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A B S T R A C T   

In preschool, Black children are overrepresented in percentages of children suspended or 
expelled. Teachers' perceptions of and responses to children displaying disruptive behavior may 
be different depending on the race of the teacher and child. Although teacher-child race match is 
associated with a number of outcomes in K-12 students, research examining these links in pre
school is limited. This study examined whether teachers' reported trajectories of children's 
disruptive behavior and use of discipline practices varied depending on teacher and child race in a 
sample of 349 preschoolers and their 144 teachers. Results indicated that teacher and child race 
were associated with teachers' ratings of children's disruptive behavior and reported use of 
exclusionary discipline practices.   

The demographics of the United States are shifting rapidly. Racial and ethnic minority births now make up the majority of births in 
the United States (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012). White, English-speaking students comprise less than half of public-school enrollment 
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2017). In contrast, over 80% of public-school teachers are White. The expanding gap between 
the racial and ethnic composition of students and that of teachers has important implications for the education system; racial and 
ethnic minority students are very likely to be taught by teachers whose race and/or ethnicity does not match theirs. Race match, or 
mismatch, is related to academic achievement (Dee, 2004; Egalite et al., 2015), teacher expectations (Tenenbaum & Ruck, 2007), 
referrals to special education and gifted/talented programs (Elhoweris et al., 2005), and discipline (Skiba et al., 2011). In these studies, 
students, particularly Black students, tend to have better school outcomes when there is a race/ethnic match with their teacher. 

Of particular concern are the negative effects on children perceived as displaying disruptive behaviors; minoritized students are 
disproportionately disciplined in school and are at a much higher risk of experiencing harsh exclusionary discipline (i.e., suspension or 
expulsion), which may be exacerbated when the student is in a classroom with a teacher of a different race (Gilliam, 2005; Skiba et al., 
2014). These disparities in discipline use place certain children at risk for lower academic achievement, dropping out of school, and 
becoming involved in the criminal justice system (Carter et al., 2017). 

The disproportionate rates of exclusionary discipline are found as early as preschool, where children are three times more likely to 
be expelled than children in K-12 (Gilliam, 2005). Black children attending state-funded preschools were twice as likely to be expelled 
as White children, and 42% of preschoolers suspended are Black, despite Black students making up only 18% of preschool enrollment 
(Gilliam, 2005; U.S. Department of Education, 2016). There has been limited research in preschool around teacher-child race match as 
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compared to research examining this issue in K-12 settings. In the present study, we examined how combinations of teacher and child 
race related to Black and White preschoolers' teacher-reported disruptive behavior across the preschool year and teachers' reported use 
of exclusionary discipline for children identified by their teachers as displaying elevated disruptive behaviors. 

1. Teacher/child race match 

Researchers have linked teacher and child race to a range of child outcomes, both academic and non-academic, with the majority of 
this research focused on elementary school grades and above. Research on K-12 students indicates that being randomly assigned to a 
same-race teacher improves academic achievement (Dee, 2004; Egalite et al., 2015; Gershenson et al., 2018). However, few studies 
have examined outcomes in preschool students as it relates to race. Much of the research on teacher/child race has focused on teacher 
perceptions of and expectations for children of a different race; many studies have shown that White teachers are more likely to rate 
Black students in a negative way, including being inattentive (Dee, 2005; McGrady & Reynolds, 2013), displaying behavior problems 
(Bates & Glick, 2013; Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2000), and having less academic potential (Oates, 2009; Tenenbaum & Ruck, 2007). 
Implicit racial biases, which are biases that an individual is unaware of but nevertheless influence how people think, are one possible 
explanation for these findings (Jacoby-Senghor et al., 2016; Neitzel, 2018). The idea that implicit racial bias may be foundational to 
how teachers interact with children's development aligns with García Coll et al.'s (1996) integrative model, which centers the 
development of minoritized children around social positionality, racism, and segregation. Importantly, it is not just implicit bias, 
which people of all racial/ethnic backgrounds are prone to, but also the shared experiences of those belonging to certain racial/ethnic 
groups that matters (Kozlowski, 2015). Gilliam et al. (2016) showed that providing information about a students' family resulted in less 
severe ratings of children's behavior when the child's race matched the teacher's race, but ratings were more severe when there was not 
a match. This finding suggests that teachers may make different assumptions of and affordances for students dependent on shared 
social positionality with the student (McGrady & Reynolds, 2013). Although researchers hypothesize that these discrepancies in how 
teachers perceive children translate to differences in how teachers interact with those children and the children's subsequent outcomes, 
this remains an understudied area, particularly in the preschool context. 

1.1. Discipline disparities 

Black students, and in particular Black male students, are significantly more likely to be disciplined at school (Gilliam, 2005; Skiba 
et al., 2014). Students who experience more punitive and exclusionary discipline are at an increased risk of failing future classes, 
becoming academically disengaged, dropping out of school, and coming into contact with the criminal justice system (Balfanz et al., 
2014; Marchbanks III et al., 2014; Toldson et al., 2015). This trend begins as early as preschool, which may start affected children's 
education off with stressful, negative experiences (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2016). Such early disparities in 
disciplinary practice lead to questions about their origins; teachers may be perceiving preschoolers' disruptive behavior differently 
depending on a child's race, or they may be responding differently to their disruptive behavior. Although overt racism may impact 
some teacher's perceptions and behaviors, much of the literature has focused on teachers' implicit biases (Staats, 2014). Research has 
shown that the majority of Americans hold an anti-Black implicit bias, despite the fact that such bias may be completely opposed to an 
individual's conscious beliefs and values, and that people may unconsciously make biased judgments and decisions, especially when 
that bias is unacknowledged (Carter et al., 2017; Staats, 2014). There have been some vignette- and lab-based experiments that provide 
evidence for the impact of implicit biases in education, showing that teachers tended to perceive and make recommendations 
differentially based solely on manipulations to the hypothetical child's race (e.g., Gilliam et al., 2016; Goff et al., 2014; Okonofua & 
Eberhardt, 2015). Many researchers have argued that implicit bias is a key underlying mechanism to teacher/child race effects (Cook 
et al., 2018; Gregory et al., 2017; Okonofua et al., 2016). These biases, in combination with any explicit biases a teacher holds, are 
important to consider because they impact how a teacher perceives a child; the way in which a teacher perceives a child substantially 
impacts how that teacher then behaves towards that child (Coplan et al., 2015; Dobbs & Arnold, 2009; Hamre et al., 2008; Myers & 
Pianta, 2008). Consequently, it is important to examine how teacher and child race combine to relate to the ways in which teachers 
perceive and respond to a child's behavior. 

1.2. Relation between teacher and child race combinations and disruptive behavior 

Limited research has been conducted on the relation between teacher and child race combinations and preschoolers' disruptive 
behavior. Disruptive behavior is a global term that includes low frustration tolerance, anger, impulsivity, hyperactivity, noncompli
ance, and aggression (Bufferd et al., 2012; Powell et al., 2003). When children display disruptive behaviors, teachers report being less 
effective in their teaching (Feil et al., 2005). These children are at a high risk for a host of negative outcomes, such as reduced academic 
achievement and highly conflictual relationship with their teachers (e.g., Doumen et al., 2008; Ladd & Burgess, 2001). Downer et al. 
(2016) found that Black preschool teachers reported fewer increases in Black students' behavior problems over the school year as 
compared to White teachers. Gilliam et al. (2016) asked teachers to view videos of preschoolers engaging in typical activities and 
watch for signs of challenging behavior; teachers, regardless of their own race, spent significantly more time watching Black children, 
especially Black boys, despite there being no challenging behavior depicted in the videos. However, in Graves and Howes (2011), Black 
male preschool students were no more likely to be rated as having behavior problems than male students of any other race. 

Although there has been limited research conducted on preschool-aged children and disruptive behavior specifically, there has 
been some research focused on early elementary school. For example, Bates and Glick (2013) found that Black kindergarten students 
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were rated as having more externalizing behavior problems when being taught by White teachers than when taught by Black teachers. 
Similarly, Downey and Pribesh (2004) found that White kindergarten teachers rated Black students as having more externalizing 
behavior issues as compared to White students. Rimm-Kaufman et al. (2000) found that in schools with higher minority composition, 
White teachers were more likely than minority teachers to report certain problems for children entering kindergarten (e.g., “difficulty 
following directions” and “immaturity”). Taken together, these studies provide some preliminary evidence that teacher and child race 
matter when considering how young children's behavior is rated and responded to; however, there is still very little published research 
on this topic, particularly in the preschool population. 

2. Present study 

We examined whether teacher and child race combinations were associated with teachers' ratings of children's trajectories of 
disruptive behavior across the preschool year and teachers' report of disciplinary actions at the end of the preschool year for Black and 
White students using the following research questions and hypotheses. For children whose teachers report that they display elevated 
disruptive behaviors: 

1. Do teachers' ratings of children's disruptive behavior differ across the year depending upon both teacher and child race? We ex
pected that White teachers would rate Black students as having higher disruptive behavior on average, both in terms of the intensity 
of the behavior problems and the degree to which the teacher considers their behavior to be a problem, and that they would report 
less improvement (i.e., a flatter, but still decreasing, slope) over the course of the preschool year as compared to White teachers' 
ratings of White children. We did not expect Black teachers to rate White or Black children differently when compared to White 
teachers' ratings of White students.  

2. Do teachers report using more exclusionary disciplinary practices based upon teacher and child race? We expected that both Black 
and White teachers would report using harsher disciplinary practices with Black students when compared to White teachers' reports 
of disciplinary practices with White children, with the highest rates expected for Black children who are being taught by White 
teachers. We did not expect there to be a difference in practices for White students with same- and different-race teachers. 

3. Method 

3.1. Participants 

Data were collected from children and teachers participating in a large classroom randomized control trial of an attachment-based 
intervention, Banking Time, designed to improve the quality of a teacher's interactions with a specific child (Williford et al., 2016). The 
goal of Banking Time is to have teacher-child sessions in which children take the lead of the session where behavioral expectations are 
removed and the child is accepted unconditionally (Williford et al., 2016). The skills include observing the child's expressed emotion 
and behaviors, narrating what the child is doing, allowing the child to lead the activity, labelling the child's emotions, and being 
available as an emotional resource to the child (Williford et al., 2015). Participation in the intervention was not of primary interest in 
the current study; however, intervention status was controlled for in all models and we examined whether intervention status served as 
a moderator in any of the primary results. 

Participants in the larger study included 183 teachers and 470 preschool children who participated across 173 classrooms at three 
sites over the course of the three-year study. Child participants were selected based on teacher's ratings of the child's externalizing 
behavior. The teacher rated all children in their classrooms on two scales: the Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder Rating Scale-IV 
(ADHDRS-IV; DuPaul et al., 1998) and the Oppositional Defiant Disorder Rating Scale (ODDRS; Hommersen et al., 2006). The two boys 
and one girl in each classroom with the highest combined scores on those measures and whose parents had given consent for them to 
participate were selected for the study; selection based on gender was done in order to ensure that girls were represented in the sample 
as boys are significantly more likely to be rated as displaying disruptive behavior than girls (Nolan et al., 2001). The children selected 
for the study were an average of 48.7 months old and 65% were boys. In terms of race, parents reported that 42% of the child sample 
was Black, 38% was White, 8% was Hispanic, and 12% was another or mixed race. Teachers were mostly female (96.1%) and had an 
average of 9.2 years of pre-K teaching experience. The majority of teachers identified as White (53%) or Black (41%). Because the 
percentages of students and teachers identifying as races other than White and Black were small enough that we did not have statistical 
power to examine separately, only data from White and Black students in classrooms with either White or Black teachers were 
analyzed, for a total of 187 Black students and 162 White students with 81 White teachers and 63 Black teachers. Most of the preschool 
teachers worked at private preschools (55%), followed by state-funded preschools (26%) and Head Start programs (19%). The de
mographic characteristics of the sub-sample were very similar to the overall sample. 

3.2. Procedure 

In the larger study, participant teachers were randomly assigned to one of three conditions: (a) Banking Time, (b) Child Time, or (c) 
Business-as-Usual (BAU). The three selected children within each classroom were randomly assigned to one of three, 7-week inter
vention/assessment windows. In the Banking Time condition, teachers implemented Banking Time sessions two to three times per 
week at school during the participating child's randomly selected window. Teachers worked with one child at a time (one child in 
Window 1, the next in Window 2, and the next in Window 3). Teachers in the Child Time condition followed the same schedule but 
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were not given specific instructions on how to spend the time. In the BAU condition, no treatment was provided and teachers were 
instructed to interact with children in their classroom as they typically would. 

Data were collected on children and teachers at four points during the year: Baseline/Pre-Window 1, Pre-Window 2/Post-Window 
1, Pre-Window 3/Post-Window 2, and Post-Window 3/End-of-Year (EOY). Not all data were collected at each time point; for example, 
teacher and child demographic information were only collected at baseline, whereas information on the disciplinary actions teachers 
used with students was collected only at the end of the year. Teacher-reported disruptive behaviors were collected for all children at 
baseline, their pre- and post-window, and EOY. Thus, for children assigned to Window 1, data were collected at Pre-Window 1, Post- 
Window 1, and EOY; for children in Window 2, the data were collected at Baseline, Pre-Window 2, Post-Window 2, and EOY; and for 
children assigned to Window 3 the data were collected at Baseline, Pre-Window 3, and EOY (Table 1 displays the data collection time 
points for each child). 

3.3. Measures 

3.3.1. Teacher and child demographics 
At baseline, parents completed a demographic questionnaire that asked about children's race/ethnicity, gender, family income 

level, household size, and the child's age. Teachers completed a survey on their own demographic information, including race/ 
ethnicity, years of teacher experience, and education levels. 

3.3.2. Teacher-reported child behavior problems 
The Sutter-Eyberg Student Behavior Inventory–Revised (SESBI-R; Eyberg & Pincus, 1999) was used to measure the frequency and 

severity of externalizing behaviors and to what degree the teacher finds those behaviors as being problematic in the classroom. The 
SESBI-R is a comprehensive measure of externalizing behavior that is widely used in research with both a parent- and teacher-report 
version. The 38 items yield an intensity scale and a problem scale; for the current study, we used both scales. The intensity indicates the 
severity of the behavior problem on a Likert-scale ranging from 1 (Never Exhibits Behavior) to 7 (Always Exhibits Behavior), whereas the 
problem scale indicates whether a specific behavior is a problem (yes/no), with higher scores indicating more severe externalizing 
behavior problems. There was high internal consistency in this sample for both the intensity (α = 0.97) and problem (α = 0.95) scales. 

3.3.3. Teacher-reported exclusionary disciplinary actions 
At the end of the year, teachers estimated the frequency with which they used certain exclusionary disciplinary techniques across 

the school year for all participating children. This measure was administered at the end of the year to measure the cumulative report of 
these practices during the year, many of which were low frequency events. The items were pulled from an end of year survey 
administered to all teachers and had acceptable internal consistency (α = 0.77). Teachers rated the frequency with which they used the 
following practices, including putting a child in time out, removing a child from an activity, removing a child from the classroom 
temporarily, and sending a child home. Response options were on a 7-point scale ranging from Never to Multiple times a day. 

3.4. Data analysis 

For the first research question, the outcome variables were mean level of disruptive behavior and change in disruptive behavior 
over time and the predictor variable was teacher-child race combination. To examine how teacher and child race combinations were 
related to trajectories of children's disruptive behavior, multi-level modeling (MLM) data analysis techniques were used to account for 
the 3-level nesting of data: time (Level 1) nested within children (Level 2), nested within classrooms (Level 3). Because there were four 
time points during the preschool year at which children's disruptive behavior was reported by teachers, a growth curve model was 
used. The intercept, referred to in tables and text as the average, was set at the beginning of the year, and a decreasing linear slope best 
fit the data across time (Miner & Clarke-Stewart, 2008). 

Depending on the window that a child was assigned to (see Table 1) as well as attrition over time, teachers did not rate children's 
disruptive behavior at all four time points. Missing data on disruptive behavior from baseline to Post-Window-3 ranged from 16% to 
29%. Additionally, 32% of end of year discipline data were missing due to attrition or incomplete survey responding by teachers. A 
small percentage of missing demographic data (1%–6%) was present due to incomplete responding of teachers and caregivers to the 
baseline surveys. Analysis of missingness showed data to not be missing completely at random (Little, 1988). No evidence of missing 
not at random emerged. Because the study data provided a rich set of covariates shown by prior research to be associated with the 
outcomes of interest, reducing the likelihood that some unobserved characteristic exists that would exert influence on the outcomes, 
we assumed missing at random. Missing data were estimated using full information maximum likelihood (Enders & Bandalos, 2001). In 
the model, White children with White teachers were the reference group. Terms for being a Black child with a White teacher (“1” for 
Black child with a White teacher, “0” for any other combination), being a White child with a Black teacher, and being a Black child with 
a Black teacher were included. Variables for the teacher/child race combinations were entered at Level 2 (child-level). Covariates 
included child gender, child age, family income to needs ratio, teacher years of experience, teacher age, classroom racial composition, 
center type (with public not-for-profit as the referent), and intervention status.1 These covariates were included due to prior research 

1 Sensitivity analyses were constructed to examine intervention status as a moderator of the association between teacher-child race combinations 
and all three outcomes of interest. The interaction was never significant and findings were robust to its inclusion. 
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indicating associations with disruptive behavior, discipline practices, or racial bias. Children's age, male gender, and poverty level are 
all associated with higher levels of disruptive behavior (Spieker et al., 1999). Teacher years of experience have been associated with 
reports of disruptive behavior, albeit inconsistently in the literature, and therefore was included to control for any potential association 
(DiCarlo et al., 2015; Pas & Bradshaw, 2014). Age is also associated with variations in implicit and explicit bias (Gonsalkorale et al., 
2009). Racial composition was included as a covariate because it has been shown to relate to school suspension rates (e.g., Gregory 
et al., 2011; Skiba et al., 2014). 

To examine how White and Black teachers apply disciplinary practices to Black and White children, the above analyses were 
replicated with the exception that the outcome in these analyses was only at end-of-year. Because these outcomes are only conducted at 
one point in time (EOY), we used a two-level model (children nested within classrooms). 

4. Results 

4.1. Teacher-child race combinations and teacher's ratings of disruptive behavior across the preschool year 

Results are summarized in Table 2 and the trajectories of disruptive behavior over the year are displayed in Fig. 1. Throughout the 
preschool year, teachers' reports indicated that the intensity of children's disruptive behavior improved (β = − 3.34, p < .001); that is, 
teachers rated children as displaying less intensive disruptive behavior as the preschool year progressed. Counter to our hypothesis, 
there was no significant difference between White teachers' ratings of Black children's improvement across the year when compared to 
White teachers' ratings of White students (β = 3.07, p = .35). Consistent with hypotheses, however, White teachers rated Black children 
as having more intense disruptive behavior on average when compared to White teachers' ratings of White children (β = 16.18, p =
.02). This means that although White teachers' ratings of Black children showed the same rate of improvement in their disruptive 
behavior over the course of the year as White teachers' ratings of White children, White teachers rated Black children as having more 
intense disruptive behavior, on average, across the year. There were no significant differences between Black teachers' ratings of White 
or Black children when compared to White teachers' ratings of White children for average rated disruptive behavior over the year. 
Unexpectedly, Black teachers' ratings of White children showed less improvement across the year when compared to White teachers' 
ratings of White children (ß = 8.90, p = .002). 

The degree to which teachers considered children's behavior to be a problem also declined across the preschool year (ß = − 1.26, p 
< .001). Counter to hypotheses, White teachers did not rate Black children as displaying more problematic behaviors as compared to 
White teachers rating White children (ß = 2.58, p = .06) on average over the year. Similarly, there was no significant difference 
between the improvement in White teachers' ratings of Black students' when compared to improvement in White teachers' ratings of 
White children (ß = 0.64, p = .33). The rate of change in Black teachers' ratings of Black children's problem behaviors did not differ 
from change in White teachers' ratings of White children's problem behaviors across the year. 

4.2. Teacher's report of exclusionary discipline practices at end of the year 

Results (displayed in Table 3) showed that White teachers reported using higher rates of exclusionary discipline practices with 
Black children when compared to White teachers with White children (ß = 2.51, p = .01). Black teachers also reported using higher 
rates of exclusionary discipline practices with White children as compared to White teachers with White Children (ß = 3.24, p = .01). 
Black teachers did not report using exclusionary discipline practices with Black children at frequencies significantly different from the 
rates of White teachers with White children. 

Table 1 
Time points for data collection for each of the three children in each classroom.  

Window for which child was 
randomly selected 

Time point 1 
Beginning of school year 

Time point 2 
Winter 

Time point 3 
Early spring 

Time point 4 
End of school year 

Window 1 Child and family 
demographic 
Teacher Demographic 
Teacher report of 
disruptive behavior 

Teacher report of 
disruptive behavior 

Data purposely missing Teacher report of disruptive 
behavior 
Teacher report of exclusionary 
discipline practices 

Window 2 Child and family 
demographic 
Teacher Demographic 
Teacher report of 
disruptive behavior 

Teacher report of 
disruptive behavior 

Teacher report of 
disruptive behavior 

Teacher report of disruptive 
behavior 
Teacher report of exclusionary 
discipline practices 

Window 3 Child and family 
demographic 
Teacher Demographic 
Teacher report of 
disruptive behavior 

Data purposefully missing Teacher report of 
disruptive behavior 

Teacher report of disruptive 
behavior 
Teacher report of exclusionary 
discipline practices  
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Table 2 
Teacher ratings of disruptive behavior over the preschool year.   

Intensity of Behavior Degree to Which Behavior is a Problem 

Slope (SE) Average (SE) Slope (SE) Average (SE) 

Level 1 
Time  − 3.34***  (0.83)      − 1.26  (0.20)      

Level 2 
Black Teacher/Black Child  1.12  (3.51)  7.32  (8.02)  − 0.03  (0.75)  0.18  (1.95) 
Black Teacher/White Child  8.90***  (2.89)  − 1.62  (10.34)  1.01  (0.71)  − 0.59  (2.03) 
White Teacher/Black Child  3.07  (3.27)  16.19*  (7.12)  0.64  (0.66)  2.58  (1.37) 
Child Age  0.20  (0.14)  − 0.24  (0.45)  − 0.01  (0.03)  0.07  (0.08) 
Gender (Male)  0.04  (1.54)  12.09**  (4.87)  0.03  (0.30)  1.06  (0.89) 
Income-to-needs Ratio  − 1.01  (0.79)  − 1.61  (2.64)  0.11  (0.16)  − 0.61  (0.43)  

Level 3 
Banking Time  − 2.62  (1.87)  − 0.57  (6.75)  − 0.44  (0.49)  1.14  (1.73) 
Child Time  − 1.93  (1.95)  − 7.99  (6.57)  0.11  (0.49)  0.69  (1.69) 
Teacher Age  0.03  (0.10)  0.02  (0.28)  − 0.02  (0.02)  0.00  (0.07) 
Teacher Years of Education  1.46**  (0.53)  2.14  (2.09)  0.28*  (0.14)  0.66  (0.52) 
Teacher Years of Experience  0.07  (0.13)  − 0.61  (0.44)  0.04  (0.03)  − 0.11  (0.10) 
Classroom % Black  − 1.10  (4.64)  − 33.71  (18.01)  1.73  (1.13)  − 12.27*  (5.43) 
Classroom % White  0.96  (4.21)  − 20.44  (17.42)  1.01  (1.18)  − 10.63*  (4.51) 
Center Type: Head Start  − 2.28  (3.06)  1.98  (11.74)  0.62  (1.02)  − 0.88  (2.80) 
Center Type: State-Funded  − 7.97**  (3.10)  1.88  (11.19)  − 0.21  (0.80)  − 1.82  (2.56) 
Center Type: Public with State  − 6.81  (5.70)  3.54  (13.63)  0.27  (0.81)  0.75  (2.56) 
Center Type: Private for-Profit  4.91*  (2.45)  − 6.20  (10.60)  1.50**  (0.56  − 2.30  (2.23) 

* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 

Fig. 1. Trajectories of disruptive behavior over the year by teacher/child race combinations.  
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5. Discussion 

We examined how teacher-child race combinations related to teachers' ratings of children's disruptive behavior across the pre
school year and their reported use of exclusionary discipline practices at the end of the school year in a sample of Black and White 
preschoolers and Black and White teachers. We found that the combinations of teachers' and children's races were indeed associated 
with teachers' ratings of children's behavior. 

As we hypothesized, White teachers rated Black children as having more intense behavior problems as compared to White teachers' 
ratings of White children on average (teachers' ratings averaged across the year). Race was also linked to ratings for White children 
being taught by Black teachers, who were rated as showing less improvement in their disruptive behavior across the year as compared 
to White teachers' ratings of White students, a result not found in previous studies. The potential relation between teacher and child 
race combinations and teachers' reported use of exclusionary discipline practices, such as removing children from their classroom, was 
also examined. White and Black teachers reported using exclusionary discipline practices more frequently with children who were not 
their same race (e.g., White teachers with Black children and Black teachers with White children) as compared to White teachers' 
reported use of exclusionary discipline practices with White children. This is an interesting finding because it indicates that both the 
teacher's race and the child's race in combination may be important to consider. Administrators' and practitioners' attempts to reduce 
the use of exclusionary discipline and address disparities in the application of those practices should therefore consider not only the 
race of the child, but also the race of the teacher. 

The results are also unique in that, unlike previous work, the findings that some children are being disproportionately disciplined 
are extended to more minor, subtle forms of exclusionary discipline, not only for suspensions and expulsions. As more states and school 
districts move towards eliminating suspensions and expulsions for young children (Colombi & Osher, 2015), understanding the 
mechanisms behind this finding become even more important. These more minor, in-classroom exclusionary practices may be used 
even more frequently when teachers are no longer able to use out-of-classroom discipline practices as in the past, resulting in children 
continuing to lose instructional time and opportunities for engagement in the classroom. 

The implications of this set of findings for potential intervention will be different based on the underlying reasons that teacher and 
child race combinations matter. Going forward, it will be important to determine whether these results might be replicated in other 
participant groups and to better understand the potential causal processes behind these findings. The increasing racial and ethnic 
diversity of children (and teachers, to a lesser extent) in schools will likely result in increasing numbers of students in classrooms with a 
teacher of a different race than their own. With the disproportionate rates of school discipline (Gilliam, 2005; Skiba et al., 2014) 
negatively impacting preschool children's educational experience, it is vital that we seek a deeper understanding of how and why these 
disparities occur. 

Although these findings demonstrate that teacher and child race combinations matter, we were unable to address the potential 
underlying causal mechanisms in this study. It is possible that teachers' ratings were being influenced by implicit biases, and so the 
differences in ratings of their behavior problems may not have reflected an objective difference in the rate and severity of disruptive 
behavior, but rather differences in perceptions of and expectations for children's behavior (Gilliam et al., 2016). White teachers may be 
biased towards Black children and therefore rate their behavior more negatively than White children. This explanation aligns with the 
literature on bias in White teachers' perceptions and responses to Black students (e.g., Elhoweris et al., 2005; Skiba et al., 2011; 
Tenenbaum & Ruck, 2007). In addition, the shared experiences of those belonging to a specific racial/ethnic group may influence how 

Table 3 
Teacher-reported use of exclusionary discipline practices at the end of the year.   

End of Year Exclusionary Discipline  

Estimate (SE) 

Level 1 
Black Teacher/Black Child  1.77  (0.59) 
Black Teacher/White Child  3.24**  (1.20) 
White Teacher/Black Child  2.51**  (0.95) 
Child Age  0.05  (0.04) 
Gender (Male)  1.78***  (0.59) 
Income-to-needs Ratio  − 0.07  (0.32)  

Level 2 
Banking Time  0.19  (0.80) 
Child Time  − 0.24  (0.74) 
Teacher Age  − 0.05  (0.04) 
Teacher Years of Education  0.44  (0.25) 
Teacher Years of Experience  − 0.04  (0.05) 
Classroom % Black  − 0.80  (8.75) 
Classroom % White  − 0.01  (8.53) 
Center Type: Head Start  − 2.45  (1.61) 
Center Type: State-Funded  0.23  (1.80) 
Center Type: Public with State  − 3.41  (1.95) 
Center Type: Private for-Profit  1.36  (1.09) 

**p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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teachers interpret and respond to children's behavior. As such, White teachers may make more affordances for White children as 
compared to Black children (e.g., White teachers may temper their perceptions of White, but not Black students' disruptive behavior 
based on family or other contextual information; Gilliam et al., 2016). This may also explain our finding that Black teachers' ratings of 
White children showed less improvement. When compared to White teachers, Black teachers may make fewer affordances for White 
children and may be more attuned to more subtle disruptive behaviors. There may also be implicit biases underlying Black teachers' 
treatment of White students. However, given the novelty of this finding and the lack of research investigating related processes, it is 
difficult to gauge the meaning and importance of this result. Future work should attempt to replicate these findings and additional 
research is needed to explore potential underlying causal mechanisms. 

An alternative to the possibility that differences in ratings reflect differences in perceptions of students is the idea that children may 
display more frequent or severe behavior problems when children's race does not match that of their teachers; teachers may respond to 
children's behavior problems in a way that does not support improvement in children's ability to regulate their behavior as effectively 
as they might with children of their own race. This could potentially be due to implicit bias or because the practices they are using to 
address their students' behavior problems may show disparate effectiveness for children from different backgrounds. Similarly, 
teachers' greater use of exclusionary discipline practices may be the result of implicit biases, or it could be that they lack the knowledge 
and tools to respond in a more culturally sensitive and effective way to children of a different racial background than their own (Dee, 
2004). Importantly, although this work identifies patterns in how teachers are rating children, understanding the actual mechanisms 
that explain the effects is essential. There is currently not enough information about why teachers are rating or responding to children 
differently based on their own and the child's race. Future research may benefit from using alternative sources of information (e.g., 
classroom observations) to evaluate whether these teacher-reported differences reflect actual differences in how children are behaving 
in the classroom and/or how teachers are responding to those behaviors. 

Some researchers argue that racial categories should be replaced as explanatory constructs due to the lack of consensual conceptual 
definition (e.g., Helms et al., 2005). Although results from this study are consistent with previous literature demonstrating that teacher 
and child race are related to teachers' ratings of children's behavior (e.g., Downer et al., 2016; Gilliam et al., 2016), these findings 
underscore the need for more research to better understand the specific social and cultural processes that may underlie the between 
group differences observed in this study, given the complexity embedded in the simple racial categories used in this and many other 
studies. 

5.1. Limitations 

There were a number of limitations to this study. One significant limitation is that the study is correlational in nature; children were 
not randomly assigned to White or Black teachers, so it is not possible to determine whether the teacher and child race combinations 
caused the differences in ratings. Similarly, as described above, we could not determine how or why race was linked to teachers' ratings 
of children's behavior or reported use of exclusionary discipline practices. Another limitation is that we only included Black and White 
children in our models. We also selected children for the study based on their teachers' initial ratings of their disruptive behavior, 
which would potentially be impacted by implicit bias. Although the proportions of White and Black children selected were similar to 
the overall proportions of White and Black children across the larger participant group, it is possible that there was bias in those initial 
ratings. The measure of exclusionary disciplinary actions consisted of teacher's self-report about the frequency with which they used 
discipline practices across the entire year, which relies on the accuracy of their memory. Finally, the outcome variables were teacher- 
reported; it is possible that teachers were reporting differences in how they employed discipline practices, but there may have been no 
actual differences in how they applied them in the classroom. Similarly, relying solely on teacher-reported outcomes means there is 
potential for shared method variance. It is not possible to know whether teacher's ratings reflect true differences in the intensity of 
children's behavior problems or bias in the ratings due to characteristics of teacher. These discipline practices are difficult to measure 
and, unlike official suspensions and expulsions, there are typically no records of less severe disciplinary actions such as time-out or 
phone calls home. Future work could expand measurement to rely less on teacher perception and memory by including additional 
informants (e.g., parents or independent observers). Additionally, a number of covariates that were not the focus of the current study 
were related to the outcomes, and so future work could further investigate the potential influence of those demographic factors. 

5.2. Conclusion 

Results from this study represent an important step in better understanding how preschoolers displaying disruptive behavior may 
be rated and disciplined differently based on their own and their teacher's race. This is an important area of investigation given the 
deeply concerning disparities in exclusionary discipline practices and the attendant removal of children from instructional time. 
Although our findings revealed a pattern of differences linked to teacher and child race, it will be important moving forward to begin to 
identify the mechanisms behind these differences in order to work more effectively towards closing the racial discipline gap. 
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