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Abstract

The Latinx population is the largest group of racially and ethnically diverse students in the United States. Although
disproportionality in school discipline has been documented for Latinx students, findings related to such disparities have
been inconsistent. We examined disciplinary exclusion practices involving students with and without disabilities who are
Latinx across the United States using risk ratios (RR) and weighted mixed-effect models. We leveraged data from the Civil
Rights Data Collection (CRDC) data set for the 2015 to 2016 academic school year, which included data from more than
94,000 schools. The CRDC is collected by the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Civil Rights every 2 years. All U.S.
public schools are required to submit data to the CRDC. Results suggest that Latinx students with and without disabilities
were statistically significantly more likely to receive exclusionary discipline than White students, but less likely than Black
students. Implications for research and practice are provided.
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Exclusionary discipline has been a persistent concern,
particularly as it disproportionally affects racially and
ethnically diverse students (Edelman et al., 1975; U.S.
Department of Education [USDOE], Office for Civil
Rights [OCR], & The U.S. Department of Justice, Civil
Rights Division, 2014). In the 2015 to 2016 school year,
2.8 million students across the United States were sus-
pended at least once (USDOE, 2018). Exclusionary disci-
pline is linked to a higher likelihood of negative outcomes,
including academic failure, grade retention, school drop-
out, and involvement in the juvenile justice system
(American Academy of Pediatrics & Council on School
Health, 2013). Regarding grade retention and dropping
out, for example, students in Grades 7 to 12 who had one
or more disciplinary exclusion were twice as likely to be
retained (Fabelo et al., 2011; Marchbanks et al., 2015);
students with a prior suspension were 68% more likely to
drop out of school (Suh et al., 2007). Regarding juvenile
justice involvement, 61% of incarcerated youth reported
being expelled or suspended from school the year prior to
entering the juvenile system (Fabelo et al., 2011; Sedlak
& McPherson, 2010). These poor school outcomes and
potential juvenile justice involvement carry severe finan-
cial implications. A study of a single grade cohort of
California youth estimated that students who dropped out
of high school because of suspensions would result in

about US$2.7 billion in costs for the state, stemming from
lost wages and tax revenue, increased crime, and higher
welfare and health costs (Rumberger & Losen, 2017).
Given these challenges associated with exclusionary dis-
cipline and the disproportionate involvement of specific
racially and ethnically diverse students and consequently
the potential for civil rights violations, there is an urgency
to expand preventive measures that emphasize safe envi-
ronments and improved school climate (USDOE, 2014;
USDOE, OCR, & the U.S. Department of Justice, Civil
Rights Division, 2014), multitier systems of support such
as School-wide Positive Behavioral Interventions and
Supports (SWPBIS; Bradshaw et al., 2010), and cultur-
ally sensitive practices (Whitford et al., 2016) to amelio-
rate the problem.
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Disciplinary Exclusion for Racially and Ethnically
Diverse Students

Specific racially and ethnically diverse groups are more
likely to be subjected to exclusions for infractions than their
White peers who commit similar violations (Bal, 2016;
Losen & Gillespie, 2012; Skiba, Arredondo, & Rausch,
2014; Whitford et al., 2016). Indeed, race and ethnicity
have been reported as the single most predictive character-
istics for likelihood of school discipline (Finn & Servoss,
2014; Skiba, Arredondo, & Rausch, 2014; Skiba et al.,
2011). The most notably overrepresented students are Black
(Gage et al., 2019; Skiba et al., 2014) and American Indian
students (Brown & DiTillio, 2013; Whitford et al., 2019;
Whitford & Levine-Donnerstein, 2014). In contrast, White
and Asian Americans are underrepresented in exclusionary
discipline (Peguero et al., 2015).

Another group with increased risk for disciplinary exclu-
sion is students with disabilities (Vincent et al., 2012). For
example, although students with disabilities represented
approximately 12% of all public school students, they
accounted for 25.2% of out-of-school suspensions (OSSs)
and 24.1% of expulsions (U.S. Government Accountability
Office [USGAO], 2018). Black students with disabilities,
although representing about 19% of all K—12 students with
disabilities, accounted for about 36% of students with dis-
abilities suspended in 2013 to 2014 (USGAO, 2018).
Research has also examined differences by specific disabil-
ity categories and disciplinary exclusion. For example,
Sullivan et al. (2014) examined predictors of suspension for
students with disabilities and found that students with emo-
tional or behavioral disorders (EBDs) were nine times more
likely to receive at least one suspension compared with a
student receiving special education services for speech-lan-
guage impairment. Fabelo and colleagues (2011) used data
from Texas and found that 74.6% of students with disabili-
ties received at least one suspension or expulsion between
7th and 12th grade, compared with 54.7% of students with-
out disabilities. Perhaps more concerning, 90.2% of the stu-
dents with EBDs received at least one suspension or
expulsion, compared with 76.2% of students with learning
disabilities, and 37.0% of students with other disabilities
(e.g., autism, cognitive impairment). Furthermore, almost
half of the students with EBDs were suspended 11 times or
more.

Disciplinary Exclusion for Latinx Students

Findings regarding rates of disciplinary exclusion for
Latinx (Note 1) students (26% of total enrollment in U.S.
public schools, up from 16% in 2000-2001; U.S.
Department of Education, 2018) have been mixed (Arcia,
2006; Gordon et al., 2000; Krezmien et al., 2006; Peguero
et al., 2015; Skiba et al., 2011). For example, Cornell

et al. (2018) analyzed exclusionary discipline rates for
students in the state of Virginia and found that Latinx stu-
dents were twice as likely to experience exclusionary dis-
cipline than their White peers. Findings of student-level
data in a diverse school district in California echoed these
findings—Latinx students were twice as likely to be sus-
pended or expelled than their White peers (Cruz & Rodl,
2018), while Brown and DiTillio (2013) found that Latinx
students in Arizona have been disciplined at rates consid-
ered proportional to White peers. Similarly, an examina-
tion of disciplinary rates for students in Denver Public
Schools found no significant differences between Latinx
students and their White counterparts (Gregory et al.,
2018).

Results have also been mixed at the national level. Skiba
et al. (2011) examined data from more than 400 schools
across the United States, and found significant underrepre-
sentation of Latinx students in exclusionary discipline at the
elementary level, but significant overrepresentation at the
middle school level. Finn and Servoss (2014) used nation-
ally representative data from the Education Longitudinal
Study of 2002 and found that Latinx students were one and
a half times more likely than their White peers to be sus-
pended for comparable infractions. Losen et al. (2015) used
data from the 2011 to 2012 CRDC and found that Black
males have the highest risk for suspension (33.8%), fol-
lowed by Latinx males (23.2%). Most recently, Gage et al.
(2019) examined disproportionate disciplinary exclusion
for Black and Latinx students with and without disabilities
using the 2015 to 2016 CRDC. The authors found that
Black students with and without disabilities were signifi-
cantly more likely to receive disciplinary exclusion than
Latinx students. Similarly, Whitford et al. (2019) examined
disproportionate discipline for Native American and Latinx
students using the same data and similar procedures, find-
ing that Native American students were also significantly
more likely to receive disciplinary exclusion. It is worth
noting that Latinx students were (a) not the primary refer-
ence group in those studies and (b) not compared with
White students.

Purpose

Given the persistent concern over exclusionary discipline,
particularly in light of associated detrimental effects and the
disproportionate rates of specific racially and ethnically
diverse groups and the mixed research outcomes on Latinx
students, the purpose of this study was to examine disciplin-
ary exclusion practices involving students with and without
disabilities who are Latinx across the United States. Indeed,
the use of comprehensive national data collected by the OCR
across 94,781 schools in 17,317 school districts, in all 50
states and the District of Columbia, will allow for clarity on
the representation of Latinxs in disciplinary exclusion. The
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study is conceptually and statistically similar to previous
studies examining disproportionate discipline for Black and
Native American students (Gage et al., 2019; Whitford et al.,
2019), but focuses exclusively on Latinx students compared
with White and Black students, estimating disproportionality
statistics for unique comparisons not previously examined.
Specifically, our research questions are as follows:

Research Question 1 (RQ1): At what rates have Latinx
students with and without disabilities received disciplin-
ary exclusion?

Research Question 2 (RQ2): Do Latinx students with
and without disabilities receive disproportionate disci-
plinary exclusion compared with White and Black
students?

Method
Sample

For this study, we used school discipline data from the
USDOE’s CRDC for the 2015 to 2016 school year. The
U.S. OCR requires that all public schools to complete the
CRDC survey. The survey includes a broad array of disci-
pline-related data, including disciplinary exclusion, disag-
gregated by disability status and race/ethnicity. The 2015 to
2016 CRDC includes data from 94,781 schools located
within 17,317 school districts from all 50 states and the
District of Columbia. The majority of schools included ele-
mentary-age students (60%), followed by middle grade stu-
dents (e.g., 68, 32%) and high school students (27%; Note
2). A small percentage of schools were considered charter
schools (7%), magnet schools (4%), alternative schools
(3%), special education—focused schools (2%), or juvenile
justice schools (1%). The average enrollment for Latinx
students was 22.5%, while average enrollment for Black
and White students was 15.4% and 52.6%, respectively.
The average enrollment for Latinx students with disabilities
was 2.6%, while the average enrollment for Black and
White students with disabilities was 2.4% and 7.3%, respec-
tively. The distribution by gender was practically equiva-
lent, with males representing 51% of the students. With
regard to special education and limited English proficiency
(LEP) services, 12% of students received special education
and 10% received LEP services. No information was avail-
able for specific special education disability categories
(e.g., emotional disturbance).

Measures

Disciplinary exclusion

In-school suspension (ISS). The CRDC includes school-
level counts for the number of students who received an ISS
disaggregated by disability status and race/ethnicity. OCR
defines an ISS as

An instance in which a child is temporarily removed from his
or her regular classroom(s) for at least half'a day for disciplinary
purposes, but remains under the direct supervision of school
personnel. Direct supervision means school personnel are
physically in the same location as students under their
supervision. (USDOE, OCR, 2019, p. 12)

0SS. The OCR data included counts of OSSs for each
school disaggregated by disability status and race/ethnicity.
The OCR defined an OSS differently for students with and
without disabilities.

e For students with disabilities served under the
Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement
Act (IDEA): OSS is an instance in which a child is
temporarily removed from his or her regular school
for at least half a day for disciplinary purposes to
another setting (e.g., home, behavior center)

e For students without disabilities: OSS is an instance
in which a child is temporarily removed from his or
her regular school for at least half a day (but less than
the remainder of the school year) for disciplinary
purposes to another setting (e.g., home, behavior
center; USDOE, OCR, 2019, p. 16)

The CRDC included the number of students who received
only one OSS and the number of students who received
more than one OSS. We summed these two categories
together for a total number of students who received one or
more OSS for a school and for each of the subgroups of
interest (disability and race/ethnicity).

Expulsions. The OCR data included the counts of stu-
dent expulsions for each school disaggregated by disability
status and race/ethnicity. The OCR included three differ-
ent types of expulsions: (a) expulsion under zero-tolerance
policies, (b) expulsion with educational services, and (c)
expulsion without educational services (USDOE, OCR,
2019, pp. 9-10).

Due to the infrequent use of expulsions, we summed all
the three types together.

Covariates. We included school-, district-, and state-level
covariates. At the school level, we included the school
grade level (i.e., elementary, middle, high, and other) and
the type of school (i.e., traditional public school, juvenile
justice center, alternative school, magnet school, or public
charter school). We also included the percentage of male
students; students identified as Asian, Black, Hawaiian/
Pacific Islander, Latinx, Native American, and White; stu-
dents receiving LEP; and students receiving special educa-
tion services at all three levels (i.e., in a school, in a district,
and in a state). To control for potential regional effects, we
categorized each school into one of the nine census-defined
U.S. regions (USDOE, 2018). After centering, which is
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Table I. Model Covariates.

School level

District level

State level

School level: Elementary
School level: Middle
School level High
School type: Special education
School type: Magnet
School type: Charter

Islander
School type: Alternative
School type: Juvenile justice
Enrollment: % Latinx
Enrollment: % Native American
Enrollment: % Asian
Enrollment: % Hawaiian/Pacific Islander
Enrollment: % Black
Enrollment: % White
Enrollment: % Two or more races
Enrollment: % Male
Enrollment: % LEP
Enrollment: % Special education

District enrollment: % Black

District enrollment: % White

District enrollment: % Native American
District enrollment: % Latinx

District enrollment: % Asian

District enrollment: % Hawaiian/Pacific

District enrollment: % Two or more races
District enrollment: % Male

District enrollment: % LEP

District enrollment: % Special education

State enrollment: % White

State enrollment: % Native American

State enrollment: % Latinx

State enrollment: % Asian

State enrollment: % Hawaiian/Pacific Islander
State enrollment: % Two or more races

State enrollment: % Male
State enrollment: % LEP
State enrollment: % Special education
East South Central
Pacific

Mountain

West South Central
New England

South Atlantic

East North Central
West North Central
Middle Atlantic

Note. All categorical variables were dummy coded and dichotomous. All enrollment values were the percentage of students within schools. LEP =

limited English proficiency.

described below, we included a total of 49 covariates (see
Table 1).

Data Analysis

Disproportionality. We calculated risk ratios (RR) for every
school as the indicator of disproportionality of disciplinary
exclusion for Latinx students with and without a disability
compared with White and Black students with and without
a disability. A RR is calculated using a 2 X 2 table. For
example, the calculation for a RR for OSS between Latinx
and White students was performed by following procedures
outlined by Borenstein et al. (2009):

#of Hispanic students with OSS
Total #of Hispanic students

- #of White students with OSS
Total #of White students

The RR has an approximate variance of:
1

#of Hispanic students with OSS -

! +
Total #of Hispanic students

1
#of White students with OSS -

1

Total #of White students

VLogRiskRatio =

The variance is computed using the log of a RR. In
fact, all models (described below) were estimated using
log(RR) because the log RR’s sampling distribution is
approximately normal (Borenstein et al., 2009), and thus
are used in all modeling and then converted to RR. We
calculated RR for each of the outcomes (i.e., ISS, one
OSS, more than one OSS, one or more OSS, and expul-
sion) for Latinx students compared with White and Black
students with and without disabilities. Log RR and their
respective variances were calculated in the metafor pack-
age in R (Viechtbauer, 2010) and then converted to RR in
Excel. We calculated RR comparing Latinx students with
White and Black students based on prior research identi-
fying unique differences among each of the ethnicity
groups (Gage et al., 2019).

For reference, a RR of 1.0 indicates that Latinx students
are no more or less likely than students from the compari-
son racial/ethnic groups to experience the disciplinary out-
come. A RR of 2.0 would indicate that Latinx students are
twice as likely as the comparison group to experience the
disciplinary outcome. A RR of 0.5 would indicate that
Latinx students are half as likely as the comparison group to
experience the disciplinary outcome.

Weighted mixed-effect models. We estimated a series of three-
level weighted mixed-effect, or multilevel, models. The goal
of the models is to identify a covariate-adjusted mean RR for
Latinx students with and without disabilities relative to the
two other ethnic groups, and identify school, district, and
state predictors of school-level RR.
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Table 2. Percentage of Students With and Without IEPs Receiving Disciplinary exclusion.

Ethnic group IEP status ISS (%) I OSS (%) >1 OSS (%) All OSS (%) Expulsion (%)
Latinx
No IEP (*n = 136.8) 4.0 2.3 1.1 34 0.2
IEP (n = 15.7) 7.8 55 3.9 9.3 0.5
White
No IEP (n = 259.2) 33 1.7 0.8 25 0.2
IEP (n = 32.6) 7.8 4.9 3.6 8.5 0.4
Black
No IEP (n = 81.9) 9.0 6.1 43 10.4 0.4
IEP (n = 11.7) 16.1 1.7 1.3 23.0 1.0

Note. The average number of schools reporting data across disciplinary exclusion outcomes was 94,414 schools. ISS = in-school suspension; OSS =

out-of-school suspension; IEPs = Individualized Education Programs.
This is the average within-school sample size.

Centering covariates. As we were interested in identifying
a covariate-adjusted RR, we centered all the covariates so
that zero represented the grand mean at the school, district,
and state level. By centering all covariates, the intercept
became the average RR at the mean (0) of all covariates. At
the school level, all covariates, including dichotomous vari-
ables, were grand mean centered. To do this, we converted
all categorical variables to dichotomous variables and
centered them. For example, each school level (e.g., high
school) became a single, unique covariate. For the district
and state levels, we used the average of the total number of
students in each descriptive category (e.g., Latinx students)
within each cluster and then used grand mean centering
of the cluster-level totals so that zero represents the aver-
age district- and state-level characteristic. The centering
approach is recommended for interpreting the coefficients
and does not appear to affect multicollinearity concerns in
mixed-effect models (Brauer & Curtin, 2018; Gelman &
Hill, 2007; McClelland et al., 2017).

Mixed-effect models. Next, we estimated three three-level
models with school-level RR nested in districts and states.
This approach replicates prior disproportionality studies
(Gage et al., 2019; Whitford et al., 2019), but estimated the
effects with covariates as proportions and previously unex-
plored RR. First, we estimated an empty model with no pre-
dictors to estimate the variance components at each level and
calculated the intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC). Next,
we calculated a school-level covariate-only model, followed
by a full model with covariates at the school, district, and state
levels. The school-level and full models were compared using
a log-likelihood test to determine whether the addition of dis-
trict- and state-level covariates improved the models. The full
models were estimated as follows:

49
Vit =Vo + ZYchijz g+, +Ey,

c=l1

€ ~ N(O,cz),

ug; ~ N (0,7),uq,,

where Y; was RR for school 7, in district j, in state #, and
Yo was the intercept, representing the covariate-adjusted
average RR. Each model included 49 covariates that were
represented in the model above by Z , which were
related to the outcome through the Y. coefficients (see
Table 1). The model had two random effects: u,; was the
random intercept of district j with variance t, u,, was the
random intercept for state 7, and g, was an individual-
level residual with variance o”. We also included a
school-level sampling weight using the inverse of the
Viogriskraio (Borenstein et al., 2009) to adjust the model
estimates for the number of Latinx and comparison racial/
ethnic group students in each school. We used this model-
ing approach so that schools with fewer Latinx students
had less influence, or weight, on the model parameters
than schools with larger populations of Latinx students.
All weighted mixed-effect models were estimated using
restricted maximum likelihood (REML) and were con-
ducted in /mer4 (Bates et al., 2015) in R (R Core Team,
2016).

Results

Descriptive Statistics

Table 2 provides description statistics for the disciplinary
exclusion by disability status and race/ethnicity (see Table
2). Approximately 6.8% of Latinx students received a sus-
pension (ISS and OSS combined), compared with 6.2% for
White students and 12.4% for Black students. Approximately
14.8% of Latinx students with disabilities received a sus-
pension, compared with 13.4% for White students with
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Table 3. Weighted Mixed-Effect Model-Based Covariate-Adjusted Mean RR for Latinx Students With and Without Disabilities
Compared With White and Black Students Across Disciplinary Exclusion Outcomes.

Without disabilities

With disabilities

Latinx and White

Latinx and Black

Latinx and White Latinx and Black

Exclusion Adjusted Raw Adjusted Raw Adjusted Raw Adjusted Raw

ISs
RR 1.54 1.72 0.45 0.46 1.69 1.91 0.65 0.46
SE 0.06 0.05 0.03 0.04

| OSSs*
RR 1.75 1.83 0.46 0.43 1.89 2.01 0.67 0.43
SE 0.05 0.06 0.03 0.04

>1 OSs*
RR 2.02 2.13 0.40 0.39 2.00 2.15 0.62 0.39
SE 0.05 0.06 0.03 0.04

All OS§?
RR 1.63 1.70 0.44 0.41 1.67 1.78 0.64 0.41
SE 0.05 0.05 0.02 0.03

Expulsion®
RR 2.57 2.67 0.48 0.48 2.76 2.8l 0.70 0.48
SE 0.06 0.07 0.05 0.04

Note. Adjusted RR were estimated from the weighted mixed-effect models. Raw RR were the unweighted average RR. ISS = in-school suspension; OSS

= out-of-school suspension.
2All RR statistically significant at p < .001.

disabilities and 34.7% for Black students with disabilities.
Expulsion was a very rare occurrence, with less than 1% of
students receiving an expulsion across all racial/ethnic
groups, except Black students with disabilities, with exactly
1% receiving an expulsion.

Weighted Mixed-Effect Models

Three weighted mixed-effect models were estimated for
all comparisons, an empty model to calculate ICC, a model
of only school-level covariates, and a full model with 49
school-, district-, and state-level covariates. Overall, we
estimated 60 three-level mixed-effect models (see
Supplemental Tables for full model results). First, we exam-
ined the ICC to examine how much of the variance was
attributable to the school, district, and state levels. The aver-
age ICC at the district level was .24, suggesting that 24% of
the variance in RR was attributable to districts. The largest
district-level ICC (.38) was in the expulsion model for
Latinx and White students with disabilities, whereas the
smallest district-level ICC (.10) was in the all OSS model
for Black and Latinx students with disabilities. The average
ICC at the state level was .27, suggesting that 27% of the
variance in RR was attributable to states. The largest state-
level ICC (.52) was in the expulsion model for Black and
Latinx students, whereas the smallest state-level ICC (.13)
was in the all OSS model for Black and Latinx students.

Log-likelihood statistics between the school-level
covariate model and school-, district-, and state-level
covariate models suggested that the full models fit best
for all outcomes. Furthermore, most school-level predic-
tors were statistically significantly (p < .001) associated
with RR, whereas few district- and state-level predictors
were significantly associated. Furthermore, the RR tended
to be significantly higher in elementary schools.

Table 3 presents the covariate adjusted, weighted RR
from the full models (i.e., estimate controlling for all 49
covariates) and the raw mean RR (unadjusted). All covari-
ates were grand mean centered so that the intercept in the
model was the average RR in the average school, district,
and state. Results suggest that Latinx students with and
without disabilities disproportionately receive statistically
significantly more disciplinary exclusion than White stu-
dents. The largest RR were for expulsions (~2.6) and OSS
(~2.0). When compared with Black students though, Latinx
students receive statistically significantly fewer disciplin-
ary exclusions.

As a robustness check on the significant results, we
reestimated all models comparing Latinx students with
White students, but subtracted 1 from the RR so that 0 rep-
resented no disproportionality to confirm that the intercept
was not 0. The intercept in all models remained statistically
significant and greater than 0, supporting the adjusted RR
findings.
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It is worth noting that for all RR comparing Latinx
with White students, the adjusted RR were consistently
smaller than the raw RR. The largest difference was for
the RR for Latinx and White students with disabilities on
ISS. The RR decreased by 0.22 points. The adjusted RR
for Latinx and Black students increased, or moved closer
to 0, suggesting less disproportionate discipline. The larg-
est difference was for the RR for Latinx and Black stu-
dents with disabilities and one OSS. The RR increased by
0.24 points.

Discussion

This study examined nearly 95,000 schools with a focus on
disciplinary exclusion of Latinx students. Overall, we found
that Latinx students with and without disabilities received
statistically significantly more disciplinary exclusion than
White students. The RR suggest that Latinx students are, on
average, twice as likely to receive a disciplinary exclusion
than a White student. When comparing Latinx and Black
students, we found the opposite. Black students appear to
receive disproportionately more disciplinary exclusion,
including ISS and OSS, than Latinx students, replicating
the results found by Gage et al. (2019).

Research suggests that racially and ethnically diverse
students, including Latinx and Black students, are more
likely to be subjected to disciplinary exclusion than their
White peers who commit similar violations (e.g., Bal, 2016;
Losen & Gillespie, 2012). As noted though, prior research
has been mixed for Latinx students when compared with
White students. For example, studies in Arizona and Denver
Public Schools found no significant differences between
Latinx and White students and their White counterparts
(Brown & DiTillio, 2013; Gregory et al., 2018), whereas
prior studies including more states have found evidence of
disproportionality (e.g., Finn & Servoss, 2014).

Unlike those prior studies, we were able to leverage
more up-to-date national data and, importantly, adjust the
RR for many of the potential confounds in the literature,
including the noted differences between elementary and
middle school Latinx students (Skiba et al., 2011). Based on
our results, Latinx students receive significantly more disci-
plinary exclusion than White students, and that those differ-
ences are consistent and robust for students with and without
disabilities, even with the addition of a number of covari-
ates. These findings are important as they highlight con-
cerns about potential bias in the use of disciplinary exclusion
for racially and ethnically diverse students. Much research
has focused on concerns about biases toward Black students
(Welsh & Little, 2018), but little has focused on discipline
biases for Latinx students.

When comparing Latinx and Black students, a clear pat-
tern emerges. Black students receive significantly more dis-
ciplinary exclusion than Latinx students. This finding is

consistent with and replicates prior research (e.g., Gage
et al., 2019) and highlights the need to compare individual
ethnicity groups among each other when possible. Certainly,
evidence supports that racially and ethnically diverse stu-
dents receive more negative feedback (Scott et al., 2019)
and discipline than their White peers, but there also appears
to be important differences between racially and ethnically
diverse groups. We will not attempt to hypothesize why
Latinx students receive fewer exclusions than Black stu-
dents here, but we see the findings as an important area for
future research.

With regard to Latinx students with disabilities, the
results were consistent with those found for students with-
out disabilities, but clearer. Latinx students with disabilities
are two times more likely to receive a suspension than
White students with disabilities and almost three times
more likely to be expelled. Given the noted underrepresen-
tation of Latinx students receiving Individualized Education
Program (IEP) services for EBDs (Gage et al., 2013), and
the evidence suggesting that students with EBDs receive
significantly more exclusions than students receiving IEP
services for other disabilities, the implications are concern-
ing. More research is needed to understand and address the
discrepancy between receipt of IEP services, particularly
for EBDs, and disciplinary exclusion for Latinx students.

An additional interesting finding was the differences
between the adjusted and raw RR. The purpose of this study
was not to make recommendations about adjusted RR, yet
the differences that emerged are important and noteworthy.
Based on the results, the weighted, covariate-adjusted RR
were consistently closer to zero for all students and out-
comes. Thus, we believe, and the data appear to support,
that the adjusted RR provides a more precise estimate of
potential disproportionate discipline. Therefore, we would
advocate for all research efforts to evaluate disproportional-
ity of discipline outcomes by student race be weighted and
covariate adjusted.

Implications for Practice

Given the deleterious outcomes associated with disciplinary
exclusion for all students, efforts are needed to reduce use
of exclusions, especially—given our findings—for Latinx
students with and without disabilities. Several practices not
only have been proven to effectively support students and
reduce the reliance on exclusionary disciplinary practices to
address problem behavior, but they are also consistent with
requirements under the IDEA (2014). Specifically, the
IDEA requires that the “IEP team shall in the case of a child
whose behavior impedes the child’s learning or that of oth-
ers, consider the use of positive behavioral interventions
and supports, and other strategies, to address that behav-
ior”—Section 1414 (d)(3)(B) (i). In such cases, the IEP
team must include a statement regarding the particular
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device or service—including an intervention, accommoda-
tion, or other program modification—to be provided to
address the behavior—34 C.F.R. § 300.346(a)(2)(c). The
USDOE and the OCR (USDOE, OCR, 2014) recommended
several practices to minimize discriminatory discipline,
including clear policies and procedures to minimize inequi-
table consequences, the use of compensatory educational
services for those excluded, and an increased focus on rein-
forcing positive behavior support. Similarly, Peterson
(2005) suggested numerous alternatives to exclusionary
measures, including problem-solving or contracting, alter-
native programming, and behavior intervention plans.
Finally, the elimination or reduction of zero-tolerance poli-
cies, particularly with regard to what constitutes a punish-
able offense, should be a focus for schools moving forward
(Katsiyannis et al., 2017; Losinski et al., 2014). Data sug-
gest zero-tolerance policies increase racial disproportional-
ity (Curran, 2016).

One system-wide approach with evidence of reducing dis-
ciplinary exclusion, including for Latinx students (Grasley-
Boy et al., 2019), is Positive Behavioral Interventions and
Supports (PBIS). PBIS is a proactive approach that is based
on a three-tiered public health model that includes school-
wide, targeted, and individual support systems (Sugai &
Horner, 2009). Long-term outcomes of implementing PBIS in
schools include reduction in the need for serious disciplinary
measures, such as suspension and expulsion, and improve-
ments in behavioral and academic outcomes for all students,
including those students with disabilities (Childs et al., 2016;
Lee & Gage, 2020). Incorporating evidence-based practices
targeting Latinx students, such as Familias Unidas (Pantin
et al., 2009), into PBIS systems may further increase the like-
lihood of reducing disciplinary exclusion for Latinx students.
Furthermore, through PBIS systems, schools can identify vul-
nerable decision points (Smolkowski et al., 2016), which are
specific situations where disproportionality occurs, and target
professional development and behavioral interventions to
those specific situations.

School-based professionals should also be trained, men-
tored, and coached on culturally responsive practices,
including behavioral assessments and subsequent culturally
responsive behavioral interventions and supports (Moreno
& Gaytan, 2013). By culturally responsive, we mean “using
the cultural characteristics, experiences, and perspectives of
ethnically diverse students as conduits for teaching them
more effectively” (Gay, 2002, p. 106). Bal (2018) outlined
a model for developing culturally responsive PBIS, which
is designed to address disproportionate discipline. In addi-
tion to implementing long-term culturally responsive pro-
fessional development for all teachers, school administrators
should systematically analyze academic and behavioral
data with a particular emphasis on underrepresented groups,
including those in special education, hire culturally respon-
sive teachers, and organize regularly scheduled culturally

responsive professional development to improvement stu-
dent outcomes (Khalifa et al., 2016).

Implications for Further Research

With regard to research, we believe that our findings prompt
future research to increase understanding of our findings.
First, examining contextual factors and levels of intersection-
ality may facilitate understanding of the potential biases and/
or concerns of disproportionate exclusionary discipline prac-
tices for Latinx students with disabilities (Nunez, 2014). For
example, studies examining school-level policies and prac-
tices, or teacher behaviors that predict increased exclusionary
discipline for Latinx students with and without disabilities
could provide insight into why these students are more fre-
quently excluded than their White peers. Second, understand-
ing risk and protective factors that predict the likelihood of
suspension for Latinx students would assist with understand-
ing potential mechanisms for change. Identifying risk and
protective factors could lead to intervention and support
approaches that will ultimately result in healthier climates
and communities for all students in all schools. Finally, future
research should replicate and extend our findings at different
levels (e.g., school, district). By doing so, differences by dis-
tricts or states with more or less Latinx students could emerge,
leading to targeted intervention and professional develop-
ment studies in those identified areas.

Limitations

Although all efforts were made to address conceptual and
methodological limitations, a number of limitations neces-
sitate discussion. First, all data originate from the CRDC and
cannot be independently verified by the researchers. The
data are reported to the OCR by district and state personnel,
and the accuracy of the entered data is contingent on accu-
rate local reporting. Second, some outcomes by ethnicity
and disability groups have small numbers, which will affect
the reliability of the RR estimation. Schools with no data
were not included in the models, resulting in different num-
bers of schools across the different models. However,
schools with few exclusions, particularly expulsions, were
included. Therefore, expulsion results should be interpreted
with caution, given the rare use of expulsions in many
schools. Relatedly, we did not include other discipline out-
comes, such as school-based arrests, because they are very
infrequently reported in the data set. Third, we only exam-
ined the number of students who received disciplinary
exclusion and not the number of exclusions; therefore, the
results may not capture nuances for students with extreme
behaviors resulting in repeated disciplinary exclusion.
Fourth, all the data and models are correlational; therefore,
causality cannot be inferred. Fifth, we only examined differ-
ences by race and disability status. We did not examine
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differences by gender or by specific disability categories for
Latinx students. Finally, we included all available covari-
ates, but there are other, unmeasured school- and district-
level characteristics that may influence use of disciplinary
exclusion. For example, district policies or initiatives target-
ing reductions in suspensions would affect the RR, but we
are unable to account for such policies in this study. We
should note that the CRDC does include an indicator of a
school having a school resource officer. However, we
excluded this from the analyses because of noted concerns
about the accuracy of the indicator (https://ocrdata.ed.gov/
Downloads/Data-Notes-2015-16-CRDC.pdf).

Conclusion

The use of exclusionary discipline often fails to provide
teachable opportunities, does not generally prevent future
problem behavior, and disproportionally affects racially and
ethnically diverse students. The results of this study suggest
that Latinx students are significantly more likely to receive
disciplinary exclusion than their White peers, highlighting
the need to find alternatives to discipline exclusions. This is
true for students with and without disabilities. Overall, we
believe that these results, more than anything, prompt fur-
ther research into possible reasons for and prevention of
disciplinary exclusion of Latinx students.
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Notes

1. Latinx is used generally as a gender-neutral term for Latin
Americans and includes students identifying as Latino,
Latina, and Hispanic (Salinas & Lozano, 2017).

2. Some schools served students in multiple grade spans. For
example, some schools served students in 6th to 12th grades,
while some served students in K—12th grades.
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