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Abstract: This study investigated school discipline infractions leading to suspensions and
expulsions in Louisiana to determine patterns and trends, particularly among racial/ethnic
groups. Discipline incident data rather than student discipline data were used to provide a
more accurate reflection of the number of infractions and dispositions occurring. Findings
included that black students and American Indian students had a higher percentage of
out-of-school suspensions and were more likely to commit an infraction in the violent
discipline infractions category, but the overwhelming majority of offenses for all groups
were for non-violent and non-drug offenses. Links to juvenile delinquency and zero
tolerance policies are discussed.
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1. Introduction

During the last 40 years, school suspension and expulsion rates in the United States have increased
dramatically from 3.7% in 1974 to 6.8% in 2006, not including in-school suspensions [1-3]. When
considering the development of juvenile delinquency, suspension and expulsion rates are key factors to
consider, because of their association to two interrelated factors: delinquency and educational
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outcomes. Suspension and expulsion, particularly penalties in which education is also suspended, are
related to delinquency, truancy, dropping out, poor performance in school and poorly performing
schools [4-8].

Most theories of delinquency see schools, particularly school discipline, as a contributing factor to
juvenile delinquency [9]. Research has found that when juvenile offenders are unable to perform
satisfactorily in school, they become disruptive and are subsequently suspended/expelled and,
eventually, may drop out. The relationship between dropouts and delinquency is strong [10]. Some
researchers contend that suspension and expulsion are, in most cases, ultimately rooted in poverty.
Using these remedies only perpetuates the condition and the behaviors it attempts to punish. Low
socioeconomic status (SES) youth are the most likely to be unsuccessful in a school setting [11]. Early
negative experiences in school set in motion a cascade of disadvantage, which negatively influence
youth as they transition to adulthood [12].

Risk behaviors for juvenile delinquency have their roots in the early school years and should be
identified at the earliest age possible in order to maximize the possibility of positive outcomes [13-15].
Truancy is often the first sign of trouble and the most powerful predictor of delinquent behavior.
Further, it is viewed as one of the top ten education-related problems in America. [16,17].
Unfortunately, schools often respond to a child’s truancy problem with disciplinary actions that
include exclusion of the child from school, which can exacerbate the potential for further absences and
disengagement [18]. Because suspended/expelled students miss instructional time, frequent infractions
and dispositions reduce students’ ability to learn [19]. Early truancy can be predictive of future
delinquency [20]. Attendance problems among first graders have been shown to significantly influence
violent behavior, even as much as 25 years later [21]. Researchers, which examined data from 37
states, found a strong relationship between rates of suspension/expulsion and juvenile incarceration.
The study also found racial disparities in school discipline and juvenile incarceration. When students
are removed from school, they are more likely to engage in a variety of high risk behaviors than
students who are attending. [22,23]

In 1994, President Bill Clinton signed the Gun Free Schools Act [24], which provides schools with
additional funding if they enact zero tolerance policies for weapons on campus. Under the Federal
Gun-Free Schools Act, local educational agencies that receive Federal funding are required to expel
any student who either brings a firearm to school or possesses a firearm at school. The period was for a
period of not less than one year. The CAO of the school system could adjust the penalty on a case by
case basis. This discretion in crafting disciplinary codes produced codes that were too vague to serve
as a guide. This eventually led to zero tolerance policies for a host of discipline infractions. Minor
infractions, like dress code violations, could have severe consequences if repeated by the student.
These policies collided with another trend, the accountability movement. The Unsafe School Choice
Option of the No Child Left Behind Act mandates that students attending schools labeled persistently
dangerous be allowed to transfer to a safe school. [25] Each state is allowed to devise a policy to
define a persistently dangerous school. CAOs of schools will go to extremes to avoid this label. This
combination along with shocking acts of violence in America’s schools have put the nation in a panic
mode and enforced the idea that maintaining the safety of schools must be one of the country’s highest
priorities. Each of these isolated cases of mass violence at schools catches the nation’s attention and
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reinforces the idea that a school environment must have a zero-tolerance policy if it wishes to avoid
a disaster.

More recently, these zero tolerance policies have been called into question, and more research is
being conducted to determine the potential negative effects for students, schools and the community at
large with high levels of student suspensions and expulsions. There is also a particular emphasis on
investigating the impact on minority students. [26-29] African-American students are now nearly
three-times as likely to be suspended or expelled as their white peers [1]. For student aged children,
particularly those who live in high crime areas, school is the safest place to be.

The purpose of this study is to investigate school discipline infractions leading to suspensions and
expulsions in Louisiana to determine patterns and trends. A specific interest in differences among four
racial/ethnic groups is a key feature of this study. The following research questions are considered:

1. What is the pattern of suspensions and expulsions among racial/ethnic groups in Louisiana public schools
during the 2008-2009 school year?

2. What types of infractions result in suspensions and expulsions in Louisiana public schools during the
2008-2009 school year?

3. What infraction patterns exist among racial/ethnic groups in Louisiana public schools during the 2008-2009
school year?

4. What specific infractions tend to result in suspensions and expulsions in Louisiana public schools during the
2008-2009 school year?

5. What differences between racial/ethnic groups are noted among the specific infractions that tend to result in
suspensions and expulsions in Louisiana public schools during the 2008-2009 school year?

2. Methods

For this study, the researchers used enrollment and disciplinary rates calculated for this study based
on 2008-2009 data reported by districts to the Louisiana Department of Education. Sample data was
restricted to all public K-12 students enrolled in traditional schools statewide, i.e., students assigned to
alternative schools were not considered. Further, sample data did not include students who attend
private or parochial schools (approximately 20% of the school-age child population in Louisiana). It
should also be noted that children attending private schools were overwhelmingly white
(approximately 85%). Discipline records included information on the disciplinary date, infraction,
disposition, as well as the student’s gender, ethnicity, poverty level (i.e., eligibility for free or reduced
lunch) and grade level. The data used in this study are incident data rather than student data. This
means that individuals contribute differently to the data, as some students will commit one infraction,
another will commit ten infractions and another student will commit zero infractions. Therefore, this
study focused on total suspension and expulsions during the 2008-2009 school year. Most previous
research looked at the number of students suspended at least once. This method can underestimate the
frequency of suspensions and expulsions as a discipline option, because many students are suspended
and/or expelled more than once in a school year. Further, the incidence data analysis methods used in
this study is a better indicator of the instructional time students lose, which is an often unstated issue
surrounding infractions.
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According to the Louisiana Department of Education, student discipline infractions are divided into
eight categories, which are disobedience, safety, substance abuse, vandalism, theft, violence, truancy
and miscellaneous. There are six categories of discipline dispositions, which are: in-school suspension,
suspension to an alternate site, out-of-school suspension, in-school expulsion, expulsion to an alternate
site and out-of-school expulsion. In Louisiana, suspension is defined as a temporary removal of a
student from the regular education setting for at least one day. The removal could be to an alternative
setting within the school, an alternative site on a different campus or from all participation in any
school. Expulsion is defined in different ways in Louisiana [30]. The most common definition is a
removal from all regular school settings for a period of not less than one school semester, during which
time the school board shall place the pupil in an alternative setting within the school, in an alternative
site on a different campus or remove the student from all school activities. Generally, in-school
suspensions are for the more minor infractions and out-of-school expulsions are for the most severe
infractions. Some discipline infractions within the discipline infraction category of violence are
felonies and may result in incarceration. In cases of incarceration, the discipline disposition type is
out-of-school expulsion.

The sample distribution of the data is shown in Table 1. In 2008-2009, the sampled student
population was distributed as follows: black (N = 421,058; 48.00%; males = 218,405; females =
202,653); white (N = 409,707; 46.70%; males = 214,022; females = 195,685); Hispanic (N = 27,485;
3.13%; males = 14,139; females = 13,346); Asian/Pacific Islanders (N = 11,988; 1.37%; males =
6,199; females = 5,789); Native American (N = 7,000; 0.80%; males = 3,649; females = 3,351). There
were more males students (N = 456,414; 52.03%) than female students (N = 420,824; 47.97%) in the
sample data; a trend consistent with all ethnic groups.

Table 1. Population distribution by ethnic group and by gender.

Ethnic Group Frequency Male Female
Native American 7,000 3,649 3,351
(0.80%) ’ ’
. - 11,988
Asian/Pacific Islander (1.37%) 6,199 5,789
421,058
Black : 218,405 202,653
ac (48.00%) ! !
. i 27,485
Hispanic (3.13%) 14,139 13,346
409,707
Whit ’ 214,022 195,685
e (46.70%) ! !
Totals 877.238 420,824 456,414

(52.02%) (47.98%)

3. Findings

The results of this research are organized in Tables 2 through 4. These tables represent discipline
dispositions, not student numbers. The authors of the present study feel that the use of student data is
too conservative and underestimates the frequency of the use of suspension and expulsion. Incident
data better reflects the loss of instructional time. In general Table 2 provides a breakdown of discipline
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dispositions types by race/ethnic groups. Table 3 presents information on the eight discipline infraction
categories by race/ethnic group. Finally, Table 4 gives results on the specific infraction codes that
make up a discipline infraction category. This information in this table is also broken down by
race/ethnic group. Below are answers to the research questions posed for this study.

What is the pattern of suspensions and expulsions among racial/ ethnic groups in Louisiana public
schools during the 2008-2009 school year? Black students have the highest number and percentage for
each of the six discipline disposition codes from in-school suspension to out-of-school expulsion.
While black students comprise 48% of the sampled school population, 69.45% of the dispositions
reported for this study are to black students. Conversely, white students make up the second largest
race in Louisiana, with 46.70% of the sampled school population, but they only have 27.88% of the
total dispositions. Other races are within 2% variation between their percentage of the total population
and the percentage of total dispositions attributed to that race/ethnic group. Looking at this data
another way and recalling that this is incidence data, not the number of students, it should not be
surprising that black students have the highest disposition to the population ratio (54.49), since all
literature indicates this is a problem. In recent research, Hispanics are generally seen as having a high
ratio, but in this population, they are fourth (20.72) among the five groups for the ration of infraction
to population. Asian/Pacific Islander student to disposition ratio is low at 10.39, and American
Indian/Alaskan Native students are 26.99. Finally, white students fall in the middle, with a ration
of 22.48.

Table 2. Suspensions/expulsion type by race/ethnicity.

Suspension  Out-of- Expulsion  Out-of- Sample
.. In-School In-School Totals )
Ethnicity . To Alternate  School . ToAlternate School . Population by
Suspension . . Expulsion . . Infractions .
Site Suspension Site Expulsion Race/Ethnicity
American
i N =1,889
Indian/ N =763 N =187 N =917 N=1 N =16 N=5 (0.57%) N = 7,000
Alaskan  (40.39%) (9.90%) (48.54%) (0.05%) (0.84%) (0.26%) [2.6 ggc] {0.80%}
Native '
Asian/ N=1245
. N =696 N =129 N = 396 N=3 N =14 N=7 N =11,988
Pacific (0.38%)
(55.91%) (10.36%) (31.81%) (0.24%) (1.12%) (0.56%) {1.37%}
Islander [10.39]
N = 229,443
N=90,194 N=29,006 N=104,964 N=394 N=3,391 N=1,495 N = 421,058
Black (69.45%)
(39.31%) (12.64%) (45.75%) (0.17%) (1.48%) (0.65%) [54.49] {48.00%}
N = 5,695
. . N = 3,108 N =392 N =2,091 N=4 N =56 N =44 N = 27,485
Hispanic (1.72%)
(54.57%) (6.89%) (36.72%) (0.07%) (0.98%) (0.77%) [20.72] {3.13%}
N =92,120
. N=45012 N=5335 N=40,054 N=149 N=1,080 N=490 N = 409,707
White (27.88%)
(48.86%) (5.79%) (43.48%) (0.16%) (1.2%) (5.31%) [22.48%)] {46.70%}
. 0

Totals N =139,773 N=35048 N=148,422 N =551 N=4,557 N=2,041 N=2330,392 N =877,238
N = number of infractions by disposition and race/ethnicity; (X%) = percentage of disposition type by total
dispositions for each race/ethnicity category; [X%] = percent of total infractions by race/ethnicity; {X%} =
percentage of race/ethnicity to total population.
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Table 3. Discipline infraction category by race/ethnicity.

Ethnicity Discipline Categories N Percent of totals
American Indian/Alaskan Native Disobedience 1,305 69.08
1,889 Substance Abuse 28 1.48
Vandalism/Theft 26 1.37
Theft 17 0.89
Violence 230 12.17
Truancy 164 8.68
Misc. 119 6.29
Asian/Pacific Islander Disobedience 679 54.54
1,245 Substance Abuse 33 2.66
Vandalism/Theft 14 01.12
Theft 26 02.09
Violence 138 11.08
Truancy 250 20.08
Misc. 105 08.43
Black Disobedience 151,938 66.22
229,443 Safety 318 0.14
Substance Abuse 1,956 0.85
Vandalism/Theft 1,507 0.66
Theft 2,766 1.21
Violence 37,505 16.35
Truancy 22,079 9.62
Misc. 11,374 4.95
Hispanic Disobedience 3,337 58.59
5,695 Safety 9 0.16
Substance Abuse 87 1.53
Vandalism/Theft 67 1.18
Theft 74 1.30
Violence 618 10.85
Truancy 1,067 18.74
Misc. 436 7.65
White Disobedience 58,197 63.18
92,120 Safety 139 0.15
Substance Abuse 2,788 3.03
Vandalism/Theft 1,102 1.19
Theft 1,138 1.23
Violence 10,069 10.93
Truancy 10,231 11.11

Misc. 8,456 9.18
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Table 4. Specific discipline infraction category by race/ethnicity.

26

L American .
Specific Discipline Discipline Indian / Asian /
P . P Infraction Pacific  Black  Hispanic White Totals

Infraction . Alaskan

Categories . Islander

Native

Willful disobedience Disobedience 570 303 62,658 1468 23,882 88,881
Treatsanauthority e dience 212 79 29,755 479 9,345 39,658
with disrespect
Makes an unfounded
charge against Disobedience 1 0 587 12 219 819
authority
Uses profane andfor e dience 111 69 13858 304 6,388 20,730
obscene language
Is guilty of immoral or ;e dience 40 27 4028 139 1942 6,206
vicious practices
Is guilty of conduct or
habits injurious to Disobedience 111 44 9,572 229 4,700 14,656
his/her associates
Disturbs the school
habitually or violates Disobedience 260 157 31,480 706 11,721 44,324
any rule
Violates trafficand ¢ e 0 0 318 9 139 466
safety regulations
Uses or possesses any
controlled dangerous
substances governed Substance
by the Uniform 18 17 946 38 853 1,872

Abuse
Controlled Dangerous
Substances Law, in
any form
Uses or possess Substance
tobacco or lighter Abuse o 10 856 38 1671 2,584
Uses Or possesses Substance 1 6 154 1 264 436
alcoholic beverages Abuse
Cuts, defaces, or
injures any part of Vandalism/
public school Theft 17 > 808 36 600 1,466
buildings/ vandalism
Writes profane and/or
obscene language or Vandalism/ 8 3 672 30 486 1.204
draws obscene Theft
pictures

Vandalism/
Arson Theft 0 1 10 0 5 16
Criminal damage to Vandalism/
oroperty Theft 1 0 17 1 11 30
Is guilty of stealing Theft 17 26 2,755 74 1136 4,008
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Table 4. Cont.

Specific Discipline D|SC|pI|_ne ﬁrggrchn AS"".‘O/ . . .

; Infraction Pacific  Black Hispanic White Totals
Infraction . Alaskan

Categories . Islander
Native
Burglary Theft 0 0 11 0 2 13
Possesses weapon(s)
prohibited under
federal law, as defined Violence 0 3 88 5 34 130
in Section 921 of Title
18 of the U.S. Code.
Possesses firearms
(not prohibited by
federal law), knives,
or their implements, . 0o 11 5 018 24 577 1535
which can be used as
weapons, the careless
use of which might
inflict harm or injury
Throws missiles liable \/;.10nce 28 5 1337 32 580 1,991
to injure others
Instigates or
participates in fights ;0 188 121 34451 536 8,620 43,925
while under school
supervision
Murder Violence 0 0 12 0 2 14
Assault and battery Violence 3 2 519 9 131 664
Rape and sexual Violence 0 0 24 0 11 35
battery
Misappropriation with ;0o 0 0 46 5 7 58
violence to the person
II_IegaI carrying and Violence 0 0 7 0 5 9
discharge of weapons
Possesses pocket knife
with a blade length of ~ Violence 0 2 60 3 76 141
less than 2 1/2 inches
Serious bodily injury  Violence 0 0 43 4 11 58
Kidnapping Violence 0 0 2 0 0 2
Leaves school
premises or classroom  Truancy 117 119 11,793 566 5848 18,443
without permission
Is habitually tardy Truancy 47 131 10,286 501 4383 15348
and/or absent
Commits any other .o 119 105 11,372 436 8,456 20,488
serious offense
Totals 1,889 1,245 229,443 5,695 92,120 330,210

suspension for an

A final trend can be seen in looking at the highest dispositions for each race/ethnic group. For

white, Hispanic and Asian/Pacific Islander students, they were most likely to receive an in-school

infraction, followed by out-of-school suspension. Black and American
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Indian/Alaskan Native students were more likely to receive an out-of-school suspension than an
in-school suspension. One hypothesis may be that the types of infractions they are committing result in
more severe dispositions. Tables 3 and 4 explore that issue.

What types of infractions result in suspensions and expulsions in Louisiana public schools during
the 2008-2009 school year and what infraction patterns exist among racial/ethnic groups?

As stated earlier, the Louisiana Department of Education divides infractions into eight discipline
categories. In Table 3, the number of infractions for each racial/ethnic group within each of the
discipline categories is presented. As can be seen in this table, there is much similarity between all
racial/ethnic groups. For each of the five ethnic groups, disobedience is the largest discipline infraction
category, with over 50 percent of all infractions for each racial/ethnic group categorized as such. For
three of the groups, whites, Asian/ Pacific Islanders and Hispanics, truancy and violence are the second
and third highest discipline categories respectively. However, for black and American Indian/Native
Alaskan students, violence is the second highest category, followed by truancy. The catch-all category,
miscellaneous, is the fourth highest for all groups. Infractions in this category are defined as “any other
serious offense.” Safety infractions represent the smallest number of infractions, with each group
having less than 1% of the total infractions.

What specific infractions tend to result in suspensions and expulsions in Louisiana public schools
during the 2008-2009 school year, and what differences are noted between racial/ethnic groups? Table
4 provides a more detailed look at the 32 discipline infractions broken down by infraction code and
racial/ethnic group. In the most common category, disobedience, every racial/ethnic group had willful
disobedience as the top discipline infraction. There is currently no uniform definition for this infraction
in Louisiana. Recent legislation to operationally define this discipline code in each Louisiana school
district was vetoed by the governor. In the safety category, only black, white and Hispanic students
committed infractions, which includes violations of traffic and safety regulations. For the substance
abuse category, Hispanics and whites were more likely to have committed infractions related to
tobacco, while other race/ethnicity groups were more likely to have committed infractions related to
illegal drugs. All other categories, including violence, have similar racial/ethnic breakdowns, with the
exception of vandalism and truancy. Asian/Pacific Islander students were more likely to vandalize by
writing profanity rather than damaging property, and they were more likely to be habitually absent
rather than leave school without permission in the truancy category.

To summarize the findings, this data indicates that black students, and often American
Indian/Native Alaskan students, show little difference in the specific infraction patterns from other
racial/ethnic groups, with the exception of the higher infractions related to illegal drugs than whites or
Hispanics. However, once infractions are grouped into categories, black and American Indian/Native
Alaskan students have violent infractions as their second highest category, as opposed to truancy for
the other racial/ethnic groups. Further, these two racial/ethnic groups are more likely to receive an
out-of-school suspension that in-school suspension. The other interesting pattern was the differences in
discipline data among Asian/Pacific Islander students. While only a small portion of the overall
student population, these students were less likely to have a discipline infraction that resulted in a
suspension or expulsion. Additionally, while their infraction categories were similar to other
racial/ethnic groups, the specific infractions were often different. For example, Asian/Pacific Islander
students were more likely to be habitually absent than to leave campus.
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4. Conclusions

Any analysis, which compares discipline infractions and/or criminal offenses by students of
different races/ethnicities should not accept a literal interpretation of the numbers. Much research has
documented that behavior alone could not explain differences in how police might treat black and
white youth [31]. One should therefore not accept these differences as factual indicators of behavior.
Self-report studies indicate that middle SES youth commit a higher portion of infractions and offenses
than to which they are held accountable [32]. Research indicates that lower SES youth of all ethnicities
are more likely to have brushes with the police than their middle SES counterparts [33]. Some
researchers claim SES status is the culprit [34]. Since black youth are vastly overrepresented in the
lower SES categories, the cause may not make a difference (race or poverty), but the effect is the
same. Other researchers [35] found that even when controlling for SES, black students had
significantly higher rates of suspensions/expulsions. In addition, minor misbehaviors, which fall under
broadly and subjectively defined categories, are the majority of offenses, and black students are more
likely to be suspended for these infractions than other ethnic groups [29]. The most frequently applied
discipline infraction category is disobedience, and it is also the most subjective. The seven specific
discipline infractions within this category have no precise definition; indeed, their titles defy
specificity. These seven infractions are the major reason for overall higher differences for black
students. When infractions are specifically defined, most differences either decrease, disappear or
other groups take the lead.

Teachers may exhibit the same prejudices as police. Ferguson [29] vividly describes the processes
in school in which there were two tracks for students. One was mostly white, in which students were
tracked into professional futures. The other track, which was predominately black, placed black boys
in crime careers.

..the school labeling practices and the exercise of rules operated as part of a hidden curriculum to
marginalize and isolate black male youths in disciplinary spaces and brand them as criminally
inclined ([29], p. 2).

Once the school labeled these youth as troublemakers, they attempted to make a name for themselves
within the guise of the label “bad boys”.

...the performance of masculinity through dramatic performances and disruptions in class, through making a
name through fighting, as a strategy for recouping a sense of self as creative, powerful, competent in the face
of the tedium of the school’s workday ([29], p. 223).

The importance of determining disproportionate use of strong discipline dispositions (suspensions and
expulsion) among racial/ethnic groups becomes apparent when considering the rise of zero tolerance
policies in the recent past. As noted earlier, suspension and expulsions have almost doubled in the past
four decades, with zero tolerance policies seen as the primary factor for this increase. In an attempt to
provide the most effective learning environments and to maintain safety, school systems developed a
zero tolerance policy approach to school discipline [36]. This approach to school discipline imposes
immediate and often long-term removal from school for a broad range of school code violations,
including dress code violations, truancy and violent behavior. The policy has led to deeply divided
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opinions and debate on school discipline. Those supporting the zero tolerance philosophy and practice
offer many reasons why a frequent resort to out-of-school suspension/expulsion is critical for
maintaining order and discipline in the schools [37]. They argue that suspensions/expulsions remove
disorderly students and deter other students from bad behavior. This improves the school environment
so that well-behaving students can learn without distractions. Recent research [1] regarding the zero
tolerance policy has raised serious challenges about both the fairness and effectiveness of these
policies. Additionally, despite two decades of implementation of zero-tolerance disciplinary policies
and their application to non-violent and non-serious misbehaviors, there is no evidence that this
frequent reliance on removing misbehaving students improves student behavior or school safety [23].
Pei, Forsyth, Teddlie, Asmus and Stokes [38] demonstrated that race/ethnicity is associated with
student disciplinary dispositions. In their study, while controlling for four levels of school ethnic
diversity, they found that black students compared to other student ethnic groups had higher rates of
infractions at every level of diversity. This current study continued to add to the growing body of
research indicating blacks (and American Indians/Native Alaskans in this study) are recorded as
committing more infractions and receive more severe dispositions than other racial/ethnic groups in
Louisiana. Other researchers [4,22,23,35] beyond Louisiana have similar data and similar concerns
with the data. Additional, deeper research along racial/ethnic groups that links the specific discipline
infraction to its disposition may provide more information on the disproportionate use of suspension and
expulsion among black students, particularly where precise definitions of infractions do not exist [39,40].
Readers should be reminded of one fact of this data: regardless of comparative differences, the
overwhelming majority of offenses for all groups were for non-violent and non-drug offenses.
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