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ABSTRACT 

 

  The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study was to examine middle 

school teachers’ perceptions of the influence that restorative practices have on African 

American students’ behavioral decisions in Grades 6 through 8. The campuses selected in 

this study have been implementing restorative practices for a minimum of one to three 

years. This phenomenological qualitative study will examine teachers’ perceptions of the 

effectiveness of restorative approaches on three different Title I campuses in a large 

suburban school district in Southeast Texas. This study included three different focus 

groups of five teachers. The guided protocol questions in this study explored the 

influences of restorative practices from the lenses of teachers who have been 

implementing such practices for one to three years.  For the purpose of the study, archival 

discipline and demographic data were utilized from each of the three Title I campuses 

identified for this study from the last three years. Findings indicated that consistency, 

relationship building, accountability, and willingness to participate were linked to the 

influence of student behavioral performance. Findings also emphasized the importance of 

implementation, ownership, and campus environment within a school culture. This study 

provides insight on the importance of restorative approaches and how they are utilized in 

recapturing African American students. 

 

KEY WORDS: Classroom management, Community circles, Discipline alternative 

educational placement (DAEP), Disproportionate placement, Epidemic, In school 

suspension (ISS), Out of school suspension (OSS), Preservice training, Restorative 

practices, The School-to-Prison pipeline, Title I school, Expulsion 
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

Houston Baptist University (HBU) was established as a vision to create a quality 

of life and learning in the renewal of Christian higher education. This vision has evolved 

into the Ten Pillars of Faith and Reason that embody the ideals and morals that HBU 

proudly represents. These Ten Pillars were derived from the collaboration of the faculty, 

staff, students, trustees, alumni, and community members. In addition, the Ten Pillars 

were designed for the purpose of leaving a lasting impact on the ever-changing world 

(”Ten Pillars,” 2018). This study aligns with HBU Pillar Six: Renew Our Campus, Renew 

Our Community, which states, “Matthew 5:13-14, 16 (NASB): You are the salt of the 

earth.… You are the light of the world. A city set on a hill cannot be hidden… Let your 

light shine before men in such a way that they may see your good works and glorify your 

father who is in heaven” (Houston Baptist University, 2018). With Pillar Six in mind, the 

researcher aims to bring awareness to the “school-to-prison pipeline” epidemic in Texas 

in order to build a consciousness effort to recapture African American students’ academic 

and behavior performances. 

Background of the Study 

Recently in the news, restorative practices have been a major discussion with a 

rising disproportionate placement of African American students being suspended from 

school or placed in an alternative learning setting due to discipline incidents (Skiba 

& Losen, 2016). School discipline, including suspension and expulsions, are not 

distributed equally across most schools’ student populations (Petrilli, 2017).  Students in 

low-income areas and students of color are more likely to receive referrals that are less 
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serious and more subjective than other students of different ethnicities (Skiba, Eckes, & 

Brown, 2010). According to Wallace, Goodkind, Wallace, and Bachman (2008), 

African Americans, Hispanics, male students and/or students who are eligible for special 

education are disciplined at substantially higher rates than their peers, leading to greater 

suspension and expulsion rates (Hashim, Strunk, & Dhaliwal, 2018).  As a result, an 

increasing number of African American special education students have been identified 

as being overrepresented with discipline infractions and court involvement (Bradshaw, 

Mitchell, O’Brennan, & Leaf, 2010). 

Texas Appleseed’s (2007) earliest school-to-prison pipeline research identified 

211 Texas school districts that showed a rate for disproportionately referring African 

American students to Disciplinary Alternative Education Programs (DAEP) for one or 

more years between 2001 and 2006. Almost a third of Texas school districts included 

overrepresented special education students in their DAEP referrals (Texas Appleseed, 

2007). Not only have African American and Hispanic students been referred to DAEP 

placements at disproportionate rates, but they have also stayed in DAEPs longer (Texas 

Appleseed, 2009).  Educational trends have demonstrated that restorative practices have 

shown a reduction in discipline infractions, resulting in more positive school cultures and 

academics (Morrison, Blood, & Thorsborne, 2005). 

Throughout the United States, restorative practice approaches have become 

increasingly popular and are viewed as a positive approach that builds community in 

classrooms and schools (Gregory et al., 2016). Restorative practices engage students in 

supportive processes where they can take responsibility for their behavior, build 

relationships, and foster community (Mirsky, 2011). Similar models, such as Positive 
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Behavior Interventions and Support (PBIS), are based on providing children with positive 

reinforcement for demonstrating appropriate behaviors through verbal and/or tangible 

praise and teaching students how to alter or adjust undesirable behaviors with appropriate 

consequences (Fowler, 2011). Both models provide an alternative approach to restoring 

the desired student behavior to the classroom setting so the student in the classroom can 

learn and flourish from the academic lessons (Jolivette, Swoszowski, Josephs, McDaniel, 

& Ennis, 2012). Restorative practices allow community-building opportunities through 

proactive and restorative circles (Clawson et al., 2016). 

However, one aspect of school-based restorative practices that has received 

almost no attention in the literature is the professional development and ongoing support 

of teachers in schools using restorative practices (Duong et al., 2019). It is important for 

teachers to receive professional development on the implementation of restorative 

approaches regarding school discipline since teachers do not receive adequate preservice 

training in classroom management within a restorative practice approach (Mayworm, 

Sharkey, Hunnicutt, & Schiedel, 2016).  For instance, being restorative involves many 

things such as practicing values that promote ideals of inclusiveness, respect, 

responsibility, honesty, compassion, love, open-mindedness, kindness, and consensus-

based decision-making (Hopkins, 2002). It is a way of being in relationship with all 

people and, in some cultures, being in relationship with all things, including nature and 

other animals (Hopkins, 2002). Thus, restorative practices embody many of the ideals of 

religious and moral thought (Alfred & Bendich, 2012).  

Restorative practices are reflected in the HBU Pillars. The implementation of 

restorative practices in schools require educators to reflect and employ best practices to 
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decrease the number of office referrals for African American students in public schools in 

order to keep them in the classroom for first-time quality instruction (Coggshall, Osher, 

& Columbi, 2013). This study will further examine the influences that restorative 

practices have on the number of office referrals with African American students.  

This chapter provides the statement of the problem, statement of purpose and 

significance, research questions, definition of terms, conceptual framework, limitations, 

delimitations, assumptions, and summary and organization of the study.  

Statement of the Problem  

School disciplinary referrals continue to gain more traction each year with a rising 

number of African American students being disproportionately disciplined for less 

serious infractions than their Caucasian counterparts (Bradshaw et al., 2010). With this in 

mind, educators must ask themselves if they are disciplining African American students 

based on discipline rules across the board or trying to change students’ behaviors and 

decisions.  Unfortunately, African American students have been at the highest risk for 

school failure even before receiving any disciplinary referrals (Bradshaw et al., 

2010). These students are most likely to receive a discipline referral that will result in an 

assignment to in-school suspension (ISS), out-of-school suspension (OSS) or a DAEP 

placement (Texas Appleseed, 2009). 

Studies have shown that restorative programs help decrease discipline referrals 

and school violence (Mayworm et al., 2016). A successful school discipline model 

focuses on all students, consists of proven research-based strategies, implements positive 

behavior expectations school wide, provides adequate training and ongoing support to 

ensure effective implementation, involves school personnel and stakeholders, and 
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conducts regular evaluation to determine the effectiveness of the program (Texas 

Appleseed, 2007).  For instance, when students are not present at school, they are missing 

core content instructional time as well as social and emotional learning skills essential for 

productive citizenship (Fisher, Frey, & Smith, 2016). Traditionally, students who receive 

discipline infractions, such as suspension and expulsion consequences, do not experience 

a dramatic change in behavior (Huang & Cornell, 2017). 

The disadvantage for African American students is that they are being suspended 

three times more than their Caucasian counterparts for their discipline 

infractions (Kinsler, 2011). According to Skiba and Peterson (1999), the African 

American student population has seen an increase in the dropout rates in schools, and 

suspension policies have been the leading factor to the educational dropout rate gap 

between African American and Caucasian students (Fisher et al., 2016).  

Statement of the Purpose and Significance  

The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study was to examine middle 

school teachers’ perceptions of the influence that restorative practices have on African 

American students’ behavioral decisions in Grades 6 through 8. This study focused on 

how restorative practices have influenced discipline infractions with African American 

students being placed in alternative learning environments outside of their academic 

setting. This study is significant since research has shown African American students in 

Texas are being disproportionately disciplined for less serious infractions and given 

harsher consequences for those infractions in comparison to Caucasian students’ 

disciplinary consequences (Texas Appleseed, 2007).  According to Texas Appleseed 

(2007), discipline referrals have caused African American students to have an 
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overwhelming number of disproportionate alternative learning placements throughout 

school districts in the state of Texas.  This study has evaluated the implementation of 

restorative practices as a model to help reduce discipline disproportionality, alternative 

discipline placements, and to increase classroom instructional time for African American 

students.  

Research Questions  

1. What are teachers’ perceptions (recognition, realization, awareness, knowledge, 

grasp, sense, impression, feeling, beliefs, thoughts, judgement) regarding the 

effects of restorative practices on students’ behavioral performances? 

2.  How has the implementation of restorative practices affected (influenced, shaped, 

changed, altered) the overall campus climate and culture? 

Definitions of Terms  

In order to gain a clear understanding of the concept employed throughout this 

research study, the following definitions are provided:    

 Classroom management. The wide variety of skills and techniques that teachers 

use to keep students organized, orderly, focused, attentive, on task, and academically 

productive during a class (Delale-O’Connor, Alvarez, Murray, & Richard Milner, 2017).  

 Community circles. This term is defined as follows: 

(a) A collaborative circle is aimed at building teamwork, respect, and positive 

behavior among students.    

(b) A safe, supportive space where all school community members can talk about 

sensitive topics, work through differences, and build consensus (Mirsky, 2014).  
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 Discipline Alternative Educational Placement (DAEP). Discipline Alternative 

Educational Placement are nontraditional environments developed to assist those students 

who (a) are at-risk for school failure, (b) display chronic or intense inappropriate 

behaviors across environments (e.g., school, home, community), or (c) are not responding 

to the requirements of traditional education environments (Jolivette et al., 2012).  

 Disproportionate placement. The number of students being placed in alternative 

learning setting from the public-school districts (Gregory et al., 2010a).  

 Epidemic. A comparison of school discipline to a widespread disease that has 

caused a difference between how discipline consequences are implemented differently 

among different ethnicities (Edelman, 2007).  

 In-school suspension (ISS). An alternative discipline approach that removes the 

student from the general classroom environment for a limited amount of time while still 

allowing the student to attend school to complete his or her content area assignments in 

an alternative, isolated location within the school (Skiba, Chung, Trachok, Baker, Sheya, 

& Hughes, 2014).  

 Out-of-school suspension (OSS). The definition for OSS includes: 

(a) An exclusionary discipline practice in which a student is removed from the 

school for part of a day or multiple days.  

  (b) Suspensions are measured by counting each incident as well as the number of 

days suspended from school (Massar, McIntosh, & Eliason, 2015).  

 Preservice training.  Training that is provided at the beginning of a new initiative 

to equip everyone with the necessary tools to be success with the implementation of that 

program (Mathur, Estes, & Johns, 2012).  
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 Restorative practices. Practices that are restorative include:  

(a)  Resolving conflict and preventing harm.  

  (b)  Enabling those who have been harmed to convey the impact of the harm to 

those responsible, and for those responsible to acknowledge this impact and take steps to 

make it right.   

  (c)  Referring to a range of methods and strategies which can be used both to 

prevent relationship-damaging incidents from occurring and to resolve them if they do 

happen (Drewery, 2007).  

 School-to-prison pipeline. A process through which students are pushed out of 

schools and into prisons. In other words, it is a process of criminalizing youth that is 

carried out by disciplinary policies and practices within schools that put students into 

contact with law enforcement. Once they are put into contact with law enforcement for 

disciplinary reasons, many are then pushed out of the educational environment and into 

the juvenile and criminal justice systems (Wilson, 2014). 

 Title I school. The Elementary and Secondary Education Act, as amended by 

every Student Succeeds Act (ESEA) provides financial assistance to local educational 

agencies (LEAs) and schools with high numbers or high percentages of children from 

low-income families to help ensure that all children meet challenging state academic 

standards. Federal funds are currently allocated through four statutory formulas that are 

based primarily on census poverty estimates and the cost of education in each state (US 

Department of Education, 2018).  

 Expulsion. This term refers to the following: 
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(a) Anyone that is being removed from an educational setting for serious or 

volatile acts of behavior.   

(b) The state of being expelled from an academic learning environment (Mizel, 

Miles, Pedersen, Tucker, Ewing, & D’Amico, 2016).  

Conceptual Framework  

The conceptual framework of this study was based on research from restorative 

justice principles. Restorative justice is a principle-based technique for responding to 

crime and wrongful incidents (Pavelka, 2013). Consequently, restorative justice has 

become a framework for creating ways to humanize justice (Umbreit, Coates, & Vos, 

2002). Furthermore, expanding the principles of restorative justice into a framework of 

practices that aid schools in balancing proactive and reactive approaches for developing a 

positive school culture and climate (Archibold, 2014). 

Recently in the United States, elementary, middle, and high schools in urban, 

suburban, and rural areas are incorporating restorative practice approaches, both to build 

relationships and to decrease incidents of misbehavior, bullying, and violence (Mirsky, 

2014). According to Mirsky (2014), restorative practices are not a discipline program, but 

rather a framework for how to approach all relationships in a school building: leadership-

to-staff, staff-to-staff, staff-to-students, and student-to-student. Restorative practices 

provide more specific proactive community-building tools, such as community circles 

(Silverman & Mee, 2018). The implementation of community circles in the classroom 

setting creates a conducive environment for all students to feel safe (Mirsky, 2014). As a 

result, teachers establish trust in their classroom community and can more effectively 

navigate students’ emotions (Silverman & Mee, 2018). 
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Restorative approaches are not only used as a method to teach students the desired 

behaviors that are expected of them, but also to teach certain concepts or strategies in a 

content area (Skiba & Losen, 2016).  For example, some teachers have incorporated 

circles to allow students the opportunity to provide feedback on their content or 

classroom management (Mirsky, 2014). The advantage of this method is that teachers are 

given a chance to improve their classroom instructional practices to better serve their 

student population (Mirsky, 2014). As a result, the students are given a chance to voice 

their concerns and, in return, take ownership for their classroom and school community 

(Mirsky, 2011). 

Historically, when a student displayed negative behaviors, the student was 

suspended and sent home (Mirsky, 2011).  According to Mirsky (2014), they were not 

held accountable, and the suspension taught them nothing.  By incorporating restorative 

approaches, students are given an opportunity to think, write, and talk about their 

behavior with their peers and teachers (Mirsky, 2014). Students can address restorative 

questions that focus on how they could have handled the situation differently (Dubin, 

2016). This process takes the student through a learning experience (Mirsky, 2014). The 

student might be aggressive at first, but through the incorporation of restorative exercises, 

students are acquiring knowledge of skills to become effective problem solvers (Skiba 

& Losen, 2016). They stop blaming others and take accountability for their actions 

(Mirsky, 2014).  

Limitations  

Lunenburg and Irby (2008) defined limitations as factors that may have an effect 

on the interpretation of the findings or on the generalizability of the results. The 
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limitations of this study included the following: the study occurred in three middle 

schools with similar characteristic in a suburban school district in Southeast Texas with 

high mobility student populations, primarily from low-income households. The 

participants interviewed were middle school teachers who have: (a) one to three years of 

training in restorative strategies, (b) implemented restorative strategies in their classroom, 

and (c) worked with African American students as the recipients of these restorative 

practices’ strategies. Therefore, the results were generalized only to those schools and 

teachers who share these characteristics.  

Delimitations  

According to Lunenburg and Irby (2008), delimitations are self-imposed 

boundaries set by the researcher on the purpose and scope of a study. Delimitations of 

this study included the following: (a) teachers’ perception and of the effects of restorative 

practices and the implementation with student behavior performance, and (b) the 

researcher selected teachers in three suburban middle schools that are classified as Title I 

with a large concentration of low-income student according to the United States 

Department of Education.  A second delimitation of the study is that the researcher only 

focused on teachers who had been trained in restorative practices from one to three years. 

As a result, there were some teachers that were excluded from the study due to the lack of 

professional training.   

The researcher is an administrator in the school district where the research is 

taking place. It is important to note that all the teachers that meet the criteria of this study 

have the option to participate.    
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Assumptions  

Lunenburg and Irby (2008) stated that assumptions are postulates, premises, and 

propositions that are accepted as operational for purposes of the research. The 

assumptions of this study included (a) the teacher or participant have a working 

understanding of restorative practices and have implemented them with validity in their 

classroom, (b) the teacher or participant replied to the interview questions honestly and 

with integrity and conveyed their perspectives with the implementation of restorative 

practices, and (c) the data reflects what the teacher or participant assumed about the 

implementation of restorative practices.  

Summary and Organization of the Study  

This chapter provided the Introduction, Background of the Study, Statement of 

the Problem, Statement of the Purpose and Significance, Research Questions, Definition 

of Terms, Conceptual Framework, Limitations, Delimitations, Assumptions, and 

Organization of the Study. Chapter II includes the Review of the Literature. Chapter III 

provides the Methodology used to conduct this phenomenological study. Chapter IV 

compromises of the Presentation and Analysis of Data, and Chapter V provides a 

Summary, Discussion, and Conclusions. 
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CHAPTER II  

Review of Literature  

The purpose of this study was to examine middle school teachers’ perceptions of 

the influence that restorative practices have on African American students’ behavioral 

decisions in Grades 6 through 8. In the last several decades, there has been an increase in 

the amount of minority students being disciplined for behavior incidents with more 

severe consequences (Kinsler, 2011). This has resulted in a level of uncertainty for 

minority middle school students’ perceptions of school personnel, according to recent 

research (“Trust Gap”).  Educational research on the disproportionate discipline of 

African American students has been ongoing for decades, yet the disparities in discipline 

are still not understood (Hilberth & Slate, 2012). 

Hilberth and Slate also expressed that educational accountability has been mostly 

focused on academic achievement and student growth. This has caused distress and 

prompted educators to focus on the decline of African American students’ academic 

performances on standardized testing.  There has been a greater concern regarding 

monitoring classroom management strategies to lessen the impact of discipline referrals 

on academic achievement (Pitre, 2014).  Nationwide, data trends have indicated an 

overwhelming number of overrepresented minorities losing classroom instructional time 

(Lindsay & Hart, 2017). Additionally, Lindsay and Hart stated that most schools 

commonly use suspensions and expulsions as a discipline consequence. These methods 

have not been effective at ensuring the safety of the schools or increasing the instruction 

in the classroom setting. 
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This study seeks to build upon the impact that restorative practices have shown to 

increase classroom instructional time for African American students. The incorporation 

of effective staff development training for school personnel will result in a decrease in 

suspension and expulsion consequences (Shahzan, Gayathri, & Vishnu Priya, 2018).  

Shahzan et al. (2018) explained that staff development is beneficial for minority students 

because it provides them with an opportunity to access classroom instructional 

time.  Race, gender, and socioeconomic status have also played a vital role in this 

national epidemic (Skiba, Michael, Nardo, & Peterson, 2002). 

According to Fergus (2019), “Poverty- disciplining is the assumption that poverty 

itself is a kind of ‘culture,’ characterized by dysfunctional behaviors that prevent success 

in school” (p.1). Students that live in low-income communities are viewed and 

characterized by their socioeconomic status. Poverty is often used as a proxy for race and 

justification for racial disparities in office referrals, academic achievement, and advance 

placement into gifted and talented classes (Fergus, 2019).  This study seeks to examine 

the impact of restorative practices on increasing student achievement for African 

American students.   

This review of the literature embodies the research pertinent to this study, which 

focuses on the overrepresentation of African American students in discipline referrals, 

restorative practice interventions, and student achievement. This chapter is organized into 

eight sections: (a) characteristics of middle school students, (b) cognitive development, 

(c) school safety, (d) discipline disparities in middle school, (e) implications of school 

discipline, (f) school-to-prison pipeline, (g) restorative practices, and (h) implications of 

using restorative practices.   
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Characteristics of Middle School Students  

The middle school level transitional period for young adolescents is a challenging 

time for students in this specific phase of their lives. Students in this phase 

usually experience a range of adjustments with independence, morals, values, and self- 

identification (Williams-Boyd, 2003). Williams-Boyd further explained that Middle 

school level students are drawn to their peers and are highly concerned with physical, 

cognitive, and social acceptance. It is important to realize that these students 

characteristically are energetic, vibrant, active, probing, and exciting to be around. As 

middle school students are exposed to different life experiences, their belief systems are 

shaped and they take on new roles, new friends, and new philosophies; middle school 

students become fixated with appearance, body frame, and peer recognition (Williams-

Boyd, 2003). Social acceptance becomes an enormous aspect for students in this stage 

of transition with feeling a sense of belonging and validation from their peers and society 

(Elias & Butler, 2005). For this reason, students might be susceptible to poor decision 

making, which can lead to unruly behaviors (Elias & Butler, 2005). In other words, this 

period for adolescences can be a “make-or-break” time in their lives because students in 

this phase are on a quest to find out, “Who Am I?” (Solodow, 1999). 

Brain Development Theory   

According to Sparks (2018), the adolescence stage of life tends to be seen by 

parents and teachers with dread. Students in this specific phase of their lives begin to 

experience puberty and are exposed to social conformity. As a result, adolescents’ 

friendships play a major role on their health and development, according to studies of 
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extended social networks (Lamblin et al., 2017).  Adolescents are likely to engage in 

risky behavior and disengage from school (Sparks, 2018). Sparks explained that this type 

of behavior is a result of chemical dopamine released in adolescents from taking risks, a 

level which is higher than what is released in a child or an adult.  In addition, due to the 

underdevelopment of the prefrontal cortex, adolescents may not make the best decisions 

or have a great sense of self control (Williams-Boyd, 2003). 

Choices that Middle School Students Make   

Transitioning from elementary to middle school can be a memorable and stressful 

time for any student. For instance, students in this chapter of life want to feel a sense of 

connectedness to the school community (Baker & Narula, 2012). According to Search 

Institute (2002, 2006), the transition from elementary to middle school is a time when 

students feel less attached to school, and their perception of caring adults at school drops 

significantly. Foulkes and Blakemore (2018) added that adolescents start developing an 

increasingly complex network of relationships amongst their peers. This form of 

interaction that an adolescent has with his or her peers varies based on the individual. 

During this stage of transition, some adolescents have reported a chronic history of 

rejection and victimization.  Furthermore, adolescents must be very selective at the 

number of friends they have and the quality of those friendships (Foulkes & Blakemore, 

2018). As a result, middle school level students experience a disconnect from the school 

and have conveyed incidents of maltreatment, such as harassment from their peers (Baker 

& Narula 2012). 

This process is equally important because adolescents need to feel understood and 

supported by their friends (Williams-Boyd, 2003). According to Foulkes and Blakemore 
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(2018), an adolescent’s friendship can have a substantial impact on their mental health 

and wellbeing and can affect both behavioral and neural responses to social 

interaction.  For example, Albert, Chen, and Steinberg (2013) explained how crime 

statistics indicate that adolescents typically commit delinquent acts in peer groups, 

whereas adults more frequently offend alone. In addition, one of the strongest predictors 

of delinquent behavior in adolescents is the affiliation with delinquent peers, an 

association that has been attributed in varying degrees to peer socialization and friendship 

choice. As a result, risk taking adolescents naturally gravitate towards one another 

(Albert et al., 2013).   

Middle School Students’ Characteristics/ Maturation   

In the past two decades, social media, television, and the movie industry has 

portrayed a blossoming perception to emerging adolescents (Williams-Boyd, 2003). The 

researcher added that this imagery has confused their individual understanding of 

themselves in a sensual manner. Furthermore, middle school youngsters are developing at 

irregular rates.  Because their hormone levels are changing, significant changes occur in 

metabolism, body growth, and sexual maturation (Williams-Boyd, 2003).  Middle school 

students begin to question themselves on their development and whether they are 

developing at an appropriate pace as their peers (Solodow, 1999). 

In the same manner, middle school students want to feel safe and secure; they also 

want to feel the free will to take risks with regard to learning as a part of their growth 

process (Elias & Butler, 2005). For example, a middle school student might challenge the 

authority of an adult to observe their reaction to that specific situation (Williams-Boyd, 

2003). For this reason, the development of middle school students is significant because 
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they start to better understand themselves and their abilities (Cohen, 1999). Cohen also 

explained that a young adolescent’s thought process shifts from a concrete thinker to an 

abstract thinker. Whereas the student becomes more of a reflective thinker and leans 

more towards ownership for their own thoughts. 

Nevertheless, this often can be overwhelming and confusing for adolescents as 

they start to sift through their involvement with different experiences and what values 

those experiences add to their own learning (Williams-Boyd, 2003).  However, during 

this developmental stage, the approval of their peers has a strong influence of their 

viewpoint of life (Williams-Boyd, 2003). As a result, middle school students tend to be 

socially vulnerable and adjust to social acceptance in early maturation.  For instance, a 

student might experiment with new slang or behaviors as they search for their position of 

a new social identity (Williams-Boyd, 2003). For this reason, a middle school student 

places a strong emphasis on their reputation due to social acceptance and the stress that 

can arise from peer pressure (Williams-Boyd, 2003).  

Consequently, middle school students experience more changes in their lives than 

at any other phase (Martinez & Zhao, 2018). In addition to the stress factors that occur 

during this bizarre phase, gender roles for middle school students start to become more 

clearly defined by society (Williams-Boyd, 2003). Youngsters seek to better understand 

their role in society and how these new expectations will emerge with their own values 

and morals (Williams-Boyd, 2003). For example, adolescent girls in this phase lose 

perspective of who they truly are and try to reinvent themselves to adapt to societal 

expectations (Williams-Boyd, 2003). As a result, they potentially compromise their 

morals, values, and credibility with their peers (Williams-Boyd, 2003). However, 
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adolescent boys tend to have better self-esteem and a positive self-concept regarding 

academics and physical appearance (Williams-Boyd, 2003). 

In a like manner, peer pressure is not the only factor that jeopardizes the 

experiences that an adolescent might endure (Elias & Butler, 2005). Factors such as 

developmental, social, cultural, familial, religious, and institutional processes together 

affect an adolescent’s outlook when it pertains to life outcomes, expanding others’ 

perceptions on how to better interact with students in this phase of their lives (Williams-

Boyd, 2003). In other words, an adolescent’s experiences play a key role in how they 

might respond behaviorally, socially, and emotionally in a society (Cohen, 1999). 

Disparities in Disciplinary Outcomes 

According to Hilberth and Slate (2012), between the ages of 12 to 14 can be a 

critical time span in a student’s life.  Hilberth and Slate stated that during this phase, most 

students begin to develop figurative concepts and conceptual ideas, and students also 

begin to struggle with moral character and family values. In the same manner, these 

students start to become more resistant to adult authority figures and can be behaviorally 

challenging (Hilberth & Slate, 2012). Therefore, this particular time span is referred to as 

“the middle school years” (Sprague, Walker, Stieber, Simonsen, Nishioka, & Wagner, 

2001).  According to Sprague et al. (2001), middle school is a period in which students 

receive the most disciplinary consequences in school. Throughout the nation, African 

American and Latino students are most likely to be the recipients of those disciplinary 

actions (Haight, Kayama, & Gibson, 2016). 

Discipline disparities have been a contributing factor to the increasingly 

overrepresentation of minority students' impact on the school-to-prison pipeline (Lindsay 
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& Hart, 2017). As a result, minorities or people of color are flooding the nation’s prisons 

(Lindsay & Hart, 2017). For example, Steinberg & Lacoe (2017) discovered that racial 

disparities in discipline begin as early as preschool, with African American students 

experiencing at least one or more punishment consequences. Furthermore, these 

disparities in discipline have been extended through elementary, middle, and high 

school (Steinberg & Lacoe, 2017). Ultimately, the gaps in discipline for minority students 

and Caucasian students have increased over time (Steinberg & Lacoe, 2017). 

On the other hand, the potential downside to this epidemic in disciplinary 

disparities can lead to more severe outcomes for the minority students (Cuellar & 

Markowitz, 2015). For example, exclusionary discipline can lead to loss of quality 

instructional time, low academic performance, and high dropout rates (Cuellar & 

Markowitz, 2015). Cuellar and Markowitz found that disruptive behavior diminishes 

academic achievement for students of the general population, inferring that suspensions 

might improve the overall academic performance of the classroom setting. At the same 

time, a recipient of even one suspension has the likelihood of experiencing academic 

failure, dropout, or being exposed to the juvenile justice system (Massar et al., 2015). 

 Suspensions place African Americans and other minority students in a vicious 

cycle that limits their opportunities from receiving a quality education that Caucasian 

students receive (Hilberth & Slate, 2012). Research has concluded that inequalities in 

discipline are the root problem for why students of all ethnic backgrounds could have 

received unjustified disciplinary consequences (Hilberth & Slate, 2012). In other words, 

the inconsistency and lack of rule enforcement have been driving factors in discipline 
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disparities that have increased the suspension and expulsion consequences in middle 

schools (Gottfredson, 1990).  

Expulsions  

 Commonly referred to as the “school-to-prison pipeline” or the “cradle-to-prison 

pipeline,” suspension and expulsion can push children out of school and into the juvenile 

justice system (Wilson, 2014). According to Mizel et al. (2016), students of 

color, male students, students from lower socioeconomic status (SES), and those who 

have disabilities, are more likely to be penalized than Caucasian female, middle and 

upper class, and able-bodied counter parts. For instance, prior researchers indicated that 

exclusionary discipline is disproportionately applied to students with disabilities relative 

to students who do not have disabilities (Sullivan, Van Norman, & Klingbeil, 2014). 

Furthermore, suspensions have increased in frequency in recent years coinciding with an 

increase in the gap in racial disproportionality (Mizel et al., 2016). 

Disciplinary exclusion is typically described as a punishment strategy; yet, from a 

behavioral perspective, these practices do not produce the functional outcome of 

punishment, which is to provide a consequence that reduces the future probability of a 

behavior (Sprague, 2018). Sprague states, “Office discipline referrals, suspensions, and 

expulsions are considered exclusionary disciplinary practices because they remove and 

exclude students from schools and classroom learning time as a punitive consequence to 

an infraction of school or classroom rules or expectations”(p.196). However, according to 

Mizel et al. (2016), students who are suspended and/or expelled, especially those who are 

repeatedly disciplined, are more likely to be held back a grade or to drop out than 

students not receiving such discipline.  
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The basic evidence of disparate impact is alarming because suspensions are 

ineffective for reducing inappropriate behavior (Sullivan et al., 2014). Consequently, 

African American and Latino students are negatively affected by disproportionate 

suspension/expulsion rates in comparison to Caucasians, whereas Asian Americans tend 

to experience a lower rate of punishment than Caucasian (Mizel et al., 2016). As a result, 

school suspension hinders academic growth and contributes to racial disparities in 

achievement, accounting for approximately one-fifth of African American-Caucasian 

differences in performance (Mizel et al., 2016).  In fact, some educators understand that if 

the classroom environment is aversive (e.g., poorly matched instruction, ineffective or 

coercive classroom management, poor teacher-student or student-student relationships, 

micro aggressions), some students will be reinforced (increased probability of removal) 

by escaping these aversive conditions (Sprague, 2018). Furthermore, the exchange 

between students and teachers suggests that cultural differences between students and 

teachers contribute to the disciplinary sanctioning of culturally marginalized students, 

whom teachers are more likely to discipline more harshly, particularly if the students 

have been disciplined before (Kennedy, Murphy, & Jordan, 2017).  

Once such students are suspended, they are more likely than their peers to be 

suspended again, potentially placing them in the small group of students who are 

repeatedly disciplined (Kennedy et al., 2017). These persistently disciplined students 

report that educators continually presume their guilt and exclude them from the learning 

environment, even when the students have not acted differently than their peers (Kennedy 

et al., 2017). It is very important for school administrators and educators to clearly 

distinguish between retribution and functional punishment (Sprague, 2018).  Most 
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importantly, exclusionary practices may be used as a temporary measure to ensure safety 

and allow learning to continue if a student becomes significantly disruptive, but it should 

not be considered an intervention (Sprague, 2018).    

Although research has documented the negative effects of corporal punishment, 

suspension, and expulsion in schools (Kennedy et al., 2017), federal laws do not regulate 

these punishments, while educators persist in using them. Even in states that have banned 

corporal punishments, excessive rates of suspension and expulsion remain (Kennedy et 

al., 2017).  Therefore, some have suggested that the overuse of exclusionary discipline 

with students of disabilities contributes to their overrepresentation in youth detention 

(Sullivan et al., 2014). This has raised a concern about the potential over-usage of 

exclusionary discipline of students with disabilities (Sullivan et al., 2014). Ultimately, the 

overall efforts to reduce the disproportionality should address both protective/risk factors 

indicative of academic engagement as well as demographic factors of race/ethnicity, 

parental education, and gender (Mizel et al., 2016).  

Out-of-School Suspension   

Out-of-school suspensions (hereafter referred to as suspensions) are used 

frequently and for many purposes throughout schools in the United States (Massar et al., 

2015).  Even though, teachers manage student behavior with a variety of approaches 

intended to terminate disruptive behaviors and deter other students from misbehaving 

(Huang & Cornell, 2018). At times, students displaying inappropriate behaviors are 

sanctioned with an out-of-school suspension (OSS) even though the practice may be 

ineffective and have questionable consequences (Huang & Cornell, 2018). According 

to Massar et al. (2015), a common assumption is that students who receive a suspension 
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will be less likely to engage in problem behavior in the future. For instance, a recipient of 

even one suspension is associated with higher likelihood of academic failure, school 

dropout, and involvement in the juvenile justice system (Massar et al., 2015).  However, 

the disparities in discipline have worsened over time (Huang & Cornell, 2018).  In 2013-

14, African American students were suspended and expelled at a rate three times greater 

than Caucasian students (U.S. Department of Education, 2014).  African American boys 

and girls have higher suspension rates than any of their peers (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2014). The overrepresentation of minority students in school suspensions is a 

consistent finding in the existing literature on school discipline (Huang & Cornell, 2018). 

Therefore, the disproportional sanctioning of African American  students must be 

considered highly serious given the growing risk factors that lead to future academic 

failure (Huang & Cornell, 2018). 

According to Skiba, Horner, Chung, Rausch, May, and Tobin (2011), some 

studies have found no significant differences in behavior between African American and 

Caucasian students, while others have reported that African American students receive 

harsher levels of punishment for less serious behavior than other students. Meanwhile, 

African American students bear the brunt of these negative consequences, even though 

they are no more likely than other groups of students to engage in unsafe or rule breaking 

behaviors at school (Gregory et al., 2010b). Designing effective alternatives to 

suspensions and targeted interventions will require an “unpacking” of racial 

disproportionality statistics to uncover the rich diversity of African American students’ 

experiences (Haight et al., 2016). Suspensions send strong socialization messages to 

students that can affect their emerging self and social identities (Haight et al., 
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2016).  However, the suspensions of African American male students can affect their 

social status within the school community and their identity development as African 

American men (Monroe, 2005). 

 It is imperative that educators understand the message that is being communicated 

to minority students when using suspensions as a discipline consequence. Children in 

this particular phase of their lives are trying to discover their social identities and self-

worth (Haight et al., 2016). Furthermore, language has a powerful impact on a child’s 

social development and how they perceive the world (Haight et al., 2016).   

Office Referrals   

Classroom management is essential to maintaining an effective classroom 

environment that is beneficial to meet students’ needs (Shahzan et al., 2018).  According 

to Gut and McLaughlin (2012), successful behavior management is crucial for successful 

academic instruction because decreasing the amount of time spent managing problematic 

behaviors increases classroom instruction time.  A teacher’s effective classroom 

management plays a vital role in keeping students in class and on task (Gut & 

McLaughlin, 2012). Some students that are classified as at-risk might pose a problem and 

become challenging for teachers because they engage in problematic behaviors frequently 

(Gut & McLaughlin, 2012). These student misbehaviors cause interruptions to the 

classroom learning environment for other students. As a result, the student is sent to the 

office with a discipline referral and loses instructional time for being disruptive (Martinez 

& Zhao, 2018). 

In middle school, discipline consequences are primary reactive and exclusive 

(Predy, McIntosh, & Frank, 2014).  According to Hilberth & Slate (2012), middle school 
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is a critical time in which students receive the most discipline consequences in 

school.  However, removing students that misbehave is beneficial to the instructional 

environment since students tend to influence each other (Gut & McLaughlin, 2012).  As 

evidence, Skiba, Peterson, and Williams (1997) discovered that 38.2% to 41.1% of 

students received at least one office discipline referral (ODR), and these students were 

referred often for disobedience, conduct, disrespect, and inappropriate physical contact. 

Consequently, middle school is a particular period in which support is needed for specific 

behavior problems so that behavior outcomes can be transformed. (Predy et al., 2014). 

For instance, providing more effective and efficient behavior support for middle school 

would be valuable to identifying problematic behaviors that are most dominant, thereby 

identifying specific areas for instruction and intervention (Predy et al., 2014).  In the 

same manner, alternatives to office discipline referrals can change the trajectory of those 

misbehaviors and lead to a positive impact on student behavior outcomes (Martinez & 

Zhao, 2018).   

In-School Suspension   

Throughout the United States, African American and Latino students are more 

likely than their Caucasian counter parts to be removed from school due to a punishment 

(Lindsay & Hart, 2017). These overrepresentations in discipline disparities have led to a 

widespread concern about the potential “school-to-prison pipeline,” in which suspensions 

and expulsions are the leading gateway to an overwhelming disproportionate amount of 

African American students into the nationwide penitentiary system (Lindsay & Hart, 

2017). Although, there is slight uncertainty that students of color and those with 

disabilities face exclusionary consequences much more often than their peers do 
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(Steinberg & Lacoe, 2017). According to Steinberg & Lacoe (2017), racial disparities in 

suspension begin as early as preschool, with African American children consisting of 

18% of the preschool enrollment; however, 48% of preschool children experience one or 

more suspensions. In 2011-2012, African American children represented 16% of the K-

12 enrollment nationwide but received 43% of multiple school suspensions that particular 

year (Lindsay & Hart, 2017). 

According to Steinberg and Lacoe (2017), gaps in suspension rates between 

African American and Caucasian students have developed over time, doubling between 

1989 and 2010. Therefore, exclusionary discipline is used too often in reaction to minor 

infractions, which are nonviolent behaviors. In spite of zero tolerance policies aimed 

to improve school culture and climate by removing students who are disorderly from the 

classroom setting, teachers and students in school with high suspensions rates feel less 

safe.  In the same manner, it has a negative effect on the retention of staff personnel and 

turnover rates. The result triggers a downward spiral in the lives of students inside and 

outside of school, leading to what Steinberg and Lacoe (2017) refer to as the “school-to-

prison pipeline epidemic”(p.49). Therefore, students who are removed from school tend 

to have lower academic achievement scores on standardized exam and are less likely to 

pass state mandated assessments. As a result, these students are more likely to repeat a 

grade, drop out of school, or become involved in the juvenile justice system (Steinberg 

& Lacoe, 2017).   

Discipline Alternative Education Placement (DAEP)  

According to Tajalli and Garba (2014), the evolution of school disciplinary 

policies mirrors the moral, spiritual, social, political, and lawful reality of more than 
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14,000 independent school districts in the United States. As a result, school districts and 

campuses from across the country have utilized a variety of resources to implement what 

they call “effective disciplinary consequences” (Tajalli & Garba, 2014). Before the mid-

1960s, corporal punishment was used as a method to rectify inappropriate behaviors 

displayed by adolescents (Tajalli & Garba, 2014). Even though this behavior was viewed 

as inhumane by society, it was not until the 1960s that social, political, and ideological 

questioning brought about change regarding corporal punishment (Schor, 1995). The 

concern with corporal punishment is positioned around the volatile damages of self-

esteem and the impact it has on a student’s academic achievement, as it contributes to 

disruptive and violent student behavior (Tajalli & Garba, 2014). In the same manner, this 

growing issue has not been as convincing for 20 U.S. states, mostly located in 

the southern part of the United States in what is called “the Bible Belt,” where the use of 

corporal punishment is still allowed (Tajalli & Garba, 2014). 

However, during the 1970s, school districts in the United States depended on 

different types of suspensions and expulsions to curtail student misbehaviors 

(Costenbader & Markson,1998). Decreasing the crime rates and school violence became 

a priority to school districts in rethinking the reconstruction of disciplinary consequences 

and the adoption of zero-tolerance policies for various infractions (Tajalli & Garba, 

2014). In 1994, the United States Congress passed and President Bill Clinton signed the 

Gun Free School Act (GFSA) that prohibited guns on school grounds (Cuellar & 

Markowitz, 2015). The objective of this Act was to reduce school violence with punitive 

disciplinary consequences, where students would be discouraged from violent behavior 

(Stader, 2004). In order for this new law to be effective, all 50 states would have to buy 
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in to the implementation of it (Tajalli & Garba, 2014). As a result, the U.S. government 

threatened to withhold federal funds from school districts that failed to implement this 

new zero-tolerance policy (Tajalli & Garba, 2014). 

On the other hand, according to Tajalli and Garba (2014), those states 

that complied with this new law would be given incentives for effective implementation 

of this nationwide policy. Accordingly, many states went beyond what was mandated in 

GFSA by expanding their coverage to a wide variety of student misconducts such as 

possession of alcohol and drugs, assault, homicide, and kidnapping. Nonetheless, the 

implementation of the GFSA differed based on each states’ criteria; a select group of 

states chose to establish alternative education programs for students that would be 

expelled or suspended. Texas, Connecticut, Hawaii and Kentucky were among the few 

states that provided Discipline Alternative Education Programs (DAEPs) as an addition 

to the zero-tolerance policies (Tajalli & Garba, 2014). 

In 1995 Texas passed a zero-tolerance policy in response to the Safe Schools Act 

(Stader, 2004). Under this Act, DAEPs would be established for students that violated 

local and state-mandated rules of conduct. The purpose of these programs was to provide 

a conducive temporary environment to meet educational and behavioral needs of students 

that have been suspended or expelled (Booker & Mitchell, 2011). Mandatory disciplinary 

actions varied based on each states’ law. Furthermore, the Act gave each school district 

the ability to determine the outcome of each student’s punishment as mandatory or 

discretionary placement based on the behavioral infraction (Tefera, Siegel-Hawley, & 

Levy, 2017).  For this reason, school districts have been referring discretionary 
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placements at an overwhelming rate for any discipline infraction they deem to be 

unacceptable according to their code of conduct (Ramey, 2015). 

In the 2005-2006 academic school year, the Texas Education Agency reported 

that almost two-thirds of the disciplinary referrals in the state of Texas were discretionary 

placements to DAEP (Texas Appleseed, 2007). A majority of those discretionary 

placements were African American and Hispanic students.  According 

to Tajalli and Garba (2014), studies on school discipline have constantly exposed the 

overrepresentation of minority students among the suspended, expelled, or otherwise 

referred to Disciplinary Alternative programs.  Some studies have suggested that the 

application of zero-tolerance policies target African American and Hispanic students 

(Skiba et al., 2002). This leads to a discussion of whether school districts are using 

disciplinary consequences as an avenue to racially discriminate against minority students 

(Ford, 2016). Nevertheless, school dynamics play a vital role in the influence of 

disciplinary actions (Lindsay & Hart, 2017). For instance, whether a school is wealthy, 

urban, rural or suburban, different factors contribute to the implementation of disciplinary 

practices such as subjective viewpoints and personnel bias (Wu, Pink, Crain, & Moles, 

1982). The result has, unquestionably, lead to the disproportionality of minority students 

in the school-to-prison pipeline track (Mallet, 2016).    

Disproportionate Consequences   

 Discipline consequences have been a widespread concern throughout the United 

States in the public-school system (Monroe, 2009). African American students are 

consistently being reprimanded and disciplined more frequently and more strictly than 

any other ethnic group (Monroe, 2009). Nevertheless, more than two decades of research 
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have documented that African American students are more likely than their Caucasian 

counterparts to receive a suspension or some type of discipline consequence (Huang & 

Cornell, 2017).  

In one of the earliest studies concerning school discipline, the Children’s Defense 

Fund (1975) reported some findings that African American students surpassed Caucasian 

students in school suspensions in various ways (Skiba et al., 2002).  Consequently, 

racial disproportionality in the use of school discipline has been a main concern since the 

findings in most studies remains consistent (Gregory, 1995). Certain situations such as 

more severe consequences for African American students or chastisement for less serious 

behavior could suggest a bias perception towards certain students (Hanssen,1998). In 

fact, the application of zero-tolerance policies is geared towards targeting minority 

students (Tajalli & Garba, 2014). In the same manner, the unlimited discipline 

discretionary power of the school districts has provided a segue to discipline 

discrimination and the school-to-prison pipeline (Tajalli & Garba, 2014). 

Furthermore, not only has discipline disproportionality been seen through the lens 

of ethnicity, but also in the perceptive of gender (Skiba et al., 2002). For instance, in 

nearly every study referring to school discipline data through the lens of gender, boys 

have exceeded girls (Skiba et al., 2002) Therefore, school personnel must begin to 

examine discipline consequences such as suspensions and expulsions to make sure 

differential discipline practices are not being applied to any student based on race, 

gender, disability, or socioeconomic status (Townsend, 2000). In short, closing the 

discipline disproportionality gap entails reshaping individual and institutional practices 

(Monroe, 2005).   
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African American vs. Caucasian  

The overrepresentation of African American students being suspended has 

become a major concern, but not as equally as disturbing as the vast number of African 

American students receiving stiffer consequences than Caucasian students (Kinsler, 

2011).  According to Kinsler (2011), during the year 2000, the proportion of African 

American students receiving at least one-day suspension increased by 120% from 1972 to 

2000, while for Caucasian students, the same measure increased by 64%. School 

suspension is a common method that is used when removing a student from the 

classroom setting for being disruptive or non-compliant for a specific number of days 

(Kinsler, 2011). This ongoing trend has been consistent across a variety of different types 

of school sanctions (Bottiani, Bradshaw, & Mendelsen, 2017). As a result, African 

American students have reported less connection to the school culture and 

climate (Bottiani et al., 2017). 

The gaps in school discipline have rapidly increased in the last four decades 

following the landmark national report that first brought a conscientious awareness to the 

racial disparities in school discipline consequences (Gregory & Weinstein, 2008). For 

example, African American students obtain discipline penalties for subjective reasons 

such as disrespect, whereas Caucasians were reprimanded less often and for more 

objective reasons such as drugs and destruction of school property (Hilberth & Slate, 

2012).  

According to Hilberth and Slate (2012), the subjective beliefs of teachers and 

school leaders may encourage the impact of African American students’ referrals and 
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consequences. Some of the findings from their study on racial discrimination in United 

States schools suggested that educators were more willing to contemplate consequences 

in assigning discipline when they recognize that the student involved could have the 

opportunity for a bright future that could be halted due to suspension or expulsion 

(Hilberth & Slate, 2012).  In other words, this places African American students in a 

vicious cycle that causes them not to be equipped to receive the same quality education as 

Caucasian students (Hilberth & Slate, 2012).  Due to the vast amount of disproportionate 

discipline that is acquired by African American students in schools, they are omitted from 

learning process within the classroom setting that other races receive through first time 

quality instruction (Pitre, 2014). Without a doubt, African American students’ lack 

of ability to be at school has played a vital role in their lack of success, thereby creating a 

larger gap in academic achievement between African American and Caucasian students 

(Gregory & Weinstein, 2004).    

Overrepresentation  

Six decades after the Brown vs. Board of Education decision, the penalties of 

desegregated schools in the United States are still topics of concern and discussion. The 

topic of penalties has been disputed among scholars and educational practitioners 

regarding the overrepresentation of minority students in regard to suspension and 

expulsions (Eitle & Eitle, 2004).  According to Eitle & Eitle (2004), research has 

consistently shown that African American students are suspended at much higher rates 

than their Caucasian peers. Nevertheless, the argument that schools use suspensions as a 

tool to discrimination against African American students has caused resegregation to 

reemerge between African American and Caucasian students (Thornton & Trent,1988). 
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For instance, African American students are three to seven times more likely than 

Caucasian students to be suspended, expelled, or receive an office discipline referral 

(Mendez & Knopf, 2003). Furthermore, ODRs have been linked to future concerns with 

rebellious behavior, drug use, and ongoing classroom disruptions (Bradshaw et al., 

2010).  Consequently, the overrepresentation of minority students and disciplinary 

consequences might potentially reflect a cultural bias embedded with the school 

discipline practices (Townsend, 2000). 

In the same manner, a potential cultural discrepancy between teachers and 

students may possibly impact the overrepresentation of African American students with 

ODRs (Bradshaw et al., 2010).  For example, a teacher that has become acclimated to a 

school community that thrives on a core set of values might interpret a cultural normative 

behavior of an African American student as being disrespectful, hostile, and challenging 

(Bradshaw et al., 2010). In other words, this cultural disparity has been known to affect 

how a teacher perceives a student’s academic capabilities (Gregory et al., 2010b). Some 

of the earliest research on the overrepresentation of minority student was conducted in 

the mid-1970s by Children’s Defense Fund (Tajalli & Garba, 2014). Even during 

that particular era, the finding suggested that school suspension rates for African 

American students were higher than their Caucasian counterparts in a variety of measures 

(Tajalli & Garba, 2014).  

Males vs. Females   

In the past couple of decades, there have been various sources of evidence 

supporting the disproportionate placement and overrepresentation of African American 

students regarding discipline referrals and expulsions (Skiba et al., 2002). However, this 
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epidemic has been a major concern with minority students across the United States. There 

appears to be a consistent amount of male students that are over-represented in 

disciplinary infractions in school discipline (Bain & Macpherson, 1990).  

According to McElderry and Cheng (2014), male students are more likely than 

female students to experience exclusionary discipline. In fact, males constitute 

about three-fourths of all disciplinary referrals (McElderry & Cheng, 2014). Males are 

suspended four times more than females for subjective offensives that are less serious 

infractions (Bain & Macpherson, 1990). Furthermore, Wallace et al. (2008) suggested 

that regardless of a student’s ethnicity, male students are more likely to be reprimanded 

for subjective disciplinary consequences than females’ students at a higher rate. There 

seems to be a trend by race and gender in the likelihood of being disciplined (Skiba et al., 

2002).  As specified by Skiba et al. (2002), African American males were 16 times more 

likely to be subjected to disciplinary consequences than Caucasian females, which places 

a stigma on African American males that the likelihood of them being suspended was 

greater than any other ethnicity. McElderry & Cheng (2014) indicated that African 

American males compared to females are more kinesthetic learners and physically active, 

which could be interpreted as an undesirable behavior within the classroom setting and 

could suggest that African American males are aggressive in nature and are perceived as 

hostile and threatening individuals.  This has led to an illusion in cultural discontinuity in 

which African American males are unjustifiably singled out for disciplinary actions 

independent of their behavior (McElderry & Cheng, 2014).  

On the other hand, Lindsay and Hart (2017) found that African American students 

might benefit academically more by being placed in a classroom setting with a teacher of 
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the same race, allowing African American students the opportunity to thrive in the 

classroom.  African American students, especially males, have been known to be the 

driving force or targeted population in the classroom setting when it pertains to multiple 

disciplinary infractions (Blad & Mitchell, 2018). Lindsay & Hart (2017) suggested 

that providing students with a diverse role model might be a preventative measure for 

them not to display disruptive behavior. In the same manner, having a teacher of the same 

race would allow the students the opportunity to build a rapport with that same-race 

teacher (Lindsay & Hart, 2017).  However, the race between students and teachers are not 

the only aspects that could affect disciplinary outcomes; a student’s gender could also 

play an enormous part (Lindsay & Hart, 2017). For this reason, educators must look 

closely at not only discipline outcomes for African Americans, Caucasians, and 

Hispanics, but they must also evaluate how to recapture these students academically and 

foster a culture and climate that will allow them to be successful (Lindsay & Hart, 

2017).   

Special Education Students  

The probability for African Americans, Hispanics, and students with disabilities 

to be excluded from the educational learning environment are at an overall high (Sullivan 

et al., 2014). Special Education students are significantly overrepresented in discretionary 

discipline placements (Texas Appleseed, 2009). Students that are categorized under the 

special education umbrella are entitled to the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 

(IDEA), which provides them with a free and appropriate education in the least restrictive 

environment (Mallett, 2016). 
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Even though special education students are protected by IDEA, they are still 

being reprimanded for less serious infractions and are being removed from the classroom 

and school setting (Mallett, 2016).  The concern with this epidemic is that special 

education students that are flooding the pipeline and juvenile justice system are 

emotionally disturbed or have learning disabilities (Mears & Aron, 2003). For example, 

special education students are two to three times more likely to commit 

offensive behaviors and to have a high relapse on that same behavior (Mallett, 2016). 

According to Mallett (in Wagner, Kutash, Duchnowski, Epstein, & Sumi, 2005), African 

American students are being diagnosed under the special education classification 

at a brisk rate consisting of a 40% likelihood of being identified with a disability. 

Throughout the history of the educational field, African American students have been 

placed in the most excessive categorizes of severe special education (Martin, Sharp-

Grier, & Smith, 2016).  As a result, these students are less likely to exit the special 

education program and return to mainstream general education (Martin et al., 2016). 

 According to O’Connor & Fernandez (2006), minority students are more likely to 

be exposed to disciplinary consequences and referred for special education services. 

Special education students represent a large portion of suspensions and expulsions within 

the student population (Mallett, 2016).  Furthermore, this poses the question of a school’s 

ability to differentiate between a student’s disability and behavior (Martin et al., 2016) 

The Brown vs Board of Education decision was put into place to provide equal 

opportunities for African Americans and minority students (Lee, 2003). However, six 

decades later, special education is being used as another form of segregation, placing 

students behind academically and limiting their future opportunities (Martin et al., 2016). 
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As noted above, there is a vast amount of evidence to support the connection between 

special education and African American students being disproportionately disciplined for 

bias offenses that are subjective. 

Implications of School Discipline 

According to Nguyen, Noguera, Adkins, and Teranishi (2019), research on the 

school discipline gaps has revealed a growing consciousness of the disproportionate 

impact on minority students. However, the public school system appears to rely heavily 

on punitive consequences as a primary discipline strategy (Gregory et al., 

2010a). Minority students, especially African American students and young males are the 

recipients of these disciplinary consequences (Rudd & Director, 2014). Furthermore, the 

use of disciplinary consequences such as suspensions, expulsions, and DAEPs can have a 

negative effect on a child (Darensbourg, Perez, & Blake, 2010). For example, out-of-

school suspension and expulsion programs are intended to provide a safe environment 

within the school from students with chronic or severe infractions that resulted in long-

term expulsion from their original educational setting (Darensbourg et al., 2010). Since 

the implementation of zero-tolerance policies, ethnic disparities have intensified as well 

as inequalities by socioeconomic status, gender, and academic ability (Monroe, 2009).  

Academic Learning Gaps 

In the last five decades, African Americans, Hispanics, Native Americans, and 

low-income students have been disregarded and continuously denied access to a quality 

education (Pitre, 2014). The disparities in academic achievement have been significantly 

different with minorities students performing low academically and primarily Caucasian 

and countless Asian American students performing on a higher spectrum of academic 
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achievement (Pitre, 2014). Additionally, this has increased the opportunity gap between 

minority and Caucasian students (Pitre, 2014). 

There are two variables that play an integral part in the environmental success of 

minority students where academic achievement can be accomplished (Darling-

Hammond, 2015). This included both “in school” and “out of school” factors that 

correlate with student achievement (Darling-Hammond, 2015). According to Pitre 

(2014), the out-of-school factors that have been identified in the literature as having an 

influence on student achievement include hunger and nutrition, parent involvement, and 

student mobility.  The in-school factors consist of quality certified teachers, rigorous 

curriculum, student engagement, and a school culture and climate of high expectations 

(Pitre, 2014). Therefore, educational practitioners in the last decade have strongly 

rejected the justifications that certain push and pull factors contribute to low academic 

performance amongst minority students. In the same manner, factors such as placing 

blame on the student, parent contribution, and community norms have been suggested as 

the causation for academic underachievement for minority students (Boykin & Noguera, 

2011). Nonetheless, these factors are beyond the students’ and parents' control, yet they 

have a lasting impact on the lack of student achievement (Boykin & Noguera, 2011).  

Pitre (2014) identifies three key factors that contribute to the opportunity gap and 

unequal schooling. These factors consist of the resegregation of schools, inadequate 

access to highly qualified teachers, and lack of access to a high-quality curriculum (Pitre, 

2014). Before the Civil Right Era, African Americans along with other minority groups 

were not allowed to attend public schools with Caucasian students due to the segregation 
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laws (Pitre, 2014).  Pitre also espoused that minority students were not exposed to the 

best textbooks, curriculum, or teachers.   

According to Pitre (2004), despite the challenges, minorities began to excel as a 

result of the civil rights movement. During this era, segregation ended, which opened 

the segue for minority students to have opportunity to have access to highly qualified 

schools, which increased their exposure to the same curriculum as their Caucasian 

counterparts. However, over time, these opportunities have gradually declined following 

the Civil Rights Era. For instance, the desegregation efforts of the 1960s afforded all 

ethnicities the opportunity to attend the same schools, which resulted in a more diverse 

school setting and equal access to the quality resources and instruction (Pitre, 2014). 

However, by the year 2000, African Americans and Hispanics were 

attending resegregated schools, which were becoming more of a norm (Pitre, 2014). Pitre 

also indicated that majority of resegregated school were predominately minority schools 

with a student population of low socioeconomic students. Therefore, finding the most 

qualified personnel to teach minority students was challenging.  Pitre (2014) asserted that 

less qualified teachers are disproportionately found in schools with greater number of 

minority and low-income students. Darling-Hammond (2015) added that this decreased 

the likelihood of students receiving instruction from a highly qualified teacher and access 

to an academically rigorous curriculum. 

The point that is most overlooked is that minority students will not have the same 

access to academic rigor or college preparatory courses (Boykin & Noguera, 2011). In 

the same manner, it limits African American and Hispanics students’ opportunity for 

being considered for advance placement courses that will deepen their knowledge and put 
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them on the pathway for college readiness (Boykin & Noguera, 2011).  However, 

minority students are overrepresented in special education and remedial courses (Texas 

Appleseed, 2009). According to Boykin and Noguera (2011), the contrary is occurring 

and minority students are not being properly prepared for college or the work force.  As 

previously stated, there are three variables that are essential to closing the academic 

achievement gap with minority students: (a) access to highly qualified teachers, (b) 

a rigorous curriculum, and (c) desegregation of public schools to receive adequate 

resources and ensure academic success (Boykin & Noguera, 2011; Darling-Hammond, 

2015; Pitre 2014).   

Special Education Discipline  

In the United States, the school system is utilized to teach academic, social, and 

behavioral skills to better prepare children to be productive citizens of society (Morgan et 

al., 2019). The focus of the school system is to educate the whole child by exposing them 

to different life experiences and giving them the necessary resources to be successful 

(Morgan et al., 2019). By the same token, schools are expected to create a safe and 

productive learning environment, where all students feel accepted socially and a sense of 

belonging (Morgan et al., 2019).  

In the same manner, schools use suspension at times as a discipline method to 

protect the well-being of students and staff (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2003). 

Most schools use suspension in the likelihood that a dangerous or disruptive behavior 

occurs that threatens the safety of others (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2003). 

However, schools have been utilizing suspensions as a technique to remove students from 

the classroom setting for less serious infractions (Morgan et al., 2019). Morgan et al., 
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(2019) stated that the student that is being suspended is losing classroom instructional 

time, dropping out of school, or being introduced to the criminal justice system at an 

early age. For instance, minority students, low income, or special education students are 

being suspended at a more rapid rate than their Caucasian counter parts (Kinsler, 

2011). This has contributed to the academic achievement gap between minority and 

Caucasian students (Morris & Perry, 2016). 

Meanwhile, special education students are also being suspended 

disproportionately, leading to the suggestion that students with disabilities are being 

discriminated against based their disability status (Morgan et al., 2019).  School 

suspension rates for students with disabilities are twice as high as those in general 

education (Morgan et al., 2019). Educators must assess what systems or processes are 

being implemented to ensure that they are being properly trained to interact with students 

with disabilities (Morgan et al., 2019).  For instance, a student with a disability might 

exhibit behavior that is disruptive and difficult to manage (Morgan et al., 2019).  

Consequently, it is important to train educators how to appropriately assist 

students with disabilities since these students spend most of their school days in the 

general education setting due to their placement in the least restrictive educational 

environment (Martinez & Zhao, 2018).  However, when disciplining a special student, 

the school district must follow the procedures outlined by the federal government under 

the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 2004 (Fowler, 2007). Therefore, a special 

education student can only be removed from his or her educational placement for no 

more than 10 days for disciplinary consequences (Morgan et al., 2019).  In a like manner, 

if the special education student’s misconduct is not correlated to their disability or a 
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direct result of the district’s failure to implement that student’s Individual Education Plan 

(IEP), then a manifestation determination must be conducted to review that student’s 

(IEP) to ensure that the disciplinary action is appropriate for the students’ disability 

(Morgan et al., 2019).   

Retention/Dropout Rates/Attendance   

The gender, race, and socioeconomic status of a student can play a vital role in the 

issue of retention, school dropout, and attendance rates (Thomas & Stockton, 2003).  The 

practice of exclusionary discipline polices such as out-of-school suspension and 

expulsions are common components of school discipline plans that have been a 

contributing factor to school dropout rates and attendance (Chu & Ready, 2018). The 

intent of these practices is aversive; they aim to punish students, discourage that same 

negative behavior from happening again, and deter other students from engaging in 

similar misbehavior (Chu & Ready, 2018).  However, the outcomes from exclusionary 

discipline have a negative effect, whereas the student’s probability of graduating from 

high school and passing his or her courses will decrease tremendously (Chu & Ready, 

2018). This raises many questions about the disproportionate use of exclusionary 

discipline and the reason certain student subgroups are more likely to experience 

suspension, such as African Americans, males, low achieving, and special education 

students (Chu & Ready, 2018). Students that are suspended more frequently have 

multiple variables that impact the reason why they are suspended. For instance, these 

students are likely to experience family or home life problems and feel a sense of 

optimism (Chu & Ready, 2018). According to Chu & Ready (2018), schools with lower 

attendance and graduation rates, higher rates of socioeconomically disadvantaged 
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students, low academic achievement, and a lower percentage of Caucasian students 

enrolled typically exhibit higher suspension rates.   

School-to-Prison Pipeline   

In Texas and surrounding states, school discipline has moved from the 

schoolhouse to the courthouse (Fowler, 2011). Many states, such as Texas have started to 

shift towards criminalizing students for misbehaving and outsourcing discipline 

consequences for students from the principal’s office to the court system (Fowler, 2011). 

In the same manner, students are being disciplined mainly at the discretion of the school 

districts since each state has mandated specific disciplinary actions in the most severe 

cases (Fowler, 2011). For example, suspensions are often the earliest signs that a student 

experiences along the pipeline (Rudd & Director, 2014).  For this reason, suspensions 

play a critical role in moving students from the schoolhouse to the jailhouse (Rudd & 

Director, 2014). 

There is a clear correlation between school suspensions and both low academic 

achievement and student dropout rates (Rudd & Director, 2014). Research has 

demonstrated a connection between student dropout rates and incarceration in the future 

(Rudd & Director, 2014). In 1975 one of the earliest investigations by the Children’s 

Defense Fund revealed that the school-to-prison pipeline epidemic was on the rise with 

African American students being suspended between two and three times higher than 

their Caucasian counterparts (Rudd & Director, 2014). This resulted in 

the denial of African American students having access to learning opportunities that 

happen in school (Townsend, 2000).  In other words, schools have become a contributing 

factor to the incarceration epidemic in the United States (Wilson, 2014). 
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Introduction to this Phenomenon 

In the last 30 years, there has been a major shift in the United States with an 

increasingly large number of students being exposed to the criminal justice system 

(Cuellar & Markowitz, 2015). The criminal justice system has seen an eruption in the 

individual rates of incarcerations (Mizel et al., 2016). By the same token, punitive 

consequences have been a contributing factor to the overrepresentation of minority 

students being disciplined for less serious offenses than their Caucasian counterparts 

(Gregory et al., 2010b). Punitive consequences have led to what is known as the “school-

to-prison pipeline” (Fowler, 2011). The idea of the school-to-prison pipeline was 

formulated in response to the overwhelming number of students being suspended for 

disciplinary infractions that were deemed criminal misbehaviors, which increased a 

child’s probability for entering the juvenile justice system that would eventually lead to 

prison incarceration (Cuellar & Markowitz, 2015). Researchers recognize the school-to-

prison pipeline as a developing concern that needs ongoing attention due to its continuing 

presence and severe consequences (Fowler, 2011). 

School administrators represent society, and they have the obligation to equip 

children with the necessary life skills they need to be productive citizens in society (Skiba 

& Peterson, 1999). However, the use of punitive consequences for student misbehaviors 

undermines that aim, even though the school-to-prison pipeline is heightened by different 

factors such as zero-tolerance policies (Skiba & Peterson, 1999). Upon the 

implementation of zero-tolerance policies, there began to be a significant increase in 

discipline referrals.  
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According to Cuellar & Markowitz (2015), a major shift increased suddenly in the 

1990s as society became more anxious about school violence and fatalities. Fear that 

school violence would increase, society abandoned restorative measures and replaced 

them with “get tough” policies. As a result, Congress established the Gun Free School 

Act of 1994 (Cuellar & Markowitz, 2015). With this law, states were required to expel 

students in possession of a firearm on school grounds for a minimum of one school year 

to ensure federal funds for public schools were not endangered (Cuellar & Markowitz, 

2015). The zero-tolerance policy mandate was geared towards addressing the possession 

of firearms and weapons on school grounds (Tajalli & Garba, 2014). Tajalli and Garba 

(2014) indicated that several amendments have been made to the policy to address other 

offenses, in which some do not pose any danger. 

By 1998, nearly 90% of all public schools were implementing zero-tolerance 

policies for possession of firearms and weapons, 88% for drugs, 87% for alcohol, 79% 

for violence, and 79% for tobacco (Tajalli & Garba, 2014). Furthermore, the policies 

address the concerns around school safety by empowering school districts to take a 

proactive role in protecting the welfare of their campuses and facilities (Tefera et al., 

2017). Today, zero-tolerance policies vary based on each districts preference and are 

specifically tailored to meet the needs of that district. 

Zero-tolerance policies can change the trajectory of a student’s consequences due 

to the inflexibility created by these rules and the harsh penalties (Tefera et al., 2017). On 

the other hand, not only are some of the rules harsh, but sometimes the consequences 

seem disproportionate to the offense that was committed (Kinsler, 2011). In other words, 

the overall purpose for zero-tolerance polices was to respond to school violence to protect 
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schools from deadly incidents such as school shootings (Tajalli & Garba, 2014). Yet, just 

as much emphasis has been placed on less serious infractions under the zero-tolerance 

policy umbrella, which has resulted in an imbalance in the distribution of consequences 

(Tajalli & Garba, 2014). For this reason, a child might be suspended for an infraction 

such as being disrespectful to an adult and ultimately placed in a disciplinary educational 

alterative placement program (Tajalli & Garba, 2014). This impacts certain student 

populations such a low income, minority students, and special needs students (Fowler, 

2011). Consequently, the school setting is serving as a gateway for children to enter the 

school-to-prison pipeline (Lindsay & Hart, 2017).    

 Minority contact with the juvenile justice system. Wilson (2014) posited that in 

the last five decades, the education system has been linked to the criminal justice system 

due to the increasing number of youth being incarcerated for various offenses. Schools 

are failing students from lower socioeconomic areas and are implicating males and 

specifically young African American males. This link reveals the unjust practices used to 

exclude these students instead of including them. The world’s population for prisoners 

only consists of 5%. Nevertheless, the United States has 25% of those world 

prisoners. People of color make up the bulk of those prisoners, and African 

Americans are six times more likely to be locked up than Caucasians (Wilson, 2014). 

Wilson (2014) added that the United States has established a culture of 

incarceration, eliminating people from society who present challenging problems, 

including those with disabilities and obsessions. In fact, the public-school system plays a 

significant role in the current prison epidemic with more than half of the 

prisoners entering the system without a high school education. During the late 1980s and 
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early 1990s, crime in urban areas spiked at an all-time high with acts of violence and 

drug-related issues beginning to raise a concern. As a result, the judicial system elevated 

penalties for juvenile delinquents (Wilson, 2014). 

A point that is often overlooked is that African American youths are referred to 

juvenile courts for delinquency adjudication at 140% greater rate than Caucasian youth 

offenders (Mallett, 2016). The accelerated rate of referrals is the justification for Boot 

Camps becoming a popular cure to help deter negative behaviors from arising and to 

decrease discipline (Wilson, 2014). Research has shown that an enormous number of 

students who attended boot camp still entered the prison system (Wilson, 2014). 

Therefore, African American and Hispanic populations represent about one-

third of the United States’ youth exposed to the juvenile justice system (Mallett, 

2016).  In fact, Mallett (2016) explained that these incarcerated youth offenders make up 

68% of the minority population, and 87% are males. In the same manner, of the minority 

students incarcerated, 60% are African American and 33% are Hispanic. These 

disparities are found in nearly all states with a greater impact on minority males than 

females. In other words, African Americans and Hispanics are more likely to be 

incarcerated than Caucasians even when there are control variables in place to prevent 

this process from taking place (Mallett, 2016).   

 Overrepresentation of African American juvenile students. According to 

Darling-Hammond (1998), W.E.B. Du Bois was right about the problem of the 

21st century. The color line still divides us. For instance, the United States educational 

system can be one of the most unequal and unfair systems in the world, with students 

routinely getting different learning opportunities based on their social status (Darling-
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Hammond, 1998). In the past three decades, the overrepresentation of 

minorities, particularly African American males, in exclusionary discipline practices such 

as suspension and expulsion have seen an all-time high (Fenning & Rose, 2007). These 

exclusionary discipline consequences have created a segue to entering the school-to-

prison pipeline (Fenning & Rose, 2007).  

As stated by Attorney General Holder, “We need to ensure that our educational 

system is a doorway to opportunity and not a point of entry to our criminal justice 

system” (Wilson, 2014, p. 51). Suspensions and expulsions have become the norm when 

dealing with school discipline to maintain submission and compliance (Wilson, 2014). In 

the same manner, some studies have argued that the use of zero-tolerance policies 

disproportionately target minority students (Tajalli & Garba, 2014). For example, in the 

2009-2010 academic year in Texas, African Americans students were 29.3% of the 

DAEP enrollment while the overall population for African American students in Texas 

was 14% (Tajalli & Garba, 2014). This shines light on the inequalities of zero-tolerance 

policies and how the implementation of these polices directly affect African American 

and minority students (Tajalli & Garba, 2014). 

Fowler (2011) proposed that discipline practices should be reviewed and 

reevaluated by each district due to the large influx of students receiving a discipline 

referral. Since the majority of those students were African American or minority 

students, this resulted in those populations being overrepresented in each category of 

discretionary expulsions from the public-school system. According to Fowler (2011), 

most of these students have expulsions for discretionary nonaggressive offensives such as 

persistent or serious misbehavior. Moreover, the students who have been disciplined or 
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involved with the court system have a greater risk of becoming involved with the juvenile 

justice system or experiencing incarceration. The public-school system is failing to 

deliver early prevention interventions to help assist school districts with this 

disproportionate epidemic (Fowler, 2011). Fowler (2011) stated that to reduce the 

outcomes from the data, the school community must collaborate as well as be more 

transparent about how discipline policies will be implemented. In short, this will provide 

school districts with a purposeful approach to reaching their desired results (Fowler, 

2011).   

 African American vs. Caucasian. Throughout the United States, African 

American and Hispanic students are more likely to receive a discipline referral than their 

Caucasian counterparts and to be removed from school as a consequence (Lindsay & 

Hart, 2017). These discipline disparities have contributed to a widespread concern known 

as the “school-to-prison pipeline” (Lindsay & Hart, 2017). Suspensions and expulsions 

lead African American students down a road to becoming disproportionately 

overrepresented and, eventually, becoming part of the nation’s prison system (Lindsay & 

Hart, 2017).  

African American students in disciplinary consequences are targeted in great 

numbers (Monroe, 2005). According to Monroe (2005), teachers confine reprimands and 

punitive consequences to African American children even when youth of other races 

engage in the same unsanctioned behavior. In the same manner, African American 

students receive harsher consequences than their peers, often for subjective infractions 

(Monroe, 2005). A point often overlooked is the negative outcome that stems from being 
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suspended or expelled, which is the loss of instructional time (Gregory & Weinstein, 

2008). 

Ford (2016) asserted that one major concern with the disparities in discipline is 

the implicit racial bias when it comes to issuing discipline consequences to African 

American versus Caucasian students.  Ford explained that when one thinks about implicit 

racial bias or racism, they usually think about the most extreme kind of hatred articulated 

in the form of a verbal altercation. However, institutional racism does not require 

malicious intent. For instance, it imitates a dominant attitude that tells us who is 

intelligent, simple minded, up to no good, and who has good intentions (Ford, 2016).   

Ford (2016) further explained that implicit racial bias provides clarity to why 

individuals in today’s society are afraid to openly confess to being racist, yet in our 

school discipline disparities, we still have racialized outcomes that appear that way. 

Regardless of how a person feels about the idea of discrimination when it comes to 

minorities and Caucasian students, the fact is that it still exists in our schools. According 

to Ford (2016), studies have found that principals who support zero-tolerance polices 

suspend more students, and African American students are disproportionately 

represented, even after controlling for socioeconomic status.  In conclusion, implicit 

racial bias could be the root of the discipline disparities that exist with African American 

students (Ford, 2016).  

 African American males vs. African American females. Throughout the nation, 

African American students are being targeted for disciplinary consequences in great 

numbers (Monroe, 2005). For instance, the African American lifestyle has been portrayed 

in frightening images of violence, drugs, anti-authoritarianism and other social 
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deficiencies (Monroe, 2005).  In 2015-2016 schools suspended 2.7 million students, 

which is about 100,000 fewer than the year prior (Blad & Mitchell, 2018). African 

American males made up about 25% of those students suspended at least once (Blad & 

Mitchell, 2018). Whereas, African American females accounted for the other 14%, even 

though they only make up 8% of the student population (Blad & Mitchell, 2018). 

School discipline has been used to criminalize African American 

students, especially males, which has increased the discipline gap between African 

Americans and other ethnicities (Monroe, 2005). In the same manner, African American 

males are being disciplined at an alarming rate with out-of-school suspensions and 

expulsions versus Caucasian students (Rudd & Director, 2014). However, in most school 

studies by gender, male students have been referred to the office and received a variety of 

different consequences at a higher rate than female students (Skiba et al., 2002). As a 

result, male students are four times more likely than female students to be referred to the 

office, suspended, or experience corporal punishment (Skiba et al., 2002). 

Furthermore, this has resulted in the loss of instructional time.  For some 

students it established a cycle of academic failure and intensified into a pattern of rule 

breaking (Gregory et al., 2010b). For this reason, it is important to examine the messages 

communicated to students being suspended regarding gender and ethnicity (Townsend, 

2000). 

It is important for educators to understand that they play a vital role in the 

discipline referral process since most of these incidents originate in the classroom 

setting (Nguyen et al., 2019). Implicit bias may influence a teacher’s expectations for 

academic success for a specific group or gender (Rudd & Director, 2014).  As noted 
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above, African American males make up only a fraction of the student population, yet 

these students are referred for discipline infractions at a much higher rate (Nguyen et al., 

2019). This increases their probability of becoming a part of the school-to-prison pipeline 

(Blad & Mitchell, 2018). Educators need to examine how implicit bias has stolen 

their ability to display compassion and connect to individuals and groups who have 

suffered the burden of inequality and injustice in society (Rudd & Director, 2014). In 

other words, to proactively address the imbalance in school discipline, educators must 

continue to identify and push back against implicit bias and address the disproportionality 

it plays in discipline consequences regarding gender and ethnicity (Rudd & Director, 

2014).   

 History of Restorative Justices  

According to Marshall (1999), the first use of the term Restorative Justice was 

initiated by Barnett (1977), referring to ideologies rising out of certain early experiments 

in the United States using mediation between victims and offenders. Since the 

development of this ideology, observers have examined restorative justice along with 

other innovative practices (Marshall, 1999).  Restorative practices, which derived 

from restorative justice, first flourished in 1994 at a school-based conference held in a 

Queensland, Australia school (Morrison et al., 2005). However, since that time, numerous 

studies in Australia, Canada, England, Wales, and the United States have proven that 

restorative justice conferencing can be exceedingly effective for responding to negative 

behaviors that are serious in nature in schools (Morrison et al., 2005). 

Restorative Practices in schools originated from the criminal justice system as a 

method in which inmates were held accountable for their crimes by facing 
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individuals that they harmed (Shah, 2012). This developed a progressive approach 

to addressing both offending and complicated behavior, which put repairing harm done to 

relationships and individuals over and above the need for transferring blame and 

dispensing consequences (Hopkins, 2002). For example, when someone commits a crime, 

the public demands for that the offender to receive severe consequences (Marshall, 

1999).  

In contrast, those who are working to reform offenders suggest that more 

attention should be focused on the victim’s needs and restoring the relationship with 

community for this restorative process to be effective (Marshall, 1999).  Nevertheless, 

restorative justice is not just a single academic theory for the criminal justice system, but 

it exemplifies the reinstatement of the offender back into society through actually 

experiencing rehabilitation by addressing the particular crime committed (Marshall, 

1999). In other words, restorative justice often referred to as restorative practices can be 

identified as a natural development into creating a healthier school culture and climate, 

which is a creative method to manage conflict resolutions (Marshall, 1999).  

Framework of Restorative Practices  

According to Hansen (2005), restorative justice practices are unlike any 

traditional approach to discipline that has existed in the school system. Usually, school 

discipline is handled by the school administrator or teacher and centered around a 

reward-based system for appropriate and inappropriate behaviors (Hansen, 2005). 

Throughout the United States, this social skill of restorative practices was formulated 

from restorative justice (Archibold, 2014). The expansion of the principles of restorative 

justice has emerged into a wide-ranging framework of practices in which proactive 
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strategies aid schools in balancing progressive and destructive behaviors that can affect 

the school culture and climate (Archibold, 2014). 

The use of restorative strategies in schools emerged roughly two decades ago in 

response to educators seeking an alternative approach to zero-tolerance policies that 

excluded minority students and those students with disabilities (Archibold, 2014). 

Restorative justice approaches are used to address student misconduct in schools and are 

comparable to the same method used in the criminal justice system that effectively 

focuses on repairing the harm triggered by a crime by connecting the offenders, victims, 

and the community (Payne & Welch, 2013). Consequently, the restorative justice 

framework is important to building and maintaining positive relationships among 

members of the school community (Payne & Welch, 2013) In other words, restorative 

approaches encourage all members of the school community to adhere to the school 

expectations and standards so that violating relationships can be avoided (Payne & 

Welch, 2013). 

Restorative Circles  

According to Mirsky (2014), Restorative Practices are not just a discipline 

program, but rather a framework for how to approach all types of relationships in the 

school setting. Implementing a restorative approach consists of embracing a mindset that 

builds community in the classroom and in the school (Mirsky, 2011). Therefore, 

restorative practices create an engaging environment where students feel safe to express 

themselves and take responsibility for their behavior (Pavelka, 2013). In the same 

manner, it provides an outlet for students to be proactive and trust the processes in place 
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to build healthy relationships and a safe environment for them to be productive citizens in 

society (Mirsky, 2011). 

Restorative circles have been utilized as a repairing relationship method for 

students to share their thoughts, feelings, or just to express their concern during 

a particular topic (Duncan & Dickie, 2013). However, gathering in a circle is a supportive 

way for students to communicate effectively by connecting on mutual terms to address 

the behavioral issues before they escalate (Schumacher, 2014). On the other hand, the 

power of the circle gives a voice even to the most challenging student (Mirsky, 2011). 

The circle can change the classroom dynamics by integrating every student into the 

classroom setting and giving them a platform to be heard (Braithwaite, 2001). 

Transforming the mindsets associated with outdated discipline practices to one associated 

with a restorative approach is critical when shifting the culture and climate within a 

school (Morrison et al., 2005). In short, the essence of restorative justice at a personal 

level and organizational level is about connecting the emotional energy that empowers, 

such that personal and organizational integrity and development can flourish (Morrison et 

al., 2005)  

Conferences   

Restorative justice has been utilized in numerous settings, but perhaps more 

frequently in the juvenile justice system and the school setting (Duncan & Dickie, 

2013).  However, restorative justice has become a framework for rationalizing ways of 

improving justice for the victim and offender (Umbreit et al., 2002). With this in mind, 

bringing both parties together to discuss the crime committed allows the victim an 

opportunity to receive an explanation and begin the healing process (Umbreit et al., 
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2002). On the other hand, the offender has a chance to be accountable to the victim and 

the community so that a resolution can take place between both parties (Umbreit et al., 

2002). Furthermore, one common restorative justice practice implemented in the school 

setting is the family group conferencing practice (Duncan & Dickie, 2013).  

Family Group Conferencing was first utilized in New Zealand in 1989 under an 

innovative and very progressive legislature (McGrath, 2002). This style of conferencing 

is not new, but it is based on the Maori traditional ways of problem solving. It 

is designed to involve family and community members in the decision making and 

problem-solving process (McGrath, 2002). Therefore, the restorative model is used in the 

school environment to focus on juveniles who cause harm to other students or property 

within the school community setting (McGrath, 2002).  

Conferencing had been used in cases of assault, property damages, infractions 

involving drugs, theft, and verbal abuse (McGrath, 2002). This process should provide 

juveniles an opportunity to see how their actions can impact the victim, take 

accountability for their actions, and discover how they can repair those 

relationships caused by the harm (McGrath, 2002). At the same time, the victim has a 

chance to tell their side of the story and share how this experience has affected them 

(McGrath, 2002). The conference concludes with an arrangement on how the harm can 

be repaired by reaching a solution (Duncan & Dickie, 2013). In short, restorative group 

conferencing emphasizes the importance of reconciliation, reparation, and 

transformation, which leads to the process of healing relationships among offenders, 

victims, and communities (Duncan & Dickie, 2013).  
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Staff Development and Implementation  

School administrators and teachers have been given the task of problem-solving 

disputes and behavior misconducts that cause a disruption to the school-wide learning 

environment (Pavelka, 2013).  Sole responsibility of school personnel is centered around 

addressing the needs of the youth (Pavelka, 2013). Educators play a vital role in 

discontinuing the school-to-prison pipeline (Coggshall et al., 2013). For instance, 

educators can intensify the impact of different factors for a student that can lead to 

learning and behavioral complications (Coggshall et al., 2013). 

On the other hand, an educator’s ability to address certain challenges for the 

students they are serving can be difficult without the right skill set and capacity 

(Coggshall et al., 2013). In fact, it can leave them unequipped to effectively address the 

diverse academic, social, and emotional learning needs of all students in order to create a 

conducive learning environment (Coggshall et al., 2013). According to Dubin (2016), 

social and emotional learning improves student behavior and decreases the use of 

disciplinary consequences. However, ensuring that educators are competent and have the 

capacity is critically important and entails focusing attention on professional learning and 

development (Coggshall et al., 2013). For example, restorative practices which stem from 

restorative justice has been used a model to provide schools with an opportunity to 

cultivate the school culture and climate by addressing discipline infractions (Pavelka, 

2013). 

Similarly, restorative justice provides educators with a collaborative resolution to 

disciplinary violations (Pavelka, 2013). Nevertheless, with student violation outcomes as 

a focus, professional learning and development enriches educators’ understanding of 
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restorative practices (Mathur et al., 2012). Therefore, by implementing these practices, 

behavioral reinforcements will occur such as teaching positive social behaviors to 

reinforce the desired behaviors and prevent problematic behaviors from arising (Mathur 

et al., 2012).  However, educators should promote the implementation of professional 

development into a practice by encouraging school administrators and teachers to reflect 

on how this practice will be utilized and applied throughout their campuses (Mathur et 

al., 2012). In addition, providing ongoing mentorship for newly hired teacher is essential 

to sustaining the effective practices and maintaining the desired schoolwide culture and 

climate (Mathur et al., 2012). As noted above, professional learning and development 

can enrich educators’ core capacities to help eliminate the school-to-prison pipeline 

(Coggshall et al., 2013).  

Implementation of Using Restorative Practices  

The educational practice of restorative justice in the public-school system has 

been a flourishing model since its first school-based conference (Morrison et al., 

2005). Restorative practices were developed to provide a more proactive approach for 

addressing disciplinary standards and providing a forum to resolve conflict peacefully 

within the school community (Morrison et al., 2005). In the same manner, this approach 

has been utilized to repair relationships, reduce safety risks, and build an empowering 

school community culture (Pavelka, 2013). 

On the other hand, in order for this model to be effective, school administrators, 

teachers, and other school personnel must buy in to this schoolwide initiative (Pavelka, 

2013). For instance, most schools that have adopted the restorative approach model have 

learned that restorative activities fall within a scale of practices which have ranged from 
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restorative conferences to peer mediation (Morrison et al., 2005). Nevertheless, these 

practices have been tremendously effective in their response to misconduct (Morrison et 

al., 2005). Nonetheless, the approach can be essentially reactive (Morrison et al., 2005). 

For this reason, restorative justice challenges the educational system with an opportunity 

to embrace civil society, while harnessing conflict as a point of growth (Morrison & 

Ahmed, 2006). In other words, transforming conflict is the result that restorative practices 

seek (Morrison & Ahmed, 2006). According to Pavelka (2013), by increasing support for 

restorative justice, challenges that arise in today’s schools will be alleviated.   

Reducing Discipline Infractions   

Far too many students are losing quality, first-time instruction outside of the 

classroom due to the lack of educational leaders implementing exclusionary approaches 

as discipline consequences (Lawrence & Hinds, 2016). Previous research has suggested a 

widespread confirmation for positive outcomes from restorative practices (McCluskey, 

2010). This alternative approach to addressing school disciplinary penalties through 

schoolwide interventions has seen evidence for improving school discipline, climate, and 

reducing discipline disparities based on ethnicities (Skiba & Losen, 2016). Addressing 

relationship building, social emotional learning approaches, and structural interventions 

within a school can shift the climate and discipline (Skiba & Losen, 2016). 

However, schools that engage in the implementation of restorative practices on 

their campuses must understand that it is more than a sophisticated program; it is a 

culture (Lawrence & Hinds, 2016). Restorative practices focus less on being reactive and 

more on developing high-quality training and skill sets for staff and students to embrace 

this paradigm shift (McCluskey, 2010). Through restorative justice, school communities 
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can acquire an alternative accountability approach resulting in the reduction of 

disciplinary consequences or the elimination of exclusionary practices by increasing 

student engagement and belongingness (Lawrence & Hinds, 2016). 

On the other hand, educators must be careful not to misinterpreting and 

miscommunicating inappropriate behavior (Lawrence & Hinds, 2016). Communication is 

an important component and essential when implementing restorative justice strategies 

(Lawrence & Hinds, 2016). Educators must utilize the classroom setting to teach the 

desired behavior expectations (Hansen, 2005).  In fact, a whole school approach to 

restorative practices involves incorporating all levels of school life, daily interactions, 

and shifting the environment (Hansen, 2005). Therefore, restorative practices can only be 

effective if they are integrated in the school system with fidelity (Hansen, 2005). In other 

words, the essence of integrating the restorative approach is not necessarily the adoption 

of one specific practice, but rather a set of principles at every phase of the process 

(Pavelka, 2013).  

Teaching Life Skills  

According to Archibold (2014), restorative justice is not mainly about forgiveness 

and reconciliation.  Instead, the emphasis is placed on making amends or repairing 

relationships that have become broken due to wrongdoing or harm committed (Archibold, 

2014). In fact, Kaveney and Drewery (2011) argued that restorative practices in schools 

provided a less confrontational approach to resolving discipline issues and focused more 

on relational practice. With this in mind, restorative practices provide people with an 

outlet on the appropriate way to work with others to resolve conflict or differences that 

might arise (Kaveney & Drewery, 2011). For instance, restorative circles can be an 
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impromptu method to diffuse a situation quickly and to get students to discuss what they 

were thinking when they misbehave (Shah, 2012). However, the outcome for restorative 

approaches is for everyone to feel safe, to belong, to be respected and have a positive and 

healthy relationship with their peers (McCluskey, 2010). On the other hand, social and 

emotional learning skills play a vital role in building the students’ skill set to manage 

their emotions, appreciate diverse perspectives, make appropriate decisions, and handle 

interpersonal situations successfully (Skiba & Losen, 2016). Nevertheless, these 

proactive approaches are designed to manage relationships and resolve conflict, which is 

a significant life skill that will be useful in the future (Morrison et al., 2005). In short, 

restorative practices might help educate our children for democracy by giving them the 

literacy to live in a civil society and adapt to this ever-changing world (Braithwaite, 

2001).    

Creating a Voice for Students   

In the United States, approximately two decades ago, the emerging of restorative 

justice practices began to take shape in response to educators seeking an alternative 

method to zero-tolerance policies that ostracized minorities and students with disabilities 

(Archibold, 2014). Restorative practices were a means to support students and teach them 

how to take accountability for their behavior as well as expose them to different proactive 

relationship building skills (Mirsky, 2011). Nevertheless, the primary purpose of 

restorative approaches was designed to build a positive learning environment so that 

students could receive the necessary academic and cultural support (Archibold, 

2014). However, challenging the mindset and then the behavior is where the true shift in 

culture begins (Morrison et al., 2005). According to Morrison & Ahmed (2006), 
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restorative justice seeks to provide emotional and social resolution that affords healing, 

reparation, and reintegration. In the same manner, restorative practices have much to 

offer to those individuals involved and their communities (Morrison & Ahmed, 2006). 

The goal is to give voice to all individuals affected; it provides a platform for each party 

to address their social and emotional tension (Morrison & Ahmed, 2006). It is important 

to teach students' expectations and to personalize the restorative approach as a basis for 

developing excellence and equity so that all students receive the support they need to be 

successful (Archibold, 2014).  

Restored Relationships  

 According to Hansen (2005), restorative justice is an effective intervention used 

to help cope with violence as it seeks to restore stability to the power imbalances that 

have transpired as result of violence. However, wrongdoers often try using avoidance by 

putting the responsibility off on others (McGrath, 2002). Nonetheless, restorative 

practices in discipline allow individual students the opportunity to better understand how 

one’s choices can impact others in the school community and beyond (Archibold, 2014). 

For example, restorative approaches open the door for healing and rebuilding of 

relationships, while focusing on the harmed individual (Lawrence & Hinds, 2016). In the 

same manner, this approach emphasizes a plan requiring the student to face the person 

harmed to assist with reconciling the relationship (Lawrence & Hinds, 2016).  

Summary 

 This chapter provided a review of the research. This chapter consisted of the 

following sections: Characteristics of Middle School Students, Brain Development 

Theory, Discipline Disparities in Middle School, Disproportionate Consequences, 



64 

 

Implications of School Discipline, School to Prison Pipeline, Restorative Practices, and 

Implications of Using Restorative Practices. Chapter III includes the methodology that 

was used to conduct the study. Chapter IV presents the Findings of the study, while 

Chapter V presents the Discussion and Implications.  
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CHAPTER III 

Methodology 

The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study was to examine middle 

school teachers’ perceptions of the influence that restorative practices have on African 

American students’ behavioral decisions in Grades 6 through 8. For this study, restorative 

practices were defined as resolving conflict and preventing harm.  This chapter includes 

the following components: research design, context and setting, participants, 

instrumentation, data collection, provision for trustworthiness, researcher bias, data 

analysis and organization of the study.  

Statement of the Purpose and Significance 

The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study was to examine middle 

school teachers’ perceptions of the influence that restorative practices have on African 

American students’ behavioral decisions in Grades 6 through 8. This study focused on 

how restorative practices have influenced discipline infractions with African American 

students being placed in alternative learning environments outside of their academic 

setting. This study is significant since research has shown African American students in 

Texas are being disproportionately disciplined for less serious infractions and given 

harsher consequences for those infractions in comparison to Caucasian students’ 

disciplinary consequences (Texas Appleseed, 2007).  According to Texas Appleseed 

(2007), discipline referrals have caused African American students to have an 

overwhelming number of disproportionate alternative learning placements throughout 

school districts in the state of Texas.  This study has evaluated the implementation of 

restorative practices as a model to help reduce discipline disproportionality, alternative 
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discipline placements, and to increase classroom instructional time for African American 

students. 

Research Questions 

1.  What are teachers’ perceptions (recognition, realization, awareness, knowledge, 

grasp, sense, impression, feeling, beliefs, thoughts, judgement) regarding the 

effects of restorative practices on students’ behavioral performance? 

2.  How has the implementation of restorative practices affected (influenced, shaped, 

changed, altered) the overall campus climate and culture? 

Research Design 

The researcher conducted a phenomenological qualitative study to examine the 

influence of the effectiveness of restorative practices on three Title 1 campuses with 

similar demographics. According to Creswell and Poth (2016), a phenomenological study 

focuses on describing what several individuals have in common based on their lived 

experiences. The researchers look for universal themes of the participants’ individual 

experiences.  Lunenburg and Irby (2008) also stated that phenomenological research 

design concentrates on understanding the phenomena through the participants’ eyes and 

experiences. With this in mind, the researcher explored the perceptions of teachers with 

one to three years of training and implementation of restorative practices in the classroom 

setting. In this study, archival data from TEA (PEIMS) was used to determine if 

restorative practices reduce disciplinary consequences with African American students at 

Title 1 campuses that effectively implement these strategies.   

 

 



67 

 

Context and Setting   

The context and setting in which the researcher conducted the study included one 

large suburban school district in Southeast, Texas. Currently this school district has 91 

campuses, more than 16,000 employees, and over 100,000 students; and the district is 

continuously building schools and support facilities due to the ongoing rapid growth. For 

the purpose of the study, only three of the 19 middle schools will be selected.  

School A is a Title I school composed of approximately 80% Hispanic students, 

15% African American students, and 6% Caucasian students.  This school has a high 

economic population consisting of 80% of its student population on free and reduced 

lunch. School A has a high student mobility rate with majority of its student population 

feeding into its campus from more than 20 different apartment complexes. 

Next, School B is a community-based Title I campus with more 1200 students. 

This school population consist of 60% Hispanic students, 20% African American 

students, and 12% Caucasian students. School B has approximately 75% of their student 

population who fall under the economic disadvantaged category. 

Lastly, School C has a school population consisting of 60% Hispanic students, 

30% African American students, and 7% Caucasian students, which makes this campus a 

high minority student population campus. School C has approximately 1300 students on 

their campus. which feeds into their campus from homes and apartment complexes. 

School C has also been identified as a Title I campus with a high economic disadvantage 

student population over 80%.  
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Table 1 

School Enrollment by Ethnicity 

School AA H C Total 

 n % n % n %  

School A 

2016-2017 

2017-2018 

2018-1019 

 

192 

225 

237 

 

13% 

14.8% 

15.7% 

 

1,210 

1,226 

1,185  

 

81.6% 

80.4% 

78.5% 

 

80 

73 

88 

 

5.4% 

4.8% 

5.8% 

 

1432 

1524 

1510 

School B 

2016-2017 

2017-2018 

2018-2019 

 

200 

239 

271 

 

16.7% 

19.5% 

22.2% 

 

862 

829 

797 

 

72% 

67.8% 

65.3% 

 

135 

155 

153 

 

11.3% 

12.7% 

12.5% 

 

1,197 

1,223 

1,221 

School C 

2016-2017 

2017-2018 

2018-1019 

 

405 

400 

398 

 

31.8% 

30.9% 

30.9% 

 

756 

792 

797 

 

59.4% 

62.3% 

61.9% 

 

112 

101 

92 

 

8.8% 

7.8% 

7.1% 

 

1,273 

1,293 

1,287 

 

 

The campuses that were selected met the requirements that were identified as 

Title I campuses, and they implemented restorative practices on their campuses. In 

addition, these campuses all have similar student demographics as well as met similar 

economic disadvantage requirements. To preserve confidentiality, the district name will 

be given a pseudonym.  

Participants  

A purposive sample of current teachers was taken from the population of the 

campuses selected, and the selected teachers have been trained and have classroom 

experience of one to three years with restorative practice approaches. The participants 

have interacted with African American students in the classroom setting on a daily basis. 
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The 15 teachers selected as participants for these three different focus groups examined 

the perceptions of the effectiveness of restorative practices in reducing discipline 

disproportionality among African American students in Grades 6 through 8. The 

demographic make-up of the 15 participants for this study consisted of two African 

American males, seven African American females, three Caucasian males, and three 

Caucasian females. The participants’ years of teaching experience ranged from one to 

twenty-five years. The 15 participants for this study were also selected by the assigned 

on-campus sponsor from each of the three school campuses selected. These participants 

each met the requirements as stated above.  All three schools that were selected met 

federal standards to be classified as a Title I campuses. Therefore, all the schools selected 

have similar demographics with 15% or more of their student populations consisting of 

African American students in Grades 6 through 8. All three campuses have been 

restorative and PBIS campuses from more than three consecutive years starting in the 

2016 -2017 school year.   

Instrumentation 

  In this phenomenological qualitative study, a guided protocol matrix was used to 

capture the interviews through open-ended questions utilizing Zoom as an online 

platform, due to the COVID-19 global pandemic. The researcher used open-ended 

responses from the interviews to gather all 15 participants’ responses to the interview 

guided protocol matrix. The interview questions developed and utilized by the researcher 

for the study were based on the guided protocol matrix that reflected the two main 

research questions. The questionnaire consisted of 14 questions total. The two parts were: 

Part I: Teacher Perceptions of Restorative Approaches on Student Behavioral 
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Performance and Part II: The Implementation of Restorative Practices. Part I consisted of 

learning about what teachers thought of restorative practices regarding the effects it has 

on students’ behavioral performance shifting due to this intervention. Part II focused on 

the implementation of restorative practices and its effects on the overall environment of a 

campus. However, this leads the study back to the underlining question of how 

restorative practices reduce the number of disciplinary referrals for African American 

students. The researcher for this study recorded the interviews via Zoom and utilized 

GoTrascript.com, which is a transcript service to generate the transcripts for the Zoom 

recordings for each participant’s response, and the researcher reported the findings.   

Data Collection 

The qualitative data for this study were collected by using online interviews 

through Zoom recordings and transcribed through an online transcription service called 

GoTranscript.com for each focus group for the three campuses in the large suburban 

school district.  Each focus group consisted of five participants to provide validity and 

reliability regarding the teachers’ perceptions. The guided protocol matrix was used to 

provide each individual who is a part of the focus group at each campus selected to take 

part in this study. The in-depth interviews were conducted with campus via Zoom with 

all five individuals selected from the patriating campuses.  The researcher adhered to the 

guided protocol interview questions. Each participant’s response was recorded using an 

online digital platform and transcribed by an online transcription service entitled 

Gotranscript.com.  Each in-depth focus group interview did not exceed more than 60 

minutes. In addition to focus group interviews, data from the Texas Education Agency 

(TEA) were analyzed from the last three school years and the findings were 
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reported regarding discipline disproportionality.  The researcher has given an account of 

the effects that restorative interventions had on reducing African American students’ 

discipline infractions based on the participants’ responses.    

Research Bias 

The following researcher bias was taken into consideration prior to conducting the 

study. The researcher is an African American male administrator in the school district 

where interviews were conducted. The researcher is also served in the capacity of a 

behavioral interventionist and a coordinator for PBIS interventions in this same school 

district. In addition, the researcher had a professional working relationship with a select 

number of participants in the study through various behavioral intervention training 

within the large suburban school district in Southeast Texas. However, the researcher had 

no control over the participants selected, as they were all chosen by the assigned campus 

sponsor. The researcher selected campuses other than the one at which the researcher is 

currently employed. Therefore, to eliminate any researcher bias or influence on the 

findings, cautionary measures such as having the campus sponsors select participants and 

utilizing guided protocol questions to ensure the validity of this study were taken when 

conducting the focus group interviews and analyzing the findings.      

Treatment of Data 

The researcher conducted online interviews unitizing Zoom for the three focus 

groups in this study. The interviews in this study were transcribed using 

Gotranscript.com. The researcher analyzed and took notes of each of the three focus 

group transcripts.  The data were organized based on deriving themes from the 

participants’ answers of the guided protocol interviews. The researcher used data from 
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the interviews, transcripts, and field notes to triangulate all three of the sources of 

information. According to Carter, Bryant-Lukosius, DiCenso, Blythe, and Neville (2014), 

triangulation is referenced as the use of multiple methods or sources of information in a 

qualitative study to develop an all-inclusive understanding of the phenomena. The field 

notes and transcription information gathered from the focus group interviews have been 

stored in the researcher’s personal laptop and will be saved in an easy-store external drive 

for seven years.   

Provisions of Trustworthiness 

The researcher established trustworthiness by using the exact guided interview 

protocol questions, observations, and transcriptions. Prior to conducting the interviews, 

the guided protocol questions were sent to teachers who have implemented restorative 

practices. The expert panel provided feedback regarding the guided protocol questions to 

ensure transparency and logic.  The researcher solicited the participants’ perspectives for 

the credibility of the findings and interpretations (Creswell & Poth, 2016).  After 

conducting the guided protocol focus group interviews, the participants were notified that 

they could receive a copy of the transcript to validate the accuracy of their interview 

feedback. According to Creswell and Poth (2016), a validation process is used to access 

the truthfulness of the findings as best described by the researcher and the participants. 

Therefore, the use of a triangulation was used to ensure the heightened validity of the 

research study. Carter et al. (2014) stated that triangulation is the use of multiple methods 

or sources of information in a qualitative study to develop an all-inclusive understanding 

of the phenomena. For the validation of this study, the researcher convened a focus group 

made up of participants and reflected on the accuracy of the findings. 
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Summary and Organization of the Study  

In Chapter III, the researcher described the methodology, the purpose of the 

study, and research design. Also included were the research questions, the research 

design, context and setting, participants, instrumentation, researcher bias, data collection, 

and data analysis.  In Chapter IV, the researcher will report data and the findings. In 

Chapter V, the researcher offers a summary of the study and conclusions, while making 

implications for future research topics. 
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CHAPTER IV 

Analysis of Data and Findings 

The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study was to examine middle 

school teachers’ perceptions of the influence that restorative practices have on African 

American student’s behavioral decisions in Grades 6 through 8. For this study, teachers 

who work at Title I schools with a diverse minority student population were selected. 

Those teachers participating in the study have attended restorative trainings and utilized 

restorative practices with African American students on a regular basis. With the over-

identification of African American students being disciplined for less serious infractions 

than their Caucasian counter parts, restorative practices have become the new behavioral 

strategy for recapturing minority students. However, restorative practice is more than a 

strategy; it is a mindset in teaching students the necessary tools to be able to navigate 

through challenging problems. In this study, 15 teachers were interviewed in three 

different focus groups based on their success with the implementation of utilizing 

restorative practices with African American students to reduce discipline infractions. The 

research questions used in the study to better understand this narrative were: 

1. What are teachers’ perceptions (recognition, realization, awareness, knowledge, 

grasp, sense, impression, feeling, beliefs, thoughts, judgement) regarding the 

effects of restorative practices on students’ behavioral performance? 

2. How has the implementation of restorative practices affected (influenced, shaped, 

changed, altered) the overall campus climate and culture? 



75 

 

Table 1 represents the student enrollment by ethnicity of the three schools with 

respondents participating in this study. All three campuses are heavily minority populated 

with over 70% of their student population being either Hispanic or African American.    

 

Table 1 

School Enrollment by Ethnicity 

School AA H C Total 

 n % n % n %  

School A 

2016-2017 

2017-2018 

2018-1019 

 

192 

225 

237 

 

13.0% 

14.8% 

15.7% 

 

1,210 

1,226 

1,185  

 

81.6% 

80.4% 

78.5% 

 

80 

73 

88 

 

5.4% 

4.8% 

5.8% 

 

1432 

1524 

1510 

School B 

2016-2017 

2017-2018 

2018-2019 

 

200 

239 

271 

 

16.7% 

19.5% 

22.2% 

 

862 

829 

797 

 

72% 

67.8% 

65.3% 

 

135 

155 

153 

 

11.3% 

12.7% 

12.5% 

 

1,197 

1,223 

1,221 

School C 

2016-2017 

2017-2018 

2018-1019 

 

405 

400 

398 

 

31.8% 

30.9% 

30.9% 

 

756 

792 

797 

 

59.4% 

62.3% 

61.9% 

 

112 

101 

92 

 

8.8% 

7.8% 

7.1% 

 

1,273 

1,293 

1,287 

 

 

Table 2 represents the amount of school discipline infractions that were assigned 

at School A, which participated in this study. The student populations with the most 

student discipline violations were the African American and Hispanic students. As noted 

in the Table 1, the Hispanic student population makes up 80% of the students attending 

School A. Whereas, the African American students only make up 15% of that population. 
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Yet, the African American students were twice as more like to receive a student 

discipline infraction. With this in mind, Table 2 reflects the disproportionality of 

discipline infraction received by African American students over the last three 

consecutive years with incremental increases from 2016 to 2019.    

 

Table 2  

Discipline Data: School A  

School A ISS OSS DAEP 

n % n % N % 

2016-2017 

AA 

His 

C 

Total 

 

345 

975 

56 

1376 

 

25.1% 

70.9% 

4.1% 

 

165 

561 

15  

741 

 

22.3% 

75.7% 

2.0% 

 

0 

24 

0 

24 

 

0% 

100% 

0% 

2017-2018 

AA 

His 

C 

 

Total 

 

 

259 

977 

29 

 

1265 

 

 

20.5% 

77.2% 

2.3% 

 

 

 

 

196 

636 

.999 

 

833 

 

 

23.5% 

76.4% 

.1% 

 

 

 

 

10 

34 

0 

 

44 

 

 

22.7% 

77.3% 

0% 

 

 

2018-2019 

AA 

His 

C 

 

Total 

 

 

380 

885 

49 

 

1314 

 

 

28.9% 

67.4% 

3.7% 

 

 

 

 

277 

568 

27 

 

872 

 

 

31.8% 

65.1% 

3.1% 

 

 

10 

36 

0 

 

46 

 

 

21.7% 

78.3% 

0% 

 

Table 3 represents the amount of school discipline infractions for School B. The 

Hispanic student population for three consecutive years has been the dominant population 

at School B representing 70% of that campus’s population. However, the African 
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American student population represents only 20% of the student population. 

Nevertheless, the African American students are receiving OSS and ISS consequences at 

two to three times more than any other ethnicity represented in Table 3.  

 

Table 3 

Discipline Data: School B 

School B ISS OSS DAEP 

n % n % n % 

2016-2017 

AA 

His 

C 

Total 

 

212 

382 

70 

664 

 

31.9% 

57.5% 

10.5% 

 

64  

92 

20  

176 

 

36.4% 

52.3% 

11.4% 

 

-999 

-999 

0 

0 

 

0% 

0% 

0% 

2017-2018 

AA 

His 

C 

 

Total 

 

 

281 

382 

92 

 

802 

 

 

35% 

53.5% 

11.5% 

 

 

 

 

100 

187 

62 

 

349 

 

 

28.9% 

53.6% 

17.8% 

 

 

-999 

15 

-999 

 

15 

 

 

0% 

15% 

0% 

2018-2019 

AA 

His 

C 

 

Total 

 

 

213 

363 

65 

 

641 

 

 

33.2% 

56.6% 

10.1% 

 

 

145 

166 

54 

 

365 

 

 

39.7% 

45.5% 

14.8% 

 

 

-999 

-999 

-999 

 

0 

 

 

0% 

0% 

0% 

 

 Table 4 represents the amount of student discipline infractions based on ethnicity. 

School C has a student population of 60% Hispanics, 32% African Americans, and 8% 

Caucasians. Nonetheless, the African American student population represents a third of 

the student population; the disproportionality in OSS and ISS discipline infractions are 
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twice as many. In the same manner, DAEP discipline infractions for African American 

students represent 0%.  

 

Table 4 

Discipline Data: School C  

School C ISS OSS DAEP 

n % n % n % 

2016-2017 

AA 

His 

C  

Total 

 

547 

450 

30 

1076 

 

53.3% 

43.8% 

2.9% 

 

236 

145 

0 

381 

 

61.9% 

38.1% 

0% 

 

-999 

-999 

-999 

0 

 

0% 

0% 

0% 

2017-2018 

AA 

His 

C 

 

Total 

 

 

671 

747 

43 

 

1461 

 

 

45.9% 

51.1% 

2.9% 

 

 

238 

237 

0 

 

475 

 

 

50.1% 

49.9% 

0% 

 

 

-999 

-999 

-999 

 

0 

 

 

0% 

0% 

0% 

2018-2019 

AA 

His 

C 

 

Total 

 

 

658 

499 

36 

 

1193 

 

 

55.2% 

41.8% 

3.0% 

 

 

324 

218 

16 

 

558 

 

 

58.1% 

39.1% 

2.9% 

 

 

-999 

14 

0 

 

14 

 

 

0% 

14% 

0% 

 

Research Question One 

  Research question one examined teacher perceptions on the influence of 

restorative practices and the effects of implementing these practices on student behavioral 

performance in Grades 6 through 8. Emergent themes included consistency, 

implementation, relationship building, accountability and “buy in.” 
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 Consistency. All participants emphasized the importance of having consistency 

with the implementation of utilizing restorative practice in the classroom setting and 

throughout the K-12 sector. They stressed the significance of having consistency as a way 

to establish classroom structure with the students that are serviced in a learning 

environment. Participant A2 stated, “When it's not consistent, and the teachers are not 

being consistent and the administration is not being consistent, it's like a waste of time.” 

This viewpoint was reinforced by one other participant who stressed the importance of 

having school leadership set the pace in order for this practice to be successful. 

Participant A5 included, “The tone at the top has to be there for the rest of us to buy into 

the fact that we're going to do this. Consistency is a good word.”  

 Regarding student responding to restorative practices, Participant A4 stated, 

“restorative practice works well when it is used properly.”  Participant A4 implied that 

“when used properly and consistently, kids have to know that you care for it to be 

effective and work.”  Participant B5 also emphasis the importance of consistency and 

stated the following: 

 I agree with what everybody else has been saying. I think that consistency is the 

key, whether it's a holistic approach, whether it's an individual approach. If the 

student knows that in that moment, I can't get to you right away, I'm going to, or 

if this is something that is happening in the classroom, then we're going to deal 

with it whether it happened right in that moment or whether it happens at lunch or 

after school. I think once they notice that you are going to be consistent, that that 

is what gets those behaviors that you don't want to stop and the behaviors that you 

do want to increase. 
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 Relationship building. Relationship building was acknowledged as a key factor 

with implementing restorative practices with African American students as well as other 

students from different ethnicities.  All 15 participants from all three campuses agreed 

that relationship building is a foundational piece needed in order to get students to buy 

into this practice. Participant C4 pointed out, “That relationships are built over time and 

kids may not be as responsive, but when they see what you're trying to do and get their 

feedback, and you're consistent with it, I think that they're very responsive.” Participant 

B2 implied that relationships are just like marriages; they must be continuously worked 

on just like teachers’ relationships with students.  B2 also provided examples on what 

was done to build relationships with their students. 

A marriage must be worked on continuously in the same way that a relationship 

with a classroom should. One thing I was going to say something about that it 

was-- One thing I will say is the students' voice. One thing I did differently this 

year is halfway through the first semester is I just gave up an entire class period 

and they just got to give me feedback about how the class was going and what 

kind of incentives they'd like to see and did they think I was being fair and just 

what were their thoughts. I just listened and I gave zero judgment, and I wrote it 

all down, and then I could respond to it later. Again, it goes back to just referring 

back to things over and over again. 

Participant A5 added the following regarding the importance of relationships:   

My classroom is different than most normal classrooms though I teach adaptive 

behavior. It's a much smaller setting and the relationships are stronger. The 
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relationship between the adult and the student has to be there for it to work. 

Period. 

However, all 15 participants agreed that relationship building has drastically 

dropped the number of discipline violations in the classroom setting. Participant B5 

stated, “I found it's much more effective to have those conversations, even if that is with 

the AP and the student, but to be able to continue to grow that relationship.” 

 Accountability. Student accountability is something that is established by having 

expectations for one another. In this study all 15 participants suggested that restorative 

practices hold students responsible for their actions. Participant B5 stated:  

What I have found is that when I first start restorative practices, I get a lot of 

surprise from students. I've had students who in the past have been used to, they 

get in trouble, they get yelled at, they get written up, and then that's it. There's no 

more conversation after that. When I first start to approach that conversation, it's a 

little bit of a shock for some of the students, but then they catch on and that 

accountability piece blows up within the classroom. Other students are able to 

then catch on and hold me accountable, hold each other accountable, which is 

really cool to see.  

Participant A3 implied that students respond well to being held accountable based 

on the relationship with their teacher. The other deciding factors consisted of age, grade 

level, and the realization that certain things are just not going to be tolerated. Participant 

B3 stressed the importance of utilizing different forms of restorative practices such as 

community circles to allow students to take ownership for their action so that 
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accountability can take place. According to Participant C4, the importance of peer 

accountability is vital to the classroom setting when implementing restorative practices: 

Once those norms are established of how we're going to treat each other and it's 

consistent that the kids they do begin to hold their classmates accountable. I do 

have to agree also that even with those larger classes because it can change by 

class to class. You will begin to see some of those kids that you're going to have 

to change up or do different restorative practices with those kids. 

Willingness to participate. School wide programs and initiatives have the 

capability to make or break a school organization if the program is not effective and 

efficient. In this study, all 15 participants emphasized the importance of getting staff and 

students involved with the implementation of restorative practices.  Participant C5 stated, 

“Sometimes they could be positive, sometimes they could be negative. It all depends on 

the buy-in from the teachers.” Participant A5 stated, “I fully believe in restorative justice 

and restorative discipline, but you're not going to get the buy-in from the teachers when 

it's just another thing that they're going to need to learn how to deal with.”  All 

participants agreed that for this initiative to be effective, the types of expectations 

teachers desire to see from their students have to be taught and thoroughly explained. 

 Participant A2 pointed out, “You can't have an expectation there if it's not taught 

correctly.” Participant B3 emphasized the following: 

You have a lot of teachers that don't want to try something new and different. On 

the other hand, you have those teachers that don’t mind the time it takes because 

they're developing a new baby; I think a big thing is the buy-in.  
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With this in mind, the participants stressed the collective effort or push it would 

take to effectively implement restorative practices without the willingness of staff and 

students to participate in the ongoing process. 

Research Question Two 

Research question number two examined the influence that restorative practices 

had on the overall campus culture and climate. The emergent themes included 

implementation, ownership, and campus environment.  

 Implementation. All the participants believed that the implementation of 

restorative practices was not being utilized on their campuses school-wide. Participant A1 

stated: 

I think it's maybe the climate. I think it's gone for the worse because it hasn't been 

done properly. As teachers we get a lot of, "Hey, this is the neat and new thing, it 

will make everything work properly." Every few years we get that, and it doesn't 

work properly. It's either not implemented well or it was badly conceived in the 

first place. I think if it's done properly and you have people who lead and show it 

from the administration. 

Participant C3 point out, “When restorative practices are effectively implemented and 

kids are buying into it, there's a natural buy-in to the overall perception of the campus.” 

In the same manner, Participant C3 emphasized:  

You can see the results, and you can see how things are changing based on the 

number of teachers who are implementing these practices and the kids who are 

buying in; however, not everybody is doing it and because that's the case, you 

don't see a complete change in the culture.  
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The participants admitted that if restorative practices are implemented correctly, 

then a shift would be evident in the way staff and students view discipline. Participant B1 

remarked: 

 I implement restorative practices, as I said, just from the beginning of the year. I 

create a lot of opportunities for leadership for students to feel that they have 

ownership of our classroom environment, and that it's up to them and myself as 

well to create the climate that we want, and they know that I have high 

expectations of them. Just constantly using all of those tools coupled with the 

consequences-- When I say consequences, it's like I address things that I notice 

need to be addressed. We don't ignore or pretend like things aren't happening 

when they are but also making sure to recognize and honor them when they need 

to be honored. 

 Participant A3 added, “I’m going to say modeling being the first one, because 

children are going to do what they see. If they see the right thing being done, then their 

much more likely to the right thing.” According to Participant A1, “Identify the problem, 

identify possible solutions, and implement those solutions.” 

 Ownership. All the participants in this study referenced ownership as a key 

component in the effectiveness of restorative practices working correctly. Participant A4 

stated: 

 Restorative practices work well when it is used properly. Piggybacking off of A3, 

it is all about that relationship that you have with the student. By the end of the 

year, or by mid-year, the kids in the classroom will actually start to take 

ownership of that classroom. If they see somebody else do something, they'll call 
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it out and ask them why they did. It does work when used properly and 

consistently, but the kids have to know that you care for it to work.  

Participant C4 mentioned, “If it's working, you're going to see kids take ownership of the 

entire school environment and make better choices in terms of their own behavior and 

helping out their classmates as well.”  Participant C3 added: 

 I think we touched on a little bit of this already, but when restorative practices are 

effectively implemented and kids are buying into it, there's a natural buy-in to the 

overall-- what word am I looking for here? Perception of the campus, a positive 

perception of the campus. Once that starts feeding itself, the kids take ownership 

of it. I don't want to say our job becomes easier, but because they take more 

ownership of it, it puts us more in a proactive role than a reactive role. That's how 

it has shaped our campus to this point. 

Participant B1 stated, “Just definitely giving them that ownership so that it's important to 

them and then again like with other participants were saying, they feel that change and 

they feel heard and supported and respected.” All the participants affirmed that 

ownership is necessary for students to participate in the willingness to change their 

behavior. 

 Campus Environment. The environment of a campus can play a vital part in the 

health of a school organization. Participant A1 implied:  

With Restorative Practices I can only speak to my class. I've seen some of my 

colleagues and their approaches to restorative practices. I think if it's done 

properly in my experience, then kids know that there's going to be a consequence 

for whatever their behavior may be. So going to the APs’ office isn’t the only 
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consequence. That's the point behind using restorative practices to repair and 

rebuild relationships.  

Participant A3 stated, “I feel that it has affected the campus, but it's been in the 

negative way because the teachers are frustrated. I don't know if it's because they have 

not been properly trained how to do it.” Participant C5 pointed out, “It’s almost like a 

pendulum swing. Sometimes they could be positive, sometimes they could be negative. It 

all depends on the buy-in from the teachers.” Participant C4 stated: 

Every teacher buys in; you're going to get positive swing. Your write-ups are 

going to be less; your day going to be less stressful; but if you don't work on it 

and put it into action, you could be on a negative again. 

Participant C2 added: 

I think one of the big things for me is that there is still a chance to see respect for 

every student, and every student has the opportunity to show respect. Every day, 

for me, there's always another opportunity for the student and for learning to 

occur and for their behaviors to change. 

All 15 participants understood that negative consequences could derive from not having a 

positive and healthy campus climate.  According to Participant B5:  

I know it's not the same in every classroom on our campus, but because I think 

there is a big push with administration, especially with our APs, that it has 

affected a good majority of our campus climate and culture that those 

relationships are key. 
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Summary and Organization of the Study 

Chapter IV provided an overview of the finding of the study based on the 

responses provided by teachers who effectively implement restorative practices in middle 

schools in a K-12 setting. The first research question which examined teacher’s 

perceptions on the influence of restorative practices and the effects of implementing these 

practices on student behavioral performance in Grades 6 through 8, the emergent themes 

included consistency, relationship building, accountability, and willingness to participate. 

Concerning the second research question which examined the influence that restorative 

practices had on the overall campus culture and climate, the emergent themes included 

implementation, ownership, and campus environment. 

In Chapter V, the researcher provided discussion, implications, recommendations, 

and conclusions for the finding of this study. This includes, but is not limited to, 

discussion of negative comments related to the effectiveness of restorative practices. The 

researcher also examined the perceptions of teachers who effectively implement 

restorative practices in Title I schools.  The teacher participants for this study believed 

that if properly implemented, restorative practices would address negative student 

behaviors and redirect those behaviors by utilizing restorative interventions.   
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CHAPTER V 

Discussion, Implications, Recommendations, and Conclusions 

The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study was to examine middle 

school teachers’ perceptions of the influence that restorative practices have on African 

American student’s behavioral decisions in Grades 6 through 8. This chapter will provide 

the discussion of findings, implications, recommendations for future research and 

concluding remarks.   

Discussion 

 The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study was to examine middle 

school teachers’ perceptions of the influence that restorative practices have on African 

American student’s behavioral decisions in Grades 6 through 8.  For this study, 

restorative practices were identified as resolving conflict and preventing harm. 

Restorative practices provide those who have been harmed the opportunity to convey the 

impact of the harm to those responsible, and for those responsible to acknowledge this 

impact and take steps to make it right.  According to Hansen (2005), restorative justice 

practices are unlike any traditional approach to discipline that has existed in the school 

system. For the purpose of this phenomenological qualitative study, 15 teacher 

participants who utilized restorative practices to effectively reduce disciplinary 

consequences for African American students in middle school provided feedback. The 

findings of this study addressed two research questions: 

1. What are teachers’ perceptions (recognition, realization, awareness, knowledge, 

grasp, sense, impression, feeling, beliefs, thoughts, judgement) regarding the 

effects of restorative practices on students’ behavioral performance? 
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2. How has the implementation of restorative practices affected (influenced, shaped, 

changed, altered) the overall campus climate and culture? 

The participants in this study were selected based on being trained on restorative 

practices at their respective campuses. Participants for this study currently work at Title I 

campuses with high minority student populations and high mobility turnover.  The 15 

teacher participants eligible to participate in this study also educate middle school 

students that are African American in grades 6th thru 8th. In this study, a purposive sample 

was selected based on the specific criteria that was developed for the three different 

campuses that met the expectations for this study.  These three Title I campuses all had 

similar student populations and were all actively implementing restorative practices on 

each of their campuses.   

All the participants in the study were contacted by email from the researcher and 

the information was disseminated by each campus research sponsor who was able to 

identify the participants that met the study criteria. All participants agreed to participate 

in the interview focus groups through Zoom.  

This study revealed that consistency and relationship building played a vital role 

in getting African American students to buy into restorative practices. Consequently, 

creating a positive campus environment that holds students accountable for their actions 

is a great way to generate student ownership and willingness to getting students to 

participate with the implementation of restorative approaches.  

 Research question one. Research question one examined teacher perceptions on 

the influence of restorative practices and the effects of implementation of these practices 

on student behavioral performance in Grades 6 through 8. Emergent themes included: 



90 

 

 Consistency. Participants in the study stressed the importance of having 

consistency with the implementation of utilizing restorative practice in the classroom 

setting with African American students in middle school.  According to Hansen (2005), a 

whole school approach to restorative practices involves incorporating all levels of school 

life, daily interactions, and shifting the environment.  Hansen also states that restorative 

practices can only be effective if they are integrated in the school system with fidelity. In 

the same manner, the participants emphasized how impactful consistency would be on 

the structure of a classroom learning environment.  According to Participant A2, in order 

for consistency to be effective, there has to be a willingness to participate or buy in with 

this initiative; otherwise, it would be a waste of time. Therefore, staff and students must 

both put forth the effort so that this initiative can be fully utilized to its fullest capacity.  

 Relationship building. In this study, relationship building was identified as a key 

factor to building trust between the students and teachers. For instance, being restorative 

involves many things such as practicing values that promote ideals of inclusiveness, 

respect, responsibility, honesty, compassion, love, open-mindedness, kindness, and 

consensus-based decision-making (Hopkins, 2002). It is a way of being in relationship 

with all people and, in some cultures, being in relationship with all things, including 

nature and other animals (Hopkins, 2002). Participants in this study felt that without a 

healthy and positive relationship, restorative practices could not be as effective. 

According to Mirsky (2011), restorative practices were a means to support students and 

teach them how to take accountability for their behavior as well as expose them to 

different proactive relationship building skills. However, participants viewed 
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relationships like marriages because of continuous work that must go into them so that 

growth can be achieved overtime.  

 Accountability. Participants in the study felt that student accountability was 

centered around having expectations. According to Hilberth and Slate (2014), educational 

accountability has been mostly focused on academic achievement and student growth.  In 

fact, Participant A3 stated that students respond well to being held accountable based on 

the relationship with their teacher and realizing that certain things are not going to be 

tolerated. Through restorative justice, school communities can acquire an alternative 

accountability approach resulting in the reduction of disciplinary consequences or the 

elimination of exclusionary practices by increasing student engagement and 

belongingness (Lawrence & Hinds, 2016). The participants indicated that for this be 

effective, accountability must be implemented.   

 Willingness to participate. Staff members’ willingness to partake in a school-

wide initiative is key for that program to effectively be carried out or implemented with 

fidelity. With this in mind, in order for this model to be effective, school administrators, 

teachers, and other school personnel must buy in to this school wide initiative (Pavelka, 

2013).According to Participant C5, it all depends on the buy-in from the teachers. For 

instance, most schools that have adopted the restorative approach model have learned that 

restorative activities fall within a scale of practices which have ranged from restorative 

conferences to peer mediation (Morrison et al., 2005). Nevertheless, these practices have 

been tremendously effective in their response to misconduct (Morrison et al., 2005). In 

the same manner, participants highlighted the effort or push it would take to effectively 
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implement restorative practices without the willingness of staff and students to participate 

in this ongoing process. 

 Research question two. Research question number two examined the influences 

that restorative practices had on the overall campus culture and climate. The emergent 

themes included: 

 Implementation. The participants in this study believed that implementation of 

restorative practices should be led by school leadership and modeled properly. It is 

important for teachers to receive professional development on the implementation of 

restorative approaches regarding school discipline since teachers do not receive adequate 

preservice training in classroom management within a restorative practice approach 

(Mayworm et al., 2016).  According to Participant C3, when restorative practices are 

effectively implemented and kids are buying into it, there is a natural buy-in to the overall 

perception of the campus. A successful school discipline model focuses on all students, 

consists of proven research-based strategies, implements positive behavior expectations 

school wide, provides adequate training and ongoing support to ensure effective 

implementation, involves school personnel and stakeholders, and conducts regular 

evaluation to determine the effectiveness of the program (Texas Appleseed, 2007).  All 

the participants agreed that when restorative practices are implemented correctly, a shift 

in the overall school culture and climate will occur.  

 Ownership. Taking ownership for one’s actions can be seen as integrity, 

according to the participants of this study. With that in mind, the participants viewed 

ownership as a willingness for students to accept responsibility for their actions so that a 

change in behavior can occur. According to Mirsky (2011), students are given a chance to 
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voice their concerns and, in return, take ownership for their classroom and school 

community. In fact, Participant C4 pointed out that “if it's working, you're going to see 

kids take ownership of the entire school environment and make better choices in terms of 

their own behavior and helping out their classmates as well.” Whereas the student 

becomes more of a reflective thinker and leans more towards ownership for their own 

thoughts (Cohen, 1999). 

 Campus environment. A campus culture and climate can play a vital part in the 

health of that organization. Educational trends have demonstrated that restorative 

practices have shown a reduction in discipline infractions, resulting in more positive 

school cultures and academics (Morrison et al., 2005). According to Participant A1, when 

restorative practices are not implemented correctly, a decline in the climate of the campus 

culture will occur. For this reason, educators must look closely at not only discipline 

outcomes for African Americans, Caucasians, and Hispanics, but they must also evaluate 

how to recapture these students academically and foster a culture and climate that will 

allow them to be successful (Lindsay & Hart, 2017).   However, the participants in this 

study indicated that negative consequences could arise from an unhealthy campus 

climate. Historically, when a student displayed negative behaviors, the student was 

suspended and sent home (Mirsky, 2011). A point often overlooked is the negative 

outcome that stems from being suspended or expelled, which is the loss of instructional 

time (Gregory & Weinstein, 2008).  Yet, all 15 participants believed that staff buy-in was 

essential to achieving the necessary outcomes desired.  
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Implications  

 With the rising numbers of disproportionate consequences being assigned to 

African American students at the secondary level, restorative practices have become 

beneficial in recapturing students and shifting the way discipline is viewed.  According to 

Payne & Welch (2013), restorative practices are used to address student misbehaviors in 

school settings, which is comparable to the same method used in the in the criminal 

justice system that effectively concentrates on repairing the harm triggered by a crime by 

connecting the offenders, victims, and the community. In the same manner, Pavelka 

(2013) noted that implementing restorative practices in the educational system has a 

proactive and productive method to restoring order to the school community and 

fostering a collaborative healthy culture and climate.  

 The findings in the study have provided more information regarding the 

influences of restorative practices on African American students in Grades 6 through 8. 

As a result, this study provides implications that can be used to shift the mindset of how 

educators view disciplinary practices.  By understanding the time investment and 

consistency that goes into restorative practices, educators can capitalize on the 

participants’ perceptions to become successful implementers of restorative practices. For 

further development of an effective restorative practice initiative, this researcher suggests 

the following: 

1. Teachers should consider teaching restorative practices explicitly to students. 

2. The use of restorative practices on any campus should be consistent with all 

students. 
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3.  Relationship building should be established to create trust among students so that 

restorative practices can be effective. 

4. Staff and students’ willingness to participate must be established to create a 

positive campus climate. 

5. Restorative practices must be implemented with fidelity.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

Due to the rising disproportionality of African American and minority students 

being disciplined for less serious infractions than their Caucasian counterparts, it is 

important to examine the ways in which consequences are administered to all students. 

Additional research recommendations include the following: 

1. Conduct research surrounding the influence of restorative practices in a rural 

school district in Texas on African American male students in Grades 6 through 

12. 

2. Research some reasons as to why teachers fail to implement school-wide 

initiatives with fidelity that will have an impact on the culture and climate of the 

campus.  

3. Look at reasons why there is a lack of school administration, staff, and student 

willingness to participate in campus programs such as restorative justice practices.  

4.  Investigate how special education students in a K-12 setting might benefit from 

restorative practices.  

Concluding Remarks  

This phenomenological qualitative research study examined middle school 

teachers’ perceptions of the influence that restorative practices have on African American 
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student’s behavioral decisions in Grades 6 through 8. The findings from this study incited 

that African American students benefited from restorative practices, but there are certain 

key factors that played a vital role that might dictate the outcome of whether this 

initiative can be effective or not. Some emergent themes that were derived from this 

study were consistency, relationship building, accountability, willingness to participate, 

implementation, ownership, and campus environment.  Based on the findings from this 

study, specific conclusions are discussed in the form of research questions that steered 

this study.  

This study provided an understanding of how teachers perceive the effects of 

restorative practices on students’ behavioral performance in middle school. Restorative 

practice is not just a discipline program, but rather a framework for how to approach all 

types of relationships in the school setting (Mirsky 2014). With this in mind, Participant 

A2 shared a perspective on the importance of students’ buy-in to this initiative for 

positive results to transpire.  Participant A2 commented: 

If students feel as if they're respected and if they feel that they are actually giving 

in to the process like taken in consideration, I do think that it will work. If not, 

and they just feel like they're just going through another class, then no. Also, if 

they see something that their actual input is being taken into consideration and see 

the results, I think that would also work, but if not, no. 

Research Participant B2 defined their perception of restorative practices as a time 

management investment. Participant B2 stated: 

Again, it's very similar, is that there's a variety or range of responses. A lot of 

teachers who use restorative practices, I think they're really like, "Man, this is so 
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much better, this really helps out my management." At the same time, some 

teachers might be daunted by the time investment. Sometimes you might lose 10 

minutes of instructional time to invest in restorative practices and systems. A lot 

of it is also time investments, just explaining discipline with kids. Instead of 

giving a kid a disciplinary referral, you might just have a talk with them. A long 

talk and just question the situation, and that's a time investment. 

Results in this study implied that consistency and relationship-building have an 

impact on the achievement of restorative practices with African American students.  In 

middle school, discipline consequences are primarily reactive and exclusive (Predy et al., 

2014).  According to Hilberth & Slate (2012), middle school is a critical time in which 

students receive the most discipline consequences in school. Therefore, relationship-

building and consistency are vital to changing students’ behavior performance. 

Regarding the implementation of restorative practices affecting the campus 

culture and environment, the study findings indicate that this initiative can change the 

trajectory when implemented effectively. According to Archibold (2014), the expansion 

of the principles of restorative justice has emerged into a wide-ranging framework of 

practices in which proactive strategies aid schools in balancing progressive and 

destructive behaviors that can affect the school culture and climate. As an example, 

Participant A5 stated: 

 I would say that it would affect, influence, shape, change alter the overall campus 

climate and culture if that were used effectively. It's quite frustrating to have it 

worked in my classroom, and then watch my students leave and go to their classes 
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or outside of my classroom and their behaviors in those classrooms escalate 

because there's no control in that classroom. 

Pavelka (2013) stated that restorative practices which stem from restorative 

justice have been used as a model to provide schools with an opportunity to cultivate the 

school culture and climate by addressing discipline infractions.  However, Participant B5 

pointed out: 

I know it's not the same in every classroom on our campus, but because I think 

there is a big push with administration, especially with our APs, that it has 

affected a good majority of our campus climate and culture that those 

relationships are key. I have students who have reached out from high school or 

maybe they've moved to a different school and they say it's just different and that 

we care a whole lot about our kids. 

This researcher found that implementing restorative practices produced positive 

outcomes for African American students in secondary settings, specifically Grades 6 

through 8. According to Payne and Welch (2013), restorative justice framework is 

important to building and maintaining positive relationships among members of the 

school community. At the same time, restorative approaches encourage all members of 

the school community to adhere to the school expectations and standards so that violating 

relationships can be avoided (Payne & Welch, 2013). In other words, as several of the 

participants have stated, building relationships and implementation of the practices 

consistently are critical in the shifting of the campus environment and mindset. 

 The results of this study will enable students, teachers, and community members 

to better understand how to effectively communicate with each other when conflict 
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arises. More specifically, restorative practices give educators an alternative resource to 

interact with students by helping them make life decision that will help change the 

trajectory of their lives. 
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Appendix A 

Teacher Interview Guided Protocol Matrix 

Title of the Study: The Impact of Restorative Practices on African American Students in Middle 

School 

Researcher Name: Brent D. Watson  

 

Central Research question: (The impact of using restorative practices) Does the use of 

restorative practices reduce the number of disciplinary referrals for African American 

students? 

 

1. What are teachers’ perceptions (recognition, realization, awareness, knowledge, 

grasp, sense, impression, feeling, beliefs, thoughts, judgement) regarding the 

effect of restorative practices on students’ behavioral performance? 

a. How often do you use restorative practices in your classroom? 

b. How do students respond to restorative practices? 

c. Which restorative practices do the students respond to? 

a. Gender? How do boys respond vs girls…? race/ethnicity  

d. What restorative practices have the best impact on changing student 

behavior? 

e.  How has the use of restorative practices created a safe classroom learning 

environment?  

f. Are restorative practices a school-wide expectation? 

g. How has restorative practices changed the number of student discipline 

violations in the classroom? 

h. Identify the elements of restorative practices used in the classroom? 

 

2. How has the implementation of restorative practices affected (influenced, shaped, 

changed, altered) the overall campus climate and culture? 

a. How do you implement them in your classroom?  

b. What’s the criteria before referring a student the office for a disciplinary 

infraction? 

c. What’s supports are in place to support this initiative?  

d. How have faculty and staff responded to the using restorative practices? 

a. Negative experiences? Positive experiences? 
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Appendix C 

HBU IRB Approval Modification 
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Appendix D 

Southeast Texas School District IRB Approval 
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Appendix E 

Use of Data for Southeast Texas School District Agreement  
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Appendix G 

Research Adult Consent Form  
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