative	ways	to	discipline	students.		Principals	and	teachers	should	be	conscious	

of	their	respective	discipline	climate	and	explore	other	ways	to	maintain	safe	learning	

environments	while	also	addressing	behaviors	that	are	not	desirable.		A	majority	of	

disciplinary	action	in	HISD	is	the	removal	of	students	from	the	classroom	in	the	form	of	OSS	

or	ISS.	There	are	alternative	methods	of	disciplining	students	such	as	restorative	justice	

that	do	not	expose	them	to	the	harmful	effects	of	exclusionary	disciplinary	methods.			

The	second	recommendation	to	address	the	findings	of	my	study	is	for	school	

districts	like	HISD	to	implement	more	studies	like	this	to	further	understand	how	discipline	

operates.	There	are	still	facets	to	discipline	we	do	not	understand,	particularly	how	the	

school	context	is	associated	with	disciplinary	action	when	controlling	for	behavior.	Past	

research	identifies	discipline	as	a	discretionary	process	based	on	racial	bias	that	classifies	

the	actions	of	black	students	as	deviant	while	the	same	behaviors	of	other	students	are	not	

yet	more	studies	are	needed	to	understand	how	this	applies	to	the	racial	composition	of	

schools	(Skiba	et	al	2000;	Varus	and	Cole	2002).	By	analyzing	office	referrals,	or	

descriptions	of	the	incident	leading	to	the	student’s	punishment,	researchers	can	further	

isolate	the	effects	of	racial	composition	and	discipline	by	controlling	for	the	types	of	

discipline	infractions	that	can	lead	to	students	being	disciplined.		
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics on School Composition Variables in HISD 2014-2015 School Year 

Number of 
HISD Students 

Percentage of 
Students of HISD 

Students 

Number 
of 

Schools 

Seventy five  Black or Above 11,975 5.58 27 

Seventy-five Latino or Above 86,081 40.09 109 

Predominately Black (black population 55-74% black) 18,321 9.03 33 

Predominately Latino (Latino population 55-74% Latino) 44,956 20.44 56 
Equal Black and Latino (black and Latino population both 45-
55%) 

11,079 5.16 14 

Racially Mix (black, Latino, and White population between 20-
30%) 

18,354 8.55 14 

White Population between 45%-60% 9,932 4.63 14 

White Population 60% and Above 14,007 6.52 12 

 
 
 

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics for All Students in HISD 
and Among Disciplined Students in HISD 

All Students 
Disciplined 

Students 

Race/Ethnicity 

American Indian 0.19 0.19 

Asian/PI 3.66 0.72 

Black 24.88 41.44 

Hispanic 62.11 54.29 

White 8.26 2.91 

Multiracial 0.9 0.46 

Gender 

Male 50.84 63.9 

Females 49.16 36.1 

Aptitude 

Sped 7.39 12.65 

Gifted 15.4 4.66 

Economic Status 

Any Eco Disadvantage 75.49 79.03 

Homeless 2.03 3.26 

Population Size 214,705 23,922 
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Table 4. HLM Logistic Regression of Disciplinary Actions on Individual Characteristics and School 
Percentage Black and Latino   

Model 1 Model 2 

  
School and  

Individual Variables 
School and Individual 

Variables with Interaction 

Level 2 Variable: Racial Composition 
 

75% Black or Above 1.970*** 1.971** 

Predominately Black 1.441 1.441 

Predominately Latino 1.292 1.292 

Equal Black and Latino 1.761* 1.792* 

Racially Mix 0.808 0.492 

White Population between 45%-60% .498* .497* 
White Population 60% and Above (omitted 
category) 

.307*** .304*** 

75% Latino or Above (ref) 

Level 2 Controls 

Number of Incidents per School 1.001*** 1.001*** 

Elementary --- 

Intermediate 4.971*** 4.969** 

Middle 5.688*** 5.687*** 

High School 2.488*** 2.490*** 

Level 1 Controls 

American Indian 1.438* 2.057* 

Asian/PI .384*** .321*** 

Black 2.810*** 3.850*** 

Hispanic 1.206*** 1.688*** 

Multiracial 1.581*** 1.604* 

White (ref) 

Male 1.937*** 3.061*** 

Special Education Status 1.109*** 1.109*** 

Gifted & Talented Status .393*** .393*** 

Limited English Proficiency (LEP) 1.04 
1.044 

Any Economic Disadvantage 1.095*** 1.095*** 

Homeless Status 1.138* 1.138* 

Interactions 

American Indian Males 0.5888 

Asian/PI Males 1.241 

Black Males 0.631*** 

Latino Males 0.609*** 

Multiracial Males 1.007 

Constant .007*** .005*** 
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Var(_cons) 1.065 1.064 

ICC 0.245 0.244 

N 214705 214705 

Note: Odds ratios are presented.  Model 1 accounts for only level 2 
covariates, Model 2 accounts the level 2 covariates and level 2 controls. 
Model 4 accounts for effects of all level 2 and level 1 covariates 

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
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