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Introduction

Achievement problems and discipline problems are interconnected. Althoughachievement ggos
are well-doaumented, theggpsin referras for discipline problems between students of different
racial and ethnic groupsare often ignored. In districts across California and the naion, African-
American adolescents have been over-represented in school discipline sanctionstha often
removethem from classrooms and schools for long periodsof time (Advancement Project and
Civil Rights Project, 2000;Gordon,Della Pianag, & Keleher, 2000. Removd from classes and
school hampers studentsCability to benefit from opportunities to learn and to gradude.
Sugpendd students are more likely to become truant (Newcomb et al., 2002)and drop out of
school (Wehlage and Rutter, 1986) Efforts to increase the pipdine of unde-represented students
into highe education need to identify approaches tha will keep studentsin school and narrow
thedisciplinegap. To provide directionsfor such efforts, research on thedisciplineggp was
conduced at alarge, urban high schoolin California’.

AfricanrAmericansare over-represented in disciplinereferrals (Figure 1)

Figure 1. Percent of Discipline Referrals
Given to Racial and Ethnic Groups (2002-2003)*
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! The research was conducted at alarge, urban high school in California. Part 1 used an epidemiological review of
oneyear of discipline dataand the population of 442 students referred for defiance. Part 2 used repeated measures
analyses and multilevel modeling with a sub-sample of 33 defiance-referred students and two of their teachers.



Sudents are mog often referred for Qdefiance of authorityO (Figure 2)

Figure 2. Reasons for discipline referrals (2002-2003)
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Authority conflictsin the classroomwere a major contributor to the over-representation of
African-Americansin thediscipline system. Almost 80% of the African-Americansreferred for
disciplinewere given at least onedefiance referral compared to less than 50% of the white
students who were referred for discipline

Few students are perceived aschronically defiant acrosstheir various classrooms

A maority of defiance-referred students were sanctioned by only oneor two adults across the
school year. Referred students were more coopeative and less defiant in oneclassroom
compared to another. This suggests that defiance referrals often arise as situaion- or
relationship-specific for mog students, with only asmall nunber of students consstently defiant
in mog or all of ther classroons.

Teachers matter

Students do not defy all teachersQauthority. When students perceive teachers as caring and
demanding, the students felt obliged to coopeate with teachersQauthority. Thelikelihoodof a
teacher dliciting studentsCtrust and coopeation was notrelated to theteacher@ race, gender, or
years of teaching experience.



What can policy makers, schools administrators, and teachersdo?

1. Redesign teacher evaluation and teacher support

Teacher evaluaion and teacher suppot programs need to consder therelationd aspect of
teaching. Despite overwhdming demands many teachers earn thetrug of their African-
American students. These teache's find thetime and have the skills to show a deep level
of caring for students. Pre-service and professiond development oppotunities need to
emphasize interpersond skillstha foger postive relationdipswith students and nurture
fair andresponsve classroons.

2. Implement discipline policiesthat identify optimal contexts of learning

Current discipline policies do nat require administrators or teachersto identify the
classrooms and conditionsin which students are doingwell. A student@ referring and
nonreferring teachers could collaborate to share information aboutstudents and learn
methodsfor developing relationshipswith referred students and engaging students in
coursework.

3. Expand achievement gapinitiativesto address the discipline gap

EquityBdriven effortsto increase the numbe of under-represented groupsapplying to
colleges and universities should indudeattention to discipline practices and policies. A
starting place for this focuswould be the classes and teachers where referred students
have goodrelationships and some measure of success.

Discussion of theFindings

Authority conflictsin the classroom

The current research demondrates that African-American students are over-represented
in thedisciplinary system. Mog important, this research doauments tha the mos common
reasonfor referral isdefiance. Theggp between whites and African-Americansin referrals can
bepatially explained by the pervasive problem of negdive interactionsbetween African-
Americansand thar teaches. Althoughhigh schools give sanctionsfor numeroustypes of
infractions(e.g., fightng with other students or smoking), conflict related to teacher authority
needsgreater examination as an integral part of equity-driven efforts to improve schooling for
African-American students. The absence of postive relationshipswith teachers may place
African-American adolescents at greater risk of missed ingructiond time, loss of adult advocacy,
lower adult suppot for achievement, and the stigmatizing labds of beng a behavior problem, al
of which reinforce lower achievement.



Coopeative behavior in some classrooms

Mod referred African-American students do have negative teacher and student
interactionsacross al of thar classroons. Andyses of the subsample of 33 students referred for
defiance-related reasonsshowed tha the students had at least oneteacher whose class they
attended more often and with whomthey constioudy coopeated. These teachers, in turn,
perceived the students as more coopeative and less defiant than thereferring teachers and issued
highe gradesto the students. Thus students were experienced quite differently by two of ther
teachers. For ingance, an African-American, 11" grader was described as GcombativeOand
GrgumentativeOby ateacher who issued a defiance referral. He said abouther:

Cshe@d gonethroughperiodswhere she doesn®come at all for weeks. And when shedoes
come to class, it seemsto metha sheistryingto chdlengemy rules directly, )
pumposlyE it seems like sheistrying to pick afight most days when sheis here.O

In sharp contrast, another teacher described this same student as QespectfulOand Qovial.OHe
said abouther:

O\t the beginning, shewas alittle too talkativeEl always had to let her know tha she
needed to quiet downES hesaid, GDkay okay, my bad my bad.OAndthen | try to bring
her into the convasationE @Vhat do you think about that?@a nd then shewould be
much more interactive and much more paticipaory.O

Evidence tha student defiance is context specific may be hd pful in chdlenging thelabding of
African-American students and focus attention on the contextud contributors to the behavior.

Student bdiefs abaut authority

Adolescents are congious and active decisonsmakers in thar respons to teacher
authornty. They hold strongbdiefs aboutwhether teachers treat them fairly. In fact, students
rarely received disciplinereferrals fromteachers they perceived asfair. This suggests that
schools should congder student beiefs aboutther treatment when trying to solve the schoolsO
discipline problem.

Firm and demanding teachers

Findly, schoolrecords teacher perception, and student self-reports converged to show
tha mog students behaved more coopeatively and less defiantly with teachers who they
perceived to befirm andfair. Thissuggeststhat teachers of African-American students with
negdive disciplinary trgectories possess the skills and dispostionsto develop truging
relationshipswhile maintaining high academic standads
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