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Abstract 

 
We continue to witness disparities in exclusionary disciplinary outcomes within K-12 public schools, leading to 

persistent concerns for educational equity. In-school suspensions represent one of the most frequently employed 

components of school exclusionary discipline systems, and they are also largely left up to the discretion of principals 

and assistant principals. We investigate in-school suspension patterns for multiple student racial/ethnic groups with a 

focus on how such patterns vary across school geographic locales. We also examine the extent to which student to 

leader racial/ethnic matching is associated with the attenuation of in school suspension outcomes for historically 

marginalized groups. Drawing on data from the entire state of Texas and representing over 24 million unique student-

year observations, we leverage the demographic and geographic diversity of our sample to present new evidence of 

persistent exclusionary discipline outcomes, specifically for Black students in non-urban school contexts. Our results 

help to better understand the geographic complexity related to student-leader racial/ethnic matching and in school 

suspension patterns. Our findings offer key implications for school, district, and state level leaders in the areas of 

school leader hiring practices, supporting culturally relevant school leadership, and the structuring of school 

disciplinary policies towards more equitable student outcomes.   

 

 

Introduction 
 

School disciplinary systems are designed to maintain a safe and productive learning environment for students by 

limiting the time teachers and leaders spend on behavioral disruptions. Yet, certain components of these systems, such 

as exclusionary discipline practices, may negatively influence students in terms of their achievement, engagement, 

social-emotional growth, and even workforce outcomes (Anderson, 2020; Bacher-Hicks et al., 2019; Pearman et al., 

2019; Skiba et al., 2014; Sorenson et al., 2021). A large body of research also demonstrates disparities in exclusionary 

disciplinary outcomes across race, ethnicity, gender, and disability status (Curran, 2016; Fabelo et al., 2011; Losen & 

Gillespie, 2012; Skiba et al., 2002; Skiba et al., 2011; Wallace et al., 2008), raising concerns about equitable  
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educational experiences. Despite this prior work demonstrating inequitable exclusionary discipline practices, only a 

small set of quantitative studies have used the intersection of student race/ethnicity and school geography explore 

important variation in outcomes (e.g., Noltemeyer & Mcloghlin, 2010; Peguero et al., 2021; Varela et al., 2018). And 

most of the extant work in this area centralizes outcomes for students in urban environments, while less is known about 

systematic disciplinary outcomes for students in suburban, town, and rural schools. 

 

This article is motivated by empirical research demonstrating that school geographic setting and leadership play 

important roles in student success (Green et al., 2017; Reardon et al., 2019; Pendola & Fuller, 2018), and that these 

factors can be essential towards providing educational equity for students of Color and students from historically 

marginalized groups (Khalifa et al., 2016). The policy structure of many of the most frequently used exclusionary 

disciplinary practices (e.g., suspensions) requires that school leaders use their own judgement and discretion of the 

severity of a behavioral incident prior to making a final decision about a disciplinary outcome. Thus, leaders play a key 

role in disciplinary decisions (Skiba et al., 2014; Sorenson et al., 2021)—and there is increasing evidence that 

historically underrepresented groups of students are less likely to experience educational disparities when the 

race/ethnicity of their teachers and leaders matches their own racial/ethnic identity (Bartanen & Grissom, 2021; 

Gershenson et al., 2016; Gottfried et al., 2021). Despite calls for more research in this area (e.g., Davis et al., 2016) 

there is a need for an investigation into whether having a same race/ethnic school leader can reduce the likelihood that 

a student is unfairly disciplined, and the degree to which school geographic context explains patterns in such outcomes.  

 

Prompted by this gap in the research, and drawing on longitudinal administrative records at the student level from the 

2014-2018 school years across all Texas public schools, we use the following research questions to guide our 

investigation:  

 

(1) What are the characteristics of in-school suspension patterns across student racial/ethnic groups and 

geographic locales?  

 

(2) Are there racial/ethnic disparities in in-school suspension outcomes for students and if so, what is the 

magnitude of such disparities and how do they vary across school geographic locales? 

 

(3) To what extent does racial/ethnic match between students and their school leader attenuate students’ 

probability of in-school suspension and how does this relationship vary across student racial/ethnic groups and 

school geographic locales? 

 

To that end, we investigate evidence of racial disparities in disciplinary outcomes, specifically those under the purview 

of school leaders. Our analysis defines school leaders as either principals or assistant principals because both are highly 

influential in student-level disciplinary decisions (Skiba et al., 2011). We first look at descriptive disparities in the 

occurrence of in-school suspensions (ISS) at the student level, disaggregated by student racial/ethnic groups and four 

categories of school geographic locale (urban, suburban, town, rural). We then estimate the extent to which student 

racial/ethnic identity predicts ISS outcomes—net of student and school characteristics—with a specific focus on 

disparities for students of Color at the intersection of school geographic context. And finally, we explore how student-

leader racial/ethnic matching is associated with in-school suspension patterns for historically marginalized groups and 

across geographic contexts. Our results have implications for school, district, and state level leaders in the areas of 

school leader hiring practices, supporting culturally relevant school leadership, and the structuring of school 

disciplinary policies towards more equitable student outcomes.   

 

Literature Review 

 

Racial/Ethnic Discipline Disparities  

 

We draw on three strands of literature to guide our analysis: racial/ethnic discipline disparities, school leadership and 

discipline outcomes, and geographic variation in disciplinary outcomes. Research demonstrates that students of Color 

are more likely to be referred, suspended, expelled, or arrested in school compared to white students. (Fabelo et al.,  
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2011; Losen & Gillespie, 2012; Skiba et al., 2011; Skiba et al., 2002; Wallace et al., 2008). Specifically, school 

discipline disparities are greatest for Black students. During the 2017-18 school year, nationally, Black students 

accounted for 38.8% of expulsions, 38.2% of out of school suspensions, and 31.4% of in-school suspensions, while 

Black students’ share of national student enrollment was 15.1% (Civil Rights Data Collection, 2021). In addition to 

higher rates of discipline infractions, Black students also receive longer suspensions than their white peers for the same 

infractions (Anderson & Ritter, 2020; Bradshaw et al., 2010; Gopalan & Nelson, 2019). It is important to note that 

these disparities in suspension and expulsion rates are not caused by poverty alone or higher rates of offenses (Skiba et 

al., 2016). Though poverty contributes to the likelihood of discipline (Hinojosa, 2008), disparities remain even when 

comparing Black and white students of similar socio-economic status (Anyon et al., 2014; Balfanz et al., 2015; Skiba 

et al., 2011; Wallace et al., 2008). Moreover, Black students tend to receive more referrals even when controlling for 

prior student behavior (Bradshaw et al., 2010). Some scholars suggest that discipline disparities could be driven by the 

school environments students experience (Gopalan & Nelson, 2019), which are consistently linked to school leadership 

(Skiba & Edl, 2004), and to the way that leaders work within a larger disciplinary system to equitably support students.  

 

School Leadership and Student Discipline Outcomes  

 

School leadership, specifically principals and assistant principals, play a critical role in creating a school’s disciplinary 

climate. They are responsible for enforcing student code of conduct expectations expressed through a variety of actions 

including conversations about student misbehavior with parents, and decisions about suspending or expelling students 

from school (DeMatthews et al., 2017; Gottfredson & Gottfredson, 2001; Skiba et al., 2014; Sorenson et al., 2021). 

School leaders’ attitudes on student misbehavior can also influence their response to misbehavior (DeMatthews et al., 

2017). Additionally, a school leader’s approach to disciplinary systems also affects teacher attitudes and instructional 

behaviors, which are linked to how teachers respond to student behavior (Mukuria, 2002). School discipline disparities 

typically begin in the classroom (Gregory et al., 2010) and can be influenced by teacher experience and student-teacher 

relationships. Leaders have the authority to hire teachers that are better equipped to manage student behavior and to 

provide professional development to help teachers foster positive student relationships. To summarize, research 

suggests that school leaders drive discipline policies (Anderson, 2018; Bacher-Hicks et al., 2019; Steinberg & Lacoe, 

2018), therefore collectively, their decisions and discretion related to exclusionary disciplinary outcomes are important 

for student success.  

 

Geographic Variation in Student Disciplinary Outcomes  

 

Along with leadership, school geography is a relevant factor when considering patterns of student discipline disparities. 

Across prior literature, findings indicate that disparate disciplinary practices are more likely to be employed in urban 

school communities serving higher concentrations of students of Color (Noltemeyer & Mcloughlin, 2010; Peguero et 

al., 2021; Shedd, 2015). There is evidence that teachers in urban schools allocate more time to disciplinary measures 

compared with teachers in suburban, rural, and town schools (Noltemeyer & Mcloughlin, 2010) and urban schools 

have higher average suspension rates for Black students compared with all other racial/ethnic groups (Welsh & Little, 

2018). Welsh and Little (2018) posit that teachers’ and leaders’ preconceptions of schools in urban districts—as large 

in size and lacking in community connectedness compared to small rural districts—could influence the way 

disciplinary systems are structured to the detriment of students of Color. Key to the leadership driven disciplinary 

context relevant to this study, research also indicates that the relative stringency or leniency of school discipline policy 

is related to patterns in disciplinary outcomes, especially for students of Color in urban schools, compared to rural and 

suburban schools (Varela et al., 2018). A consistent theme across this area of research is that little is known about 

disparities in exclusionary disciplinary outcomes for students in suburban, town, and rural school contexts compared to 

existing trends within urban geographic locales. Towards addressing this gap in the literature, in this study we 

investigate evidence of such disparities, specifically those under the purview of school leaders. We make an important 

contribution to prior empirical work in that we include an exploration of how the intersection of school geography and 

student/leader race/ethnicity is tied to systematic patterns disciplinary outcomes for students.   
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Methods 

 

Data 

 

The data for this study come from the Texas Education Research Center (ERC) at the University of Texas at Austin. 

The ERC houses Texas’ longitudinal student data system, which integrates K–12 data from the Texas Education 

Agency (TEA). Each student who enrolls in an educational institution in Texas is assigned a unique identification 

number, allowing researchers to follow individual students from the time they enter prekindergarten through their 

postsecondary enrollment and into the workforce, provided the student remains in Texas. The files include student 

academic and demographic characteristics (e.g., disciplinary records, enrollment/attendance, GPA, test scores, and 

graduation statistics). In addition to student information, these data include teacher and school leader demographic and 

employment variables providing annual information about experience, race/ethnicity, degrees earned, salary, as well as 

other employee-level characteristics. 

 

To produce our analytic file, we first identified every student who ever received an in-school suspension (ISS) between 

the 2014-2018 school year and then merged this information with student demographic characteristics. We began our 

analytic file in 2014 because prior to that year the state-wide pattern of disciplinary outcome was less consistent and 

reliable. Our data ends in 2018 because this was the most recent year that geographic information from the National 

Center for Education Statistics (NCES) was available. Next, using unique school identifiers, we matched each student 

to their school leader(s) by year. If a student attended a school with more than one school leader, we created multiple 

student-year observations in our analytic file to capture each student-leader-year observation. We made this decision 

based on prior literature 

suggesting that both 

principals and assistant 

principals are involved in 

discretionary disciplinary 

decisions such as ISS 

(Skiba et al., 2011; 

Williams et al., 2020). 

Therefore, by only 

including student-principal 

pairs we would omit 

important variation at the 

assistant principal level 

that could predict ISS 

patterns. Finally, at the 

school-year level, we 

brought in geographic 

locale information from 

NCES public use data 

files. Table 1 summarizes 

student characteristics 

across all years of data and 

includes the distribution of 

students across the four 

geographic locales (urban, 

suburban, town, rural). 

Figure 1 represents the 

racial/ethnic distribution of 

student enrollments across 

geographic locales (see 

Appendix 1).  
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Outcome Variable 

 

Our main outcome of interest, any_iss, is a variable indicating whether a student was ever in-school suspended each 

year. To capture this information, we created a binary outcome for ISS (0=no ISS, 1=at least one ISS). We also created 

a separate continuous measure representing total in-school suspensions at the student-year level which we used in 

models estimating robustness of our main results. 

 

Predictor Variables and Covariates 

 

Our key predictor variables are categorical race/ethnicity measures available for both students and the leaders of their 

school. We coded these categorical variables so that white students and leaders represent the reference category (0), 

thus making it easier to interpret coefficients in our regression models as relative estimates of racial/ethnic disparities 

in ISS outcomes for both Black, Latinx, and Asian students. To investigate racial/ethnic matching between teachers 

and leaders, we created interactions in our main analytic models, allowing us to avoid creating separate and additional 

binary measures of race/ethnicity matching and providing more flexible modelling. We also investigate the extent to 

which and racial/ethnic disparities and variation in ISS outcomes is related to the geographic locale of schools. To do 

so, we include a measure of school geography, which includes four separate categories (urban, suburban, town, rural). 

The locale variable is categorical with urban set as the reference category. We link a variety of discipline-related 

student and school demographic measures to each student-year observation (Welsh & Little, 2018), and we add 

covariates of school leaders associated with student outcomes across prior research (Knoeppel & Rinehart, 2008)—in 

an attempt to control for factors that might bias our student-level results. 

 

Analytic Approach  

 

In this study we utilized descriptive, summary, and correlational statistics to understand the relationship between 

student race/ethnicity and in-school suspension outcomes. Loeb et al. (2017) suggest that high-quality descriptive 

research is characterized by low-inference and low-assumption methods dependent on minimal statistical adjustments. 

In this way, we leverage the size and existing variation that exists in our large data set to provide clear and practically 

significant summaries racial/ethnic disparities in ISS outcomes and leader characteristics associated with ISS 

outcomes. To answer RQ1, we first provide mean statistics about our main outcome variable, any_iss, and we tabulate 

these results across each student racial/ethnic group. We then provide a separate tabulation of any_iss across both 

race/ethnic and our geographic locale variable. 

 

Next, to answer RQ2, we observe the distribution of student race/ethnicity across observations of students who 

received at least one ISS and compare this distribution to student/racial ethnic representation within the full sample. To 

more systematically assess patterns of racial/ethnic disparities, we use an ordinary least squares (OLS) regression 

model where any_iss is our main outcome of interest and student race/ethnicity is our main predictor of interest. In 

model 1 shown below, we estimate the probability that student i in school j in year t is ever in-school suspended as a 

function of time-varying student (X), school (S), and school leader characteristics (L), as well as fixed characteristics 

of the school (αj), a school year indicator (y), and an error term. The key variable of interest is stu_race/eth, where b1 

represents the coefficient on a categorical indicator of students’ racial/ethnic identity, with white students coded as the 

reference group. As an example, a positive estimate of b1 for a Black student would indicate increased likelihood of 

ever receiving an ISS relative to the probability a white student ever receiving an ISS. Finally, uijt represents our error 

term and in this model standard errors are clustered at the school level. 

 

(1) Pr(any_issijt = 1) = b1stu_race/ethijt + Xij + Sij + Lij + αj + 𝛾t + uijt 

 

In our first model we estimate systematic differences in ISS outcomes dependent on students’ racial/ethnic identity. 

However, in addressing RQ3, we set out to estimate the extent to which there exists variation in ISS outcomes for 

separate student racial/ethnic groups dependent on student-school leader race/ethnicity match. To do so, we employed 

a series of OLS regression models where any_iss is still our main outcome of interest but our predictors of interest are 

a set of student-leader race/ethnicity interaction terms. Race/ethnicity is coded as a categorical variable for both  
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students and leaders, meaning that the coefficients on each measure of our interaction can be interpreted as the 

likelihood that a student will receive any ISS, relative to a white student matched with a white leader. Next, in order to 

capture variation in the relationship between racial/ethnic matching and geography, we fit the same model with 

interactions on four subsets of our sample, restricted by school geography (urban, suburban, town, rural). Similar to the 

baseline model we applied in RQ2, in each of our models with interactions we include fixed effects at the school-year 

level, and our full set of student/school controls. This series of models takes the form: 

 

(2) Pr(any_issijt = 1) = b1(stu_race/ethi x l_race/ethj)+ Xij + Sij + Lij + αj + 𝛾t + uijt 

 

 

Results 

 

RQ1. ISS Patterns Across Race, Ethnicity, and Geography 

 

We first set out to describe trends in ISS pattern across student racial/ethnic groups and geographic contexts. Table 2 

displays mean statistics for our key outcome variable of interest, any_iss, across racial/ethnic groups. Each row 

represents the within-group ISS-rate. Figure 2 provides a visual representation of this distribution (see Appendix 1). 

The last row indicates that the any ISS rate was roughly nine percent across all student-year observations. Within 

student racial-ethnic groups, our results suggest notable variation—Black students received at least one ISS at around 

twice the rate as white and Latinx students. For example, 16% of all observations of Black students included at least 

one ISS, compared to seven percent of all observations of white students. Our findings here also indicate that as a 

group, Asian students were in-school suspended at the lowest rate (2%). 
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We then analyzed any ISS-rate patterns across student/racial ethnic groups but within separate geographic locales. As 

our results in Table 3 demonstrate, the any ISS rate was largest within town, followed by rural and suburban school 

contexts. And on average, students in urban schools received at least one ISS less frequently than students in all other 

contexts (7.8%). Our results comparing outcomes across racial/ethnic groups demonstrates that Black students had the 

highest rate of in-school suspensions regardless of geographic school locale—yet we found meaningful variation 

across locales. For example, any ISS rate for Black students was greater in town (21%), rural (18%), and suburban 

(17%) schools compared to urban schools (14%). On average, one out of every five Black students who attended a 

town school received at least one in-school suspension. Taken together, our results in this section denote a pattern of 

greater average ISS rates for Black students across geographic school locales compared with all other student 

racial/ethnic groups. Our results also signal important variation between geographic locales where the largest 

disparities were observed for Black students, for whom the rate of any ISS was largest in town and rural schools. 

 

RQ2. Exploring the Magnitude of ISS Disparities 

 

Towards answering our second research question, we first made a simple comparison of the share of ISS by student 

race/ethnicity to the share of all students by race/ethnicity. Shown in Table 4, our results suggest a consistent 

disparity—the proportion of Black students who received at least one ISS was nearly twice as large as the proportion of 

Black students in our sample. Black students represent 12% of all student-year observations, yet they represent 22% of 

all ISS observations. We also find a pattern of underrepresentation amongst ISS rates for white and Asian students. 

White students represent 29% of all student-year observations and only 24% of ISS observations. And Asian students 

represent just over four percent of all student-year observations and slightly greater than one percent of the any ISS 

observations.  

 
 

Next, we disaggregated our investigation of racial/ethnic disparities by geographic locale. As shown in Table 5, again 

our findings indicate a pattern of overrepresentation in ISS rates amongst Black students, however this pattern is most 

acute in town and suburban school contexts. For example, while Black students represented around eight percent of all 

students in town schools, they accounted for 16% of all student ISS records. Black students in urban school contexts 

were still disproportionally represented in terms of any ISS records, however the magnitude of this disparity was the 

smallest compared with town, suburban, and rural schools. We also found some evidence of small proportional 

overrepresentation of Latinx students in suburban and rural school locales, yet the magnitude of overrepresentation in 

each case was small.   
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Finally, to assess patterns of racial/ethnic disparities more systematically, we implemented five separate OLS models 

with any_iss as our main outcome of interest and student race/ethnicity as our main predictor of interest. Table 6 

displays our coefficient estimates, standard errors, and significance levels for this set of results. Column 1 reports 

estimates from our full sample, while columns 2-5 display subset model estimates from each geographic locale 

separately. All estimates presented here represent relative differences in the likelihood of ever receiving an ISS 

between student racial/ethnic groups, controlling a rich set of student background and school characteristics. In column 

1, results from our model with students from all locales indicate that compared to a white student in our sample, a 

Black student is more likely to ever receive any ISS by about 6.3 percentage points. For Asian students, we observe an 

opposite relationship, where an Asian student in our data has a lower probability of ever receiving an ISS by about 2.9 

percentage points. Similarly, our results indicate that compared to white students, Latinx students are 0.4 percentage 

points less likely to receive an ISS.  

 

 
 

Our estimates from column 2-5 help to parse these patterns across various school geographic contexts. Compared to 

white students in the same school locale, Black students across all locales are more likely to receive an ISS—yet the 

magnitude of this relationship became larger in town and suburban schools. For example, relative to white students in 

town schools, our results suggest that Black students in town schools are eight percentage points more likely to receive 

any ISS. Across estimates for Asian and Latinx students, there are few noteworthy patterns other than a slightly lower 

probability of any ISS for Latinx students—compared to white students—in rural and town schools. Asian students 

appear to be roughly two to four percentage points less likely to receive any ISS, compared to white students, across all 

school geographic contexts.  

 

RQ3. Student-leader Racial/Ethnic, Geography, and the Likelihood of ISS 

 

Finally, towards answering RQ3, we executed a series of OLS models to estimate variation in our ISS outcome 

dependent on the existence of student-leader race/ethnicity matching. In Table 7, column 1 displays coefficient 

estimates for our full sample with student-leader race/ethnicity match interactions. We prioritize our results associated 

with outcomes for Black students in this section because within this group of students we observed the clearest and 

most consistent disparities in our any ISS outcome. In our first model with student-leader interactions, we did not 

observe evidence of meaningful variation in the likelihood of any ISS for Black students. Relative to a white student in 

a school with a white leader, a Black student paired with a Black leader is 6.3 percentage points more likely to receive 

any ISS.  

 

In our final set of estimates, also shown in Table 7, we ran the same set of models except we restricted our sample by 

school geographic locale. Column 2 displays estimates for our model with student-leader race/ethnicity interactions in 

urban schools. These results indicate that a Black student with a Black school leader in an urban school is still more 

likely than a white student with a white principal to receive any ISS. However, we did observe a slight decrease in the 

likelihood of Black student receiving any ISS under these conditions (6.0, 6.3). These point estimates provide evidence 

of an approximately five-percent decrease in the probability of ISS for Black students paired with a Black leader in  
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urban schools. Curiously, we observe the opposite pattern for Black students paired with a Black leader in suburban, 

town, and rural schools. Columns 3-5 in Table 7 show models restricted to schools within each of these geographic 

locales, and indicate that the likelihood of a Black student receiving any ISS is greater in magnitude compared to 

results from our models without interactions that include specifications for the race/ethnicity of students’ leaders. In 

fact, relative to a white student with a white school leader, a Black student with a Black school leader in a town school 

was 8.4 percentage points more likely to receive any ISS. For Latinx and Asian students, we did not observe any 

meaningful heterogeneity in predicted any ISS outcomes associated with the existence of student-leader racial/ethnic 

match. We also did not observe any variation in the relationship between student-leader racial/ethnic match and any 

ISS outcomes for Latinx or Asian students across geographic locales.    

 

 
 

 

Discussion and Implications 

 

In this investigation, we explored racial/ethnic disparities in ISS outcomes. In-school suspensions represent an area of 

school disciplinary systems largely dependent on the discretion of school leaders who determine whether and how long 

a student should be suspended (DeMatthews et al., 2017; Sorenson et al., 2021). Given that school leaders play a key 

role in ISS decisions, we investigated how such outcomes are potentially attenuated by student-leader racial/ethnic 

matching, and how this varies across school geographic contexts. The characteristics of our results lead to three main 

conclusions. First, ISS outcomes are disparately distributed to Black students, across all school geographic contexts 

and even in our models controlling for a rich set of student and school covariates. Secondly, ISS disparities for Black 

students appear most severe in town, suburban, and in some cases rural schools compared to urban schools. And 

finally, the existence of a student-leader racial/ethnic match reduces the likelihood that Black students in urban schools 

receive an ISS—whereas the opposite pattern exists within town and suburban schools. In the following paragraphs we 

discuss these results and elaborate on important implications for leadership policies and practices at the school, district, 

and state level.  

 

Geographically Targeted Supports to Address Disparities 

 

Taken together, our findings indicate that Black students experience sharp disparities in disciplinary outcomes, a 

conclusion that mostly aligns with a large body of previous literature (Anderson & Ritter, 2020; Bradshaw et al., 2010; 

Losen et al., 2015; Welsh & Little, 2018). We extend this prior work by demonstrating important variation in the 

magnitude of such outcomes across school geographic contexts. While some extant research provides results on 

outcomes in urban schools (e.g., Noltemeyer & Mcloughlin, 2010; Peguero et al., 2021; Shedd, 2015)—we explore 

systematic patterns in disciplinary outcomes for students in suburban, town, and rural schools. We find that Black 

students are systematically overrepresented in terms of out ISS outcomes, especially Black students learning in town, 

suburban, and rural school contexts. In fact, one in five observations of a Black student in a town school was linked 

with at least one in school suspension. Thus, our results signal the need for district-level educational leaders in non-

urban geographic contexts to monitor the existence of racial/ethnic student disciplinary disparities. This responsibility  
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also lies at the state-level, where policy leaders have the time, data access, and macro-perspective needed to assess and 

act on disparities within specific geographic contexts (Anderson, 2020). As non-urban school locales become 

increasingly racially/ethnically diverse (Lacy, 2016), district-level leaders in these contexts might offer leaders 

professional development towards culturally responsive school leadership practices (Khalifa et al., 2016)—an effort 

that would likely improve the climate and culture for students and teachers in classrooms as well.  

 

Within School Supports for Non-Urban Contexts 

 

In town and suburban school contexts our results show a 2:1 ratio of Black students’ representation in ISS outcomes 

compared to their share of school enrollments. For example, in town schools, Black students are linked with 16% of all 

ISS records, while they only represent eight percent of student enrollments. These results strongly imply that while 

disparities in ISS rates exist for Black students in all school geographic locales, there exist mechanisms—not explored 

in this current study—that may be exacerbating disciplinary disproportionality for Black students in town, suburban, 

and rural schools. Trends across prior research indicate that non-exclusionary leadership practices and policies such as 

restorative disciplinary systems are most often adopted and implemented in urban schools (e.g., Anyon et al., 2016). 

With this in mind, our findings highlight the need for increased funding and support for leaders who want to pursue 

non-exclusionary disciplinary systems in town, suburban, and rural schools. In terms of research, there is also a need 

for studies that include a geographic component to the investigation of more equitable student disciplinary systems 

(Cobb, 2020; Green, 2017). A recent systematic review of alternative approaches to disciplinary policies (Welsh & 

Little, 2018) found that such non-exclusionary systems have potential to reduce discipline disparities for students of 

Color (Gregory & Clawson, 2016)—yet none of the studies reviewed investigated such alternative approaches in non-

urban school contexts. 

 

Grow and Sustain School Leaders of Color  

 

Finally, our results related to influence of student-leader racial/ethnic on ISS outcomes were mixed—yet they provide 

some implications for future interventions. For example, we find that racial/ethnic match reduces the likelihood that 

Black students in urban schools receive an ISS. While the magnitude of this reduction is small (0.3%), Black students 

are more likely to be clustered in urban schools in Texas, thus the practical significance of this result is meaningful. 

This finding implies that state- and district-level leaders should invest more in preparing, recruiting, retaining, and 

supporting principals and assistant principals of Color—specifically Black school leaders in urban contexts (Bartanen 

& Grissom, 2021). Our results should also motivate efforts to support leaders of Color pipelines for town, suburban, 

and rural schools—despite our estimates showing that student-leader race/ethnicity matching slightly increase the 

likelihood of ever receiving an ISS for Black students in these non-urban contexts. Research indicates that Black 

students experience increased levels of isolation and lack of racial/ethnic representation in town, suburban, and rural 

contexts compared to urban school contexts (Mann & Rodgers, 2021). Representation matters, and there is evidence 

that students of Color experience overt and covert racism coupled with a lack cultural affirmation and support which 

can precede student-teacher and student-leader conflicts and exclusionary disciplinary outcomes (Cramer et al., 2014; 

Kholi et al., 2017). At the least, future research should attempt further explore school-level factors driving the 

increased probability of ISS for Black students matched with Black school leaders in non-urban schools. For example, 

Black school leaders in predominantly white town, suburban, and rural schools might be unfairly tasked with 

disciplinary duties or feel pressure from district leaders or school board members to over-discipline students of Color 

(Brockenbrough, 2015; Griffin & Tackie, 2016). Qualitative analyses that can disentangle the way that Black school 

leaders navigate non-urban school contexts would add important detail and nuance to the systematic patterns we 

observe here.  

  

 

Conclusion 
 

In-school suspensions remain a key disciplinary measure implemented largely at the discretion of school leaders. 

Beyond providing new evidence of persistence disciplinary disparities across student racial/ethnic groups—this study 

provides a clear understanding of how such disparities are distributed across geographic contexts and how student- 
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leader race/ethnicity matching might attenuate ISS disparities. There is ample prior work highlighting the existence 

(Gregory et al., 2010; Skiba, 2015) and causes (Skiba et al., 2014; Welsh & Little, 2018) of exclusionary discipline 

disparities, and even work that links student-teacher racial/ethnic matching to improved disciplinary outcomes for 

students of Color, yet our study adds an important leadership and geographic component to this growing body of 

literature. A better understanding of how disciplinary disparities are distributed across various school contexts can help 

school, district, and state leaders construct policies that reduce inequitable and unnecessary exclusionary practices. And 

our findings showing that student-leader race match is associated with a small reduction in ISS rates for Black students 

in urban schools provides important implications for the way that district leaders recruit, hire, and support school 

leaders of Color. As our work indicates, racial/ethnic disparities in exclusionary disciplinary practices persist. 

However, it is important for researchers, educational leaders, and policymakers to continue highlighting the existence 

of such disparities, particularly in state contexts like Texas where historically marginalized student groups represent 

the majority of K-12 public-school enrollments (Author, 2020)—thus where educators and leaders should be concerned 

with creating safe, inclusive, and welcoming school environments.   
 

 

References 

Anderson, K.P. (2018). Inequitable compliance: implementation failure of a statewide student discipline reform. Peabody 

Journal of Education, 93(2), 244-263. https://doi.org/10.1080/0161956X.2018.1435052  

Anderson, K. P., & Ritter, G. W. (2020). Do school discipline policies treat students fairly? Evidence From Arkansas. 

Educational Policy, 34(5), 707–734. https://doi.org/10.1177/0895904818802085  

Anderson, K. P. (2020). Academic, attendance, and behavioral outcomes of a suspension reduction policy: lessons for school 

leaders and policy makers. Educational Administration Quarterly, 56(3), 435-471. 

Anyon, Y., Jenson, J. M., Altschul, I., Farrar, J., McQueen, J., Greer, E., Simmons, J. (2014). The persistent effect of race 

and the promise of alternatives to suspension in school discipline outcomes. Children and Youth Services Review, 44, 

379–386. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2014.06.025  

Anyon, Y., Gregory, A., Stone, S. I., Farrar, J., Jenson, J. M., McQueen, J., . . . Simmons, J. (2016). Restorative 

interventions and school discipline sanctions in a large urban school district. American Education Research Journal, 53, 

1663–1697. doi:10.3102/0002831216675719 

Bacher-Hicks, A., Billings, S. & Deming, D. (2019). The school to prison pipeline: Long-run impacts of school suspensions 
on adult crime (NBER Working Paper 26257). National Bureau of Economic Research. 

https://scholar.harvard.edu/files/ddeming/files/w26257.pdf  

Balfanz, R., Byrnes, V., & Fox, J. (2015). Sent home and put off-track: the antecedents, disproportionalities, and 

consequences of being suspended in the 9th grade. In D. J. Losen (Ed.), Closing the school discipline gap: Equitable 

remedies for excessive exclusion (pp. 17–30). Teachers College Press. 

Bartanen, B., & Grissom, J. A. (2021). School principal race, teacher racial diversity, and student achievement. Journal of 

Human Resources, 0218-9328R2 

Bradshaw, C. P., Mitchell, M. M., O’Brennan, L. M., & Leaf, P. J. (2010). Multilevel exploration of factors contributing to 

the overrepresentation of Black students in office disciplinary referrals. Journal of Educational Psychology, 102(2), 

508–520. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0018450  

Brockenbrough, E. (2015). “The discipline stop”: Black male teachers and the politics of urban school discipline. Education 

and Urban Society, 47, 499-522. 

Civil Rights Data Collection. (2021). An overview of exclusionary discipline practices in public schools for the 2017-18 
school year. U.S. Department of Education, Office of Civil Rights. https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/docs/crdc-

exclusionary-school-discipline.pdf  

Cobb, C. D. (2020). Geospatial analysis: a new window into educational equity, access, and opportunity. Review of Research 

in Education, 44(1), 97-129. 

Cramer, E. D., Gonzalez, L., & Pellegrini-Lafont, C. (2014). From classmates to inmates: an integrated approach to break 

the school-to-prison pipeline. Equity & Excellence in Education, 47, 461–475. doi:10.1080/10665684.2014.958962 

Curran, F. C. (2016). Estimating the effect of state zero tolerance laws on exclusionary discipline, racial discipline gaps, and 

student behavior. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 38(4), 647–668. 

https://doi.org/10.3102/0162373716652728 

Davis, B. W., Lippa, A. P., Lehr, M., Gooden, M. A., & Dinh, T. V. (2016). Conceptualizing principal–student racial 

congruence. Journal of School Leadership, 26(4), 554-579. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/0161956X.2018.1435052
https://doi.org/10.1177/0895904818802085
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2014.06.025
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.3102/0002831216675719
https://scholar.harvard.edu/files/ddeming/files/w26257.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0018450
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/docs/crdc-exclusionary-school-discipline.pdf
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/docs/crdc-exclusionary-school-discipline.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10665684.2014.958962
https://doi.org/10.3102/0162373716652728


Page | 12 

 

DeMatthews, D. E., Carey, R. L., Olivarez, A. & Saeedi, K. M. (2017). Guilty as charged? Principals’ perspectives on 

disciplinary practices and the racial discipline gap. Educational Administration Quarterly, 53(4), 519-555. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0013161X17714844  

Edwards, W. L. (2020). Retention and Mobility Patterns for Teachers of Color in Texas: Examining Variation by Teacher 

and Campus Characteristics. Policy Brief. Texas Education Research Center. https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED609009 

Fabelo, T., Thompson, M. D., Plotkin, M., Carmichael, D., Marchbanks III, M. P., & Booth, E. A. (2011). Breaking schools’ 

rules: a statewide study of how school discipline relates to students’ success and juvenile justice involvement. Council of 

State Governments Justice Center. https://csgjusticecenter.org/wp-

content/uploads/2020/01/Breaking_Schools_Rules_Report_Final.pdf  

Gershenson, S., Holt, S. B., & Papageorge, N. W. (2016). Who believes in me? The effect of student–teacher demographic 

match on teacher expectations. Economics of Education Review, 52, 209-224. 

Gopalan, M., & Nelson, A. A. (2019). Understanding the racial discipline gap in schools. AERA Open. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/2332858419844613  

Gottfredson, G. D. & Gottfredson, D. C. (2001). What schools do to prevent problem behavior and promote safe 

environments. Journal of Educational and Psychological Consultation, 12(4), 313-344. 

https://doi.org/10.1207/S1532768XJEPC1204_02  

Gottfried, M., Kirksey, J. J., & Fletcher, T. L. (2021). Do high school students with a same-race teacher attend class more 

often? Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis. https://doi.org/10.3102/01623737211032241  

Green, T. L., Sánchez, J., & Germain, E. (2017). Communities and school ratings: examining geography of opportunity in an 

urban school district located in a resource-rich city. The Urban Review, 49(5), 777-804. 

Gregory, A., Skiba, R. J., & Noguera, P. A. (2010). The achievement gap and the discipline gap: two sides of the same coin? 

Educational Researcher, 39(1), 59–68. https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X09357621  

Gregory, A., & Clawson, K. (2016). The potential of restorative approaches to discipline for narrowing racial and gender 

disparities. In R. Skiba, K. Mediratta, & K. M. Rausch (Eds.) Inequality in school discipline: Research and practice to 

reduce disparities (pp. 153–170). Palgrave MacMillan. 

Griffin, A., & Tackie, H. (2016). Through our eyes: perspectives and reflections from Black teachers. The Education Trust. 

Hinojosa, M. S. (2008). Black-white differences in school suspension: effect of student beliefs about teachers. Sociological 

Spectrum, 28(2), 175–193. doi:10.1080/02732170701796429  

Khalifa, M. A., Gooden, M. A., & Davis, J. E. (2016). Culturally responsive school leadership: a synthesis of the literature. 

Review of Educational Research, 86(4), 1272-1311. 

Knoeppel, R. C., & Rinehart, J. S. (2008). Student achievement and principal quality: explaining the relationship. Journal of 
School Leadership, 18(5), 501–527. https://doi.org/10.1177/105268460801800502  

Kohli, R., Pizarro, M., & Nevárez, A. (2017). The “new racism” of K–12 schools: centering critical research on racism. 

Review of Research in Education, 41(1), 182–202. https://doi.org/10.3102/0091732X16686949  

Lacy, K. (2016). The new sociology of suburbs: a research agenda for analysis of emerging trends. Annual Review of 

Sociology, 42, 369-384. 

Loeb, S., Dynarski, S., McFarland, D., Morris, P., Reardon, S., & Reber, S. (2017). Descriptive analysis in education: a 

guide for researchers. (NCEE 2017–4023). National Center for Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance. 

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED573325.pdf  

Losen, D. J., & Gillespie, J. (2012). Opportunities suspended: The disparate impact of disciplinary exclusion from school. 

The Civil Rights Project. https://civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/resources/projects/center-for-civil-rights-remedies/school-to-

prison-folder/federal-reports/upcoming-ccrr-research/losen-gillespie-opportunity-suspended-2012.pdf  

Losen, D., Hodson, C., Keith, M., Morrison, K., & Belway, S. (2015). Are we closing the school discipline gap? Los 

Angeles: Civil Rights Project, University of California, Los Angeles. 

Losen, D. J., Keith, M. A., Hodson, C. L., & Martinez, T. E. (2016). Charter schools, civil rights and school discipline: A 

comprehensive review. The Civil Rights Project. https://escholarship-
org.libproxy.library.unt.edu/content/qt65x5j31h/qt65x5j31h.pdf 

Mann, B., & Rogers, A. (2021). Segregation now, segregation tomorrow, segregation forever? Racial and economic isolation 

and dissimilarity in rural Black Belt schools in Alabama. Rural Sociology. 

Mukuria, G. (2002). Disciplinary challenges: how do principals address this dilemma? Urban Education, 37(3), 432–452. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/00485902037003007  

Noltemeyer, A., & Mcloughlin, C. S. (2010). Patterns of exclusionary discipline by school typology, ethnicity, and their 

interaction. Perspectives on Urban Education, 7(1), 27-40. 

Pearman, F. A., Curran, F. C., Fisher, B., & Gardella, J. (2019). Are achievement gaps related to discipline gaps? Evidence 

from national data. AERA Open. https://doi.org/10.1177/2332858419875440  

https://doi.org/10.1177/0013161X17714844
https://csgjusticecenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Breaking_Schools_Rules_Report_Final.pdf
https://csgjusticecenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Breaking_Schools_Rules_Report_Final.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/2332858419844613
https://doi.org/10.1207/S1532768XJEPC1204_02
https://doi.org/10.3102/01623737211032241
https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X09357621
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/02732170701796429
https://doi.org/10.1177/105268460801800502
https://doi.org/10.3102/0091732X16686949
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED573325.pdf
https://civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/resources/projects/center-for-civil-rights-remedies/school-to-prison-folder/federal-reports/upcoming-ccrr-research/losen-gillespie-opportunity-suspended-2012.pdf
https://civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/resources/projects/center-for-civil-rights-remedies/school-to-prison-folder/federal-reports/upcoming-ccrr-research/losen-gillespie-opportunity-suspended-2012.pdf
https://escholarship-org.libproxy.library.unt.edu/content/qt65x5j31h/qt65x5j31h.pdf
https://escholarship-org.libproxy.library.unt.edu/content/qt65x5j31h/qt65x5j31h.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/00485902037003007
https://doi.org/10.1177/2332858419875440


Page | 13 

 

Peguero, A. A., Varela, K. S., Marchbanks III, M. P. T., Blake, J., & Eason, J. M. (2021). School punishment and education: 

racial/ethnic disparities with grade retention and the role of urbanicity. Urban Education, 56(2), 228-260. 

Pendola, A., & Fuller, E.J. (2018). Principal stability and the rural divide. Journal of Research in Rural Education, 34(1), 1-

20. 

Reardon, S. F., Kalogrides, D., & Shores, K. (2019). The geography of racial/ethnic test score gaps. American Journal of 
Sociology, 124(4), 1164-1221. 

Shedd, C. (2015). Unequal city: race, schools, and perceptions of injustice. Russell Sage Foundation. 

Skiba, R. J., Arredondo, M., Gray, C., & Rausch, M. (2016). What do we know about discipline disparities? New and 

emerging research. In Skiba et al. (Eds). Inequality in School Discipline (pp. 21- 38). Palgrave Macmillan. 

Skiba, R. J., Chung, C.-G., Trachok, M., Baker, T. L., Sheya, A., & Hughes, R. L. (2014). Parsing disciplinary 

disproportionality: contributions of infraction, student, and school characteristics to out-of-school suspension and 

expulsion. American Educational Research Journal, 51(4), 640–670. https://doi.org/10.3102/0002831214541670  

Skiba, R., & Edl, H. (2004). The Disciplinary Practices Survey: how do Indiana’s principals feel about discipline. Center for 

Evaluation and Education Policy. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED488898.pdf  

Skiba, R. J., Horner, R. H., Chung, C.-G., Rausch, M. K., May, S. L., & Tobin, T. (2011). Race is not neutral: a national 

investigation of African American and Latino proportionality in school discipline. School Psychology Review, 40(1), 85-

107. https://doi.org/10.1080/02796015.2011.12087730  

Skiba, R. J., Michael, R. S., Nardo, A. C., & Peterson, R. (2002). The color of discipline: sources of racial and gender 

disproportionality in school punishment. Urban Review, 34, 317-342. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1021320817372  

Sorensen, L. C., Bushway, S. D., & Gifford, E. J. (2021). Getting tough? The effects of discretionary principal discipline on 

student outcomes. Education Finance and Policy, 1-74. 

Steinberg, M.P. & Lacoe, J. (2018). Reforming school discipline: school level policy implementation and the consequences 

for suspended students and their peers. American Journal of Education, 125(1), 29-77. https://doi.org/10.1086/699811 

Varela, K. S., Peguero, A. A., Eason, J. M., Marchbanks III, M. P. T., & Blake, J. (2018). School strictness and education: 

investigating racial and ethnic educational inequalities associated with being pushed out. Sociology of Race and 

Ethnicity, 4(2), 261-280. 

Wallace Jr., J. M., Goodkind, S., Wallace, C. M., & Bachman, J. G. (2008). Racial, ethnic, and gender differences in school 

discipline among US high school students: 1991-2005. The Negro Educational Review, 59(12), 47-62. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2678799/  

Welsh, R. O., & Little, S. (2018). The school discipline dilemma: A comprehensive review of disparities and alternative 

approaches. Review of Educational Research, 88(5), 752–794. https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654318791582  

  Williams, J. A., Davis, A., Richardson, S. C., & Lewis, C. W. (2020). Can assistant principals’ years of experience make a 

difference in school suspensions? A state-wide analysis of North Carolina assistant principals. Journal of School 
Leadership. https://doi.org/10.1177/1052684620969931  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The University of Texas at Austin ERC is a research center and P-20/Workforce Repository site which provides access to longitudinal, student-

level data for scientific inquiry and policymaking purposes. Since its inception in 2008, the Texas ERC’s goal is to bridge the gap between theory 

and policy by providing a cooperative research environment for study by both scholars and policy makers. As part of its mission, the ERC works 

with researchers, practitioners, state and federal agencies, and other policymakers to help inform upon critical issues relating to education today. 
The views expressed are those of the authors and should not be attributed to The University of Texas at Austin or any of the funders or 

supporting organizations mentioned herein including the State of Texas. Any errors are attributable to the authors. 

https://doi.org/10.3102/0002831214541670
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED488898.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/02796015.2011.12087730
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1021320817372
https://doi.org/10.1086/699811
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2678799/
https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654318791582
https://doi.org/10.1177/1052684620969931


Page | 14 

 

 

Appendix 1 
 

 
Figure 1. Student K-12 Enrollments by Race/Ethnicity and Geography 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2. Rate of ISS by Race/Ethnicity and Geography 

 

 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

Urban Suburb Town Rural

%
 o

f 
en

ro
ll

m
en

ts

white Black Latinx Asian

0.00

0.05

0.10

0.15

0.20

0.25

Urban Suburban Town Rural

R
at

e 
o
f 

IS
S

white Black Latinx Asian


