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esearch consistently demonstrates that black students are disproportionately

subject to behavioral sanctions, yet little is known about contextual variation.

This paper explores the relationship between school racial composition and
racial inequality in discipline. Prior work suggests that demographic composition pre-
dicts harsh punishment of minorities. Accordingly, a threat framework suggests that
increases in black student enrollment correspond to increases in punitive school pol-
icies. Results from this paper find some support for this hypothesis, finding that the
percent of black students in a school is related to increased odds of suspension/
expulsion, and differential effects of behavior partially mediate these relationships.
However, | also find that a traditional threat narrative may be insufficient. Black stu-
dents may be most likely to experience unequal sanctions on their behavior in
racially homogeneous contexts—whether homogeneously black or white. These
results suggest that more research is needed to understand how the social organiza-
tion of schools contributes to discipline inequality.

Racial inequality in school discipline is well documented and persistent. During
the 2011-12 school year, black students were three times more likely than white
students to receive out-of-school suspensions (US Department of Education
Office for Civil Rights 2014). These rates have steadily increased since the 1970s,
when black students were about twice as likely to be suspended (Skiba et al.
2011). Furthermore, racial differences start surprisingly early in children’s
school experiences. Whereas black students represented just 18 percent of pre-
school students in 2011-2012, they accounted for 42 percent of single suspen-
sions and 48 percent of multiple suspensions that year (US Department of
Education Office for Civil Rights 2014). Even when comparing black and white
students with similar behavioral problems, black students are more likely to be
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disciplined (Hirschfield 2009; Skiba et al. 2002). In a study of a large
Midwestern school district, Skiba et al. (2002) found that among students
referred to the office for bad behavior, black students were more likely to be sus-
pended and received longer suspensions.

These differences are important because they represent inequality in school
experiences and create conditions for further inequality in outcomes (Bowditch
1993). For instance, disciplinary sanctions lead to nontrivial time away from the
classroom, causing students to fall behind, feel isolated from school, and become
disconnected from the student role (Crowder and South 2003; Bernburg and
Krohn 2003). Furthermore, these sanctions, in many cases, are part of a student’s
official or unofficial school record. Suspended or expelled students may become
“marked” as “bad” students by school officials and teachers, thereby shaping
self-perceptions and teacher expectations (Rios 2011). These factors suggest that
frequent and long periods of suspension may exacerbate academic failure and
create conditions for early dropout, thus contributing to racial achievement gaps
(Morrison et al. 2001; CSOS 2007). Insofar as exclusionary sanctions erode
opportunities for academic success, then, they may also provide pathways to
future negative behavior (e.g., Hyman and Perone 1998; Hemphill et al. 2006).

The most consistently cited theoretical explanations for racial inequality in
school discipline are at the interpersonal level. Among these explanations are the
persistence of racial stereotypes and how these stereotypes shape teachers’ per-
ceptions of student behavior. In this work, it is suggested that teachers who hold
stereotypes about blacks may react more quickly and harshly to their misbehav-
ior (Skiba et al. 2002; Ferguson 2000). Ferguson (2000), for example, found an
“adultification” of black elementary school boys, such that teachers viewed
them as dangerous and deserving of adult-like punishment. In addition, some
researchers have pointed to a cultural discontinuity between white middle-class
teachers and black cultural styles (e.g., Morris 2005). For instance, when exam-
ining suspension data in a large urban high school, Ogbu (2003) found white
teachers’ cultural misunderstanding of jokes and the use of slang was one reason
for the disproportionate behavioral sanctioning for black students.

By comparison, however, the literature is decidedly thin on school-level
mechanisms. This is crucial because it represents a gap in knowledge about the
ways in which school context systematically reproduces inequality in school dis-
cipline. A small number of scholars have seriously considered the role of school
racial composition as one possible school-level mechanism (e.g., Eitle and Eitle
2004; Thornton and Trent 1998; Larkin 1979). In a study of North Carolina
public schools, Kinsler (2011) found that black—white discipline gaps appear to
be driven by variation in punishment across schools. He found that the propor-
tion of black students in the school was significantly correlated with the proba-
bility and length of suspension. Similarly, Welch and Payne (2010) found that a
larger proportion of black student enrollment was associated with a greater
emphasis on punitive disciplinary policies at the school level. In an extension,
they found that racial composition is specifically associated with the use of sus-
pensions, in-school suspensions, and expulsions to deal with student misbe-
havior—which excludes students from the classroom and disrupts learning
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(Welch and Payne 2012). While this prior work is convincing, it is limited by its
reliance on aggregate data, one school district or state, and in other cases histori-
cal specificity (e.g., court-ordered racial desegregation of schools) (e.g., Kinsler
2011; Welch and Payne 2010; Larkin 1979; Eitle and Eitle 2004). As such, sev-
eral questions remain unanswered regarding the role of racial composition for
explaining inequality in school discipline.

In the present study, I seek to build on this prior work in several ways. First,
I use nationally representative, individual-level data and rely on hierarchical meth-
ods to better assess the amount of school-level variation in school discipline. This
is the first step in assessing the role of schools in creating discipline inequality.
Should there be significant school-level effects when adjusting for individual
behavior, this could provide convincing evidence of structural inequality. Second,
I estimate the role of racial composition in accounting for this school-level varia-
tion and differentiate between two possible explanations why. On one hand,
racial demographics of the school could certainly shape the character of formal
disciplinary policies, potentially exposing students who attend majority black
schools to harsher policies (e.g., Welch and Payne 2010). However, given the dis-
cretionary nature of these school sanctions, formal policies are likely insufficient
to understanding processes of inequality. For this reason, I also consider differ-
ences in informal practices related to school discipline by school racial composi-
tion. That is, it could also be the case that, net of actual school disciplinary policy,
schools with majority black students treat and perceive poor behavior differently.

Third, I ask, does individual race interact with school racial composition to
affect punishment? This question seeks to extend our understanding of how
compositional differences and institutional practices matter for explaining varia-
tion in punishment both between and within groups, something that is obscured
when relying only on aggregate school-level outcomes (see Welch and Payne
2010, 2012). Finally, I estimate the degree to which these school-level differences
explain racial inequality in school discipline. Should it be the case that attending
a school where the majority of students enrolled are black unequally exposes
those students to harsh discipline, this provides further evidence of the detrimen-
tal effects of school segregation.

In the pages that follow, I start by briefly summarizing some of the literature’s
most prominent explanations related to race and punishment. In addition to out-
lining interpersonal mechanisms, I also describe the institutional perspective
here, as it provides a link to the main argument of this paper. I then add a discus-
sion about why relative group size is an important, often overlooked, predictor
of this inequality. Specifically, a large body of research exists on racial threat,
demonstrating how racial composition is related to a host of attitudes and per-
ceptions about a space/location that could lead to differential application of pun-
ishments and social control (e.g., Mosher 2001). In the next section, I describe
the data, measures, and analytic approach. In the third section, I present the
results, organizing them by research question. I end with a discussion of the
results’ implications. Ultimately, the aim is to better understand how the inter-
play between institutional practices and the social organization of schools con-
stitutes an important contextual clue about the conditions under which
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inequalities in discipline are most likely to occur, and help us better understand
the role of school in reproducing racial inequality.

Race and Punishment

The overrepresentation of blacks in nearly every form of punishment—for exam-
ple, incarceration (Carson 2015), juvenile arrests (Engen, Steen, and Bridges
2002), and school discipline (Raffaele et al. 2002; Skiba et al. 2002)—is undeni-
able. As institutions of social control (Foucault 1977), schools are interesting sites
to investigate this issue because of the comparatively recent formalization of their
role in regulating student behavior. That is, in a trend that mirrors increasing
punitiveness in the criminal justice system, schools have intensified their role of
social control over the past few decades by creating rules to standardize which
behaviors are targeted for sanctioning and what the consequences of rule viola-
tions should be. Since the introduction of zero-tolerance policies in the 1980s, for
example, schools now hand out more disciplinary sanctions than ever before. In
the 2009-2010 academic year, about 3 million students in grades K-12 were sus-
pended, representing a steady increase since the 1970s, when the suspension rate
was half that level (US Department of Education Office for Civil Rights 2014).
This increased focus on discipline in schools, however, may have affected black
students disproportionally (Skiba 2000).

One prominent explanation for inequality in discipline is that differential
treatment of black students stems from tacit stereotypes and racialized percep-
tions of criminality. Several studies in both sociology and social psychology have
demonstrated that, whether explicitly or implicitly, blacks are generally stereo-
typed as hostile and dangerous (Eberhardt et al. 2004; Quillian 2008). For
example, using experimental methods, Eberhardt et al. (2004) found that when
a black face was primed, it was more often associated with crime objects than
when white faces were primed. Further demonstrating the strength of the associ-
ation between race and crime, they found that this stereotypic relationship was
also bidirectional. When participants were shown crime objects first, they were
more likely to associate them with the black face than the white face. They con-
clude that the stereotypical association between crime and race influences visual
processing and affects the perceived relevance of particular stimuli.

Other work corroborates this conclusion by demonstrating the implications
of stereotypes for perceptions of threat and decisions to punish. Correll et al.
(2007) used first-person-shooter tasks to examine the effect of racial cues on
decisions to shoot a gun at individual targets. They found that target race sig-
naled threat such that participants were more likely to shoot black, unarmed
prompts than white, armed prompts. Similarly, Bridges and Steen (1998) found
that probation officers attributed black youth delinquency to cultural deficien-
cies and personality traits. These stereotypes and perceptions were powerful pre-
dictors of treatment and sentencing recommendations.

Research in schools finds that teachers who hold similar racial stereotypes about
blacks react more quickly and harshly to misbehavior by blacks and focus more
seriously on behavior modification (Ferguson 2000). Morris, for example, found
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that teachers in one middle school perceived black girls as loud and challenging of
authority, and thus ultimately not “ladylike.” He found frequent instances of “dis-
cipline intended to re-form the femininity of African American girls” (551).

Another explanation for inequality in discipline comes from the institutional-
ist perspective (e.g., Feagin and Feagin 1978; Carmichael and Hamilton 1967),
which argues that racism can be transmitted into institutional practice and poli-
cies that (intentionally or unintentionally) produce or reproduce differential out-
comes for racial minority groups by structuring access to economic or social
rewards. In this approach, inequality cannot be reduced to the behavior of indi-
viduals. Instead, the precondition for racial inequality is the existence of racial
institutions, or racialized social systems (see Bonilla-Silva 1997), which represent
the taken-for-granted understandings of race inherited by social actors and influ-
ence their behavior and interactions with others.

School discipline, as the set of institutional policies and practices that consis-
tently penalize black students, should be viewed from the institutional perspec-
tive for several reasons. Most relevant to my argument here is the fact that
decisions are made at the institutional and organizational level (e.g., school dis-
tricts) that determine: a) what behavior falls within formal definitions of punish-
able deviance, and b) the range of disciplinary responses to be applied (Bowditch
1993). Local actors with formal authority arrive at these decisions through a
negotiation process with other stakeholders (Bowditch 1993), relying, among
other things, on institutionalized scripts, mechanisms of institutional isomor-
phism," and understandings of race. School racial composition is likely among
the important factors influencing (consciously or not) considerations around for-
mal disciplinary policies and the particular scripts and references most relevant
for these decisions. This is evidenced by the fact that we observe systematic dif-
ferences in the punitive nature of disciplinary policies in schools with a majority
black student enrollment versus a majority white student enrollment (e.g., Welch
and Payne 2010). The implication, then, is that the same behavior could (or
could not) lead to some form of disciplinary sanction partially as a function of
what school a student attends.

Racial Composition and Discipline Inequality

Given the persistence of inequality in school punishment, we therefore need to
carefully consider how the social organization of schools (e.g., racial homogene-
ity that results from processes of segregation) contributes to differences in
schooling experiences and discipline inequality in the aggregate. Relative group
size, or racial composition, is a macrosocial factor of inequality that could be
useful in explaining black—white differences in punishment for at least two dis-
tinct, but interrelated reasons: a) its relation to unequal exposure to discipline
within schools, and b) its possible effect on variation in the association between
race and punishment between schools. To better understand these points and sit-
uate them theoretically in the literature, I draw on the racial threat hypothesis—
a framework that explicitly models the effect of relative group size on racial
inequality.
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Unequal Exposure to Harsh Discipline

A racial threat framework posits that each unit increase in the proportion of
blacks in a population is associated with a similar increase in whites’ perception
of blacks as a threat (Blalock 1967; Taylor 1998). According to Blalock’s (1967)
typology, these perceived threats could be at the level of the political, economic,
or symbolic. At the symbolic level, which is most relevant here, blacks are stereo-
typically perceived to be linked to crime essentially linked to crime, and this pre-
dicts support for state control or the application of harsh punishments (e.g.,
Baumer et al. 2003; Mosher 2001). For example, a large body of research in
work on crime has accumulated, demonstrating how the racial composition of
neighborhoods is associated with variation in rates of arrest (Mosher 2001); size
and funding of law enforcement institutions (Chamlin 1989; Kent and Jacobs
2004); rates of incarceration (Jacobs and Kleban 2003); and perceptions of crime
rates (Quillian and Pager 2001). In Quillian and Pager’s (2010) study, white study
participants used cues about a neighborhood’s racial composition to assess safety
and ignored other cues that are actually more predictive of actual crime rates,
such as economic conditions. This perceived threat could stem from a variety of
sources, such as self-interest or prejudice (see Bobo and Hutchings 1996), but cen-
tral to this paper is the idea that minority group size heightens the application of
more punitive forms of punishment, such as mandatory incarceration or the death
penalty (Mosher 2001; King and Wheelock 2007). Thus, considering the relation-
ship between racial composition and punishment is independent of the effect of
individual race discussed in the previous section because it goes beyond interper-
sonal characteristics to consider the effects of race at a higher, institutional level.

There’s at least some evidence suggesting that the same process could be hap-
pening in schools as well, given the reality of racial segregation (e.g., Lafree and
Arum 2006). As Massey and Denton (1998) point out, the combination of white
flight from urban neighborhoods and structural constraints on residential mobil-
ity for blacks has created a situation whereby black and white youth attend differ-
ent schools. Welch and Payne (2010) found that the percentage of black students
in a school was significantly and positively related to three measures of disciplin-
ary severity: extreme punitive disciplinary response, zero tolerance, and punitive
disciplinary response, even when controlling for indicators of student behavior
(page 36). These school policy categories pertain to harsher, more punitive poli-
cies such as calling the police for any offense or automatic school suspension for
bringing tobacco, alcohol, or drugs to school. Interestingly, and in support of the
threat hypothesis, while actual measures of student delinquency and drug use did
not significantly predict punitive discipline, teacher victimization and perceived
lack of safety did (but only predicted extreme punitive policies).

The limitation of this work, however, is that it does not tell us whether racial
inequality in school punishment is partially explained by the fact that black stu-
dents attend schools where they have greater odds of being punished.
Furthermore, given the amount of teacher and administrator discretion regard-
ing school discipline (Ferguson 2000; Bowditch 1993), formal school policy is
likely insufficient to account for the effect of school racial composition on
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punishment. In other words, formal disciplinary rules fail to fully capture the
disciplinary environment within a school. This is because, while formal policies
and rules organize activities within an organization, “informal, negotiated
understandings determine the meaning and implementation” (Bowditch 1993,
495). For this reason, it is important to consider informal disciplinary practices
when considering punishment inequality—something this paper seeks to do.

Variation in the Association hetween Race and Punishment Across
School

The unique effects of individual race and racial composition suggest that the
interaction could produce interesting variation in the association between race
and punishment. It is unclear whether the association between race and punish-
ment is uniform across schools—particularly given what we know about the
impact of school racial composition. The problem is that no study to date, that I
am aware of, has explicitly tested this possibility.

Given what we know from the racial threat hypothesis, it could be that the
effect of race on punishment is greatest in schools where the majority of students
are black. That is, not only does racial composition predict the character of for-
mal disciplinary policies (Payne and Welch 2010), but it may also be associated
with harsher informal practices for black students. It is in these contexts that
black student behavior may be more likely to be viewed as “threatening” and
thus punishable.

Alternatively, it could be the case that black students have greater odds of
punishment in homogeneous white schools. In white settings, the group threat
may be low but perceptions of the threat posed by individual black student
behavior may be more negative. Education researchers have pointed to a cultural
discontinuity between white middle-class climates and black cultural styles (e.g.,
Morris 2005). In examining one suburban school, Ogbu (2003) cites white tea-
chers’ cultural misunderstandings of jokes as one reason for the disproportion-
ate behavioral sanctioning for black students. Thus, black students may be more
at risk of suspension when they attend majority white schools since it is in these
contexts that their behavior may be most misunderstood.

Data and Analytic Approach

My analysis relies on data from the first follow-up survey of the National
Educational Longitudinal Survey (NELS:88) for the year 1990 (tenth grade). The
NELS sample was drawn using a two-stage stratified probability sampling design
to select a nationally representative sample of students and schools. In stage one,
1,734 schools were selected on several characteristics. In stage two, 26,435 stu-
dents were sampled from these schools with an oversampling of racial minorities.
A subsample of these base-year respondents was administered the first follow-up
questionnaire in 1990. Teachers, parents, and school administrators of sample
respondents were also surveyed to provide additional information. The analyses
here draw on a sample of NELS black and white students (7 = 8,328) nested in
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745 schools. Schools with a sample of fewer than five students were excluded.
The final sample of schools have a mode of 12 students in the sample.

Dependent Variable

The outcome, school disciplinary sanctions, is defined as an odds ratio and is
measured by three variables: in-school suspension, out-of-school suspension,
and expulsion/transfer. In the NELS survey, study participants were asked how
many times in the first half of the current school year that they were: a) put on
in-school suspension, b) suspended or put on probation from school, and c)
transferred to another school or permanently suspended for disciplinary reasons.
Response options were ordinal, with choices of “never,” “1-2 times,” “3-6
times,” “7-9 times,” and “over 10 times.” Official sanctions are relatively rare
events, with only 14 percent of participants indicating that they experienced
them. For this reason, these discipline variables were collapsed into one binary
response with “0” if the respondent never experienced any sanction, and “1” if
the respondent experienced at least one sanction and at least one time.

When constructing the outcome variable, I chose to focus on “official” school
sanctions rather than a more general measure of experiences with school disci-
pline because official sanctions are less likely to overestimate inequality. Whereas
challenges with self-reported measures in general are well known, questions
about official sanctions are less likely to be over-reported for at least three rea-
sons. First, school suspension and expulsion is less pervasive than general school
discipline like getting in trouble or being sent to the principal’s office. As a result,
it is likely that these events can be more accurately quantified because of their rel-
ative rarity, thus reducing unintentional misreporting. Second, school suspen-
sions and expulsions are part of students’ official school record. As such, there
exists a known mechanism for checking accuracy, which can serve to reduce the
likelihood of intentional over-reporting (and under-reporting, for that matter).
Finally, while social desirability bias may introduce error, it is more likely that
students under-report, rather than over-report, whether they experienced official
sanctions, since these forms of school discipline carry more sigma. Nonetheless,
even these “official” sanctions could be subject to nonresponse bias. For example,
there could be racial differences in how students report in-school suspensions if
schools differentially report these sanctions on official records. It is for this reason
that I do not rely on a single measure of school discipline.

Key Explanatory Variables

Race is self-reported, and table 1 reports unadjusted racial differences in the pro-
portion of students who experienced at least one sanction during the school
year. It shows a statistically significant difference—with 13 percent of white stu-
dents and 27 percent of black students saying they experienced a sanction during
this period.

At the school level, the core independent variable of interest is the proportion
of black students as a measure of school racial composition from the
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administrator questionnaire, with responses naturally varying from 0 to 100.>
Table 1 reveals considerable variation in racial concentration between schools in
the NELS sample. Whereas white students (z = 7,280) on average attend schools
where less than 7 percent of the student population is black, black students (n =
988) attend schools that are nearly 50 percent black, on average. In order to
allow for the possibility of nonlinearities in the effect of racial composition, I
transform the percentage black students into quartiles.

Figure 1 graphs school racial composition (i.e., the quartile measure) by
race. We can think of schools with 25 percent or fewer black students as
mostly nonblack schools, and those with more than 76 percent as mostly
black. Schools in the middle two quartiles we can consider mixed schools.
Here, we observe significant school segregation by race. Of the white students
in the sample, 51 percent attend schools that are mostly nonblack and about
35 percent attend schools that could be considered mixed. Among black stu-
dents, 81 percent attend schools that are composed of 76-100 percent black
students.

Figure 2 plots the unadjusted odds ratios of black students being sanctioned
by school racial composition to provide preliminary evidence that the effect of
race may in fact be nonlinear with respect to school racial composition.

Table 1. Descriptive Racial Differences in Number of Sanctions and Predictors of Number of
Sanctions, Tenth Grade

White students Black students

(n=7,447) (n = 881)

Student-level variables

Suspended/Expelled in tenth grade %? 12.99% %% 26.92

Got into one or more fights in school % 15.14*** 19.71

Skipped class one or more times % 34.75 34.03

In trouble for behavior one or more times % 43.83 43.83

Mean math and reading skills 52.70 (0.11)*** 45.42 (0.28)

Single-parent household % 14.08*** 36.04

Two-parent household % 84.49%** 56.91

Living with other adult % 1.43%%* 7.05

Lowest SES quartile % 18.92%#* 39.11

Highest SES quartile % 29.51%%* 14.18
School-level variables

Mean % black students in school 6.95 (0.15)*** 46.08 (0.99)

Mean % students on free/reduced-price lunch 15.15 (0.20)*** 31.87(0.77)

School sector is public % 85.01%#** 92.10

#Mean number of school sanctions (the outcome variable) is not known because it is less than
zero for each group; however, differences are significant.
*** indicates differences that are significant (p < 0.001); other differences are not significant.
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Figure 1. Distribution of school racial composition by student race

white
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Source: National Education Longitudinal Study.

Figure 2. Unadjusted odds ratios of sanction by school racial composition

black
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Odds Ratios
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Source: National Education Longitudinal Study.

Considering the levels only, it appears that black students may be least likely to
be sanctioned in racially mixed schools (i.e., those in the middle two quartiles)
compared to schools that are more homogeneous. In comparison to whites,
blacks are significantly more likely to be sanctioned than whites in mostly non-
black and mostly black schools, whereas there is no difference in the likelihood
of sanctioning in mixed schools.

Other Factors Affecting Odds of Disciplinary Sanctions

To assess the degree of racial inequality in punishment, I adjust the analyses to
account for additional factors that tend to increase the odds of experiencing
school discipline (see table 1). To control for racial differences in disruptive
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behavior, I use three self-reported measures taken from the student question-
naire. In the tenth-grade survey, participants were asked how many times they
skipped class, got into a fight with another student, and generally got into trou-
ble for their behavior. Ordinal response choices include “never,” “1-2 times,”
“3—6 times,” “7-9 times,” and “10 or more times.” I combine these measures of
behavior into a single behavior index using principal component analysis (see
appendix A).?

Because I have imperfect measures of behavior due to data limitations, I also
adjust the analyses for factors that are known to be correlated with disruptive
behaviors and that vary significantly by race. Previous work has shown that cog-
nitive skills are strongly associated with behaviors such as disruption in the
classroom and getting in trouble (Harris and Robinson 2007). I use the NELS
cognitive test battery in English and math as a measure of such skills. In terms of
family characteristics, evidence suggests that family structure may also be associ-
ated with child behavioral issues (Osborne and McLanahan 2007; Wu and
Thomson 2001) and education outcomes/transitions into adulthood (Ginther
and Pollak 2004). In this study, I include indicators for different family arrange-
ments measured at the baseline year: two-parent household, single-parent house-
hold, or living with another adult.

[ additionally control for school disciplinary policy, given convincing evidence
that policies are significantly more punitive in schools with proportionally more
black students (Welch and Payne 2010). In the NELS, school administrators
were asked about the school’s punishment policy for 13 different behavioral
infractions: “In your school what happens to a student the first time he/she is
caught doing the following...” Responses were ordered by intensity from 0 (no
action/warning) to 3 (expulsion). To create a measure of school discipline, I sum
the ratings to each of the 13 items to obtain a total score.* Higher totals thus
correspond to more punitive policies.

Modeling

I used multilevel logistic regression to account for the correlated structure of
school-nested data by introducing variance at a higher level of aggregation.’
Model 0, the baseline or “unconditional model,” is a two-level model with
school as the grouping factor and no other predictors. Model 0 estimates the
baseline variance at each level and calculates the intraclass correlation coefficient
(ICC). Model 1 adds specification of the fixed portion to include main effects for
behavior, skills, and family composition. Estimates from this model allow an
evaluation of racial disparities in school discipline and differences in odds of
school discipline across schools. I specify this model (and all subsequent models)
assuming level-2 residuals to have a bivariate normal distribution with unstruc-
tured variance-covariance matrix such that the intercept and slope can be
correlated.

Model 2 builds on model 1 by expanding the level-2 model to include a
school-level predictor—racial composition, z;. In this way, I attempt to estimate
the role of differences in racial composition in explaining between-group racial
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differences in school discipline and the direction and shape of the relationship
(e.g., linear or nonlinear). Model 3 adds a fixed cross-level interaction effect
between race and racial composition variables. Here, I ascertain the degree to
which the effect of being black for school discipline varies by school racial com-
position. Finally, model 4 focuses on a different explanation for differences in
punishment—that behaviors have different consequences by school racial com-
position. To estimate this, model 4 includes cross-level interactions between dif-
ferent measures of behavior and school racial composition variables.

Findings
Racial Inequality in School Punishment

Model 0 in table 2 presents the level-2 variance component for the unconditional
model. The calculated total variance in outcome within schools that can be
explained by level 1 is 3.29, and the total explainable variation at level 2 is 0.65.
This corresponds to an ICC of 0.16, indicating that 16 percent of the variation
in sanction odds can be attributed to schools. Model 1 builds on this uncondi-
tional model by adding level-1 covariates. The results for the fixed portion of the
model—the effects across schools—can be found in the top portion of table 2.
All behavioral controls are statistically significant, as expected (p < .0001). As
one would suspect, greater frequencies of poor behavior significantly predict the
odds of punishment. However, even after controlling for behavior and its corre-
lates, I find racial differences in discipline. Compared to a white student, a black
student exhibiting similar behavior has 2.04 (p < .0001) greater log odds of
being disciplined. These results are suggestive and consistent with previous find-
ings of a racial discipline gap.

In the random portion of the model, we see that there is considerable varia-
tion in intercepts at the school level with a variance of 0.87 on the logit scale.
Furthermore, comparing the fit of the random intercept model to that of OLS
yields LR = 89.11 with a p-value of 0.0000. Thus, I can reject the null hypothe-
sis that intercepts are the same across schools. The computed intra-class correla-
tion is 0.21, indicating that the correlation between students in the same school
is sizable. In other words, 21 percent of the variance in students’ propensity to
be sanctioned for their behavior can be attributed to school-level factors, rather
than individual-level differences in covariates like behavior.

The Role of School Racial Composition

Model 2 attempts to account for the variation in intercept at the school level by
adding measures for racial composition as well as other school-level covariates
(as controls). A racial threat perspective would predict a linear, monotonically
increasing relationship between school racial composition and odds of suspen-
sion/expulsion, contending that as the proportion of black students increases so
does the likelihood of punitive school discipline at the school level. Yet, as dis-
cussed in the hypotheses above, it may be more appropriate to think of the effect
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of racial composition as nonlinear in order to capture the possibility that homo-
geneity in general (i.e., either homogeneously white or black schools) may have
similar effects for different reasons.

With the newly added racial composition quartiles, we do in fact observe
results consistent with a threat narrative. Attending a school with the highest
proportion of black students (75-100 percent) appears to significantly increase
the odds of experiencing a suspension or expulsion, by about 75 percent, com-
pared to a school with only 0-25 percent black students. Interestingly, however,
despite findings from previous research focusing exclusively on official school
policies, these policies do not appear to be significantly related to suspension/
expulsion odds. Comparing school-level variance components in models 1 and
2, we observe that introduction of level-2 covariates reduces the variance from
0.87 to 0.82. This suggests that the inclusion of these variables explains about §
percent of the variance in odds of suspension at the school level. However, the
overall variance remains significant, indicating that a large portion remains
unexplained.

Model 2 also attempts to explain racial differences in school discipline at the
individual level. Although the coefficient for race remains significant with the
inclusion of school-level variables (p < .01), it is reduced significantly, from a 92
percent greater odds for black students to a 52 percent greater odds. This sug-
gests that at least some of the school discipline inequality that black students
experience is explained by differences in the schools they attend, with racial
composition being a significant factor.

Explaining the Role of Racial Composition: Differential Effect of Race
or of Behavior?

The addition of racial composition as a level-2 covariate clearly helps explain
aggregate racial differences in school discipline and variation in odds of disci-
pline by school, yet it does not tell us why. What it is about school racial compo-
sition that creates conditions of inequality? It could be that the effect of black
differs by school context. Alternatively, based on a threat hypothesis, it could be
that certain racial contexts are more punitive and thus behavior is more likely to
be sanctioned. Model 3 tests the hypothesis that the effect of race differs by
school racial composition using cross-level interactions. The results suggest that,
compared to more homogeneous schools, black students who attend racially
mixed schools where black students comprise 25-50 percent of the student body
are significantly less likely to experience inequality in school sanctions. In fact,
compared to black students who attend majority black schools, these students
are 88 percent less likely to be sanctioned for their behavior.

Model 4 tests the hypothesis that the effect of behavior varies by school racial
composition, and figure 3 demonstrates this graphically. It adds cross-level inter-
actions between school racial composition quartiles and behavior.” I find that
the effect of behavior on odds of being sanctioned varies significantly by school
racial composition. In schools where black students comprise more than 50 per-
cent of the student body, behavior is significantly more likely to lead to an
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Figure 3. Marginal effect of behavior by school racial composition
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official school sanction such as suspension (p < .01). In addition, with the inclu-
sion of behavior/racial composition in the model, the main effect for racial com-
position quartile 4 (see models 2 and 3) is significantly reduced in both
significance (p < .05) and magnitude (decreased by 22 percent). This is impor-
tant because it suggests that part of the reason why attending a majority black
school differentially leads to greater odds of suspension is because behavior in
those schools is more harshly punished. In other words, blacks are more severely
punished for their behavior as the percentage of blacks in the school rises.

Sensitivity Analysis

While not directly related to behavior in school, socioeconomic status may be
related to perceptions of behavior and school discipline. Prior work suggests
(e.g., Lareau 2003; Farkas et al. 1990) that social advantages accrue to middle-
class children, whose cultural repertoires align with the values and expectations
of the educational system. It could be that disciplinary sanctions are primarily
distributed based on these differences and that race—since black students are
disproportionately in lower-SES groups (see table 1)—is a proxy for socioeco-
nomic status. To consider this possibility, I use a SES variable constructed in the
base-year survey, defined as a factor scale of parents’ log income, occupational
prestige, and level of education. I repeat the analyses from table 2, models 1-4,
with this variable (see appendix A). None of the results change significantly, and
the same qualitative interpretations remain.

Discussion

Considering relative group size at the school level is clearly important for
understanding group disparities in outcome, and findings from this paper sug-
gest that a racial threat perspective may be useful for understanding these
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differences in schools. In analysis of over 7,000 black and white tenth gra-
ders, I found that differences in the racial composition of schools have impor-
tant consequences for aggregate differences in rates of school suspension/
expulsion. On average, black students in the NELS attend schools that are 46
percent black, while white students attend schools that are 7 percent black
(table 1). Multilevel analyses find that the percent black at the school level is
significantly and positively related to the odds of being suspended/expelled,
net of actual behavior. In other words, and consistent with a threat hypothe-
sis, attending schools that are more black increases one’s chances of being dis-
ciplined for behavior. This relationship between the proportion of black
student enrollment and odds of school sanctions is partially explained by the
differential effect of behavior in these schools.

However, the results from this paper also suggest that a racial threat narrative
may be insufficient to explain inequality in school sanctions. Specifically, I found
that black students are least likely to be sanctioned for their behavior in schools
that are racially mixed. This is important because it suggests that racial homoge-
neity (whether mostly black or mostly white) may create conditions for inequal-
ity for a variety of reasons.

To be sure, this study is not without its limitations, and more work is needed
in this area to replicate findings. For one, while the NELS provides a rich set of
variables that is better than many other data sets, newer data would help deter-
mine whether these relationships hold for more recent periods. Furthermore,
better measures of behavior are needed. It is certainly possible that residual
racial differences in school discipline are related to missing variables related to
behavior. For example, I do not have information on the reasons students were
suspended/expelled, nor do I have individual-level measures of more serious
behavioral problems (e.g., threatening teachers, bringing a weapon to school).
Thus, I cannot rule out the possibility that differences in why students are disci-
plined and/or the severity of behavioral problems explain differences in out-
comes. Additionally, future work should consider longitudinal analyses, both to
improve causal inference and to observe differences in developments and
changes in groups over the course of several school years. Finally, the analysis is
limited by the fact that there is a scarcity of cases with which to accurately esti-
mate the likelihood of white punishment in black schools. This is a function of
the NELS sample but overall reflects the reality of school racial segregation,
since there are very few white students in such schools. For this reason, all
regression models comparing white and black students across neighborhoods
and schools are limited in this way, since whites rarely are in schools and neigh-
borhoods with blacks, especially those that are most disadvantaged.
Notwithstanding these limitations, however, the results from this paper are
highly suggestive and point to a need for research in school and punishment to
consider school-level variation.

Most extant explanations of racial inequality in discipline focus on interper-
sonal factors—for example, teacher perceptions and the effect of racial bias for
decision-making—Ileaving us little knowledge of the institutional-level factors
that create conditions for unequal outcomes. The institutional approach to
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school discipline taken in this paper provides clear implications for theory and
policy. Theoretically, at least in terms of school punishment, it suggests that
aggregate levels of racial inequality are partially the result of contextual differ-
ences in the effect of individual race. Previous qualitative work has convincingly
demonstrated that black students are more likely to be seen as deviant in school
(e.g., Morris 2007; Ferguson 2000), and this study finds suggestive evidence that
this is most likely in schools that are racially homogeneous (either homo-
geneously white or black). I also find that average levels of discipline inequality
in this sample are the result of differences in institutional exposure. That is,
racial composition—specifically percent black—creates a context whereby
behavior is more likely to be punished.

Finally, the results from this paper add to the existing literature highlight-
ing racial concentration and racial segregation as an important policy issue
(e.g., Massey and Denton 1998; Moody 2001; Card and Rothstein 2007).
Previous work suggests that levels of school racial segregation in the United
States appear to have increased over the past decade. In 2010, black and
white students were less likely to be in the same classroom than they were in
1993; this is due to uneven distribution of students between school districts
and decreasing efforts to desegregate within districts (Fiel 2013). Given these
high rates of racial segregation of schools, the implication of the current study
is that a larger proportion of black students overall are exposed to harsh dis-
ciplinary practices (Clotfelter 2004; Lafree and Arum 2006; Noguera 2003).
This creates conditions of unequal risk. Findings from this study thus suggest
that in order to seriously address racial inequality in school punishment, more
attention should be paid to institutional-level differences that create these con-
ditions of inequality.

Notes

1. These mechanisms include political influence and legitimacy, disciplinary policies of
other schools within the same organizational field, and professionalization. For a
more detailed discussion of organizational isomorphism, see DiMaggio and Powell
(1983).

2.  While this approach has its limitations, it is by far the most common proxy for racial
threat (e.g., Welch and Payne 2010, 2012; Mosher 2001; King and Wheelock 2007).

3. Regression models include one component from this analysis. The criterion for inclu-
sion was based on Kaiser’s rule, retraining components with eigenvalues over 1.0.

4. The reliability coefficient, alpha, for this scale is .82.

5. These multilevel logistic regressions used the default method of adaptive Gaussian
quadrature (AGQ) with seven quadrature points per level.

6. The level-2 variance significantly increases from model 0 to model 1 with the addi-
tion of predictors. This is not surprising, given the correlation between individual-
level covariates and group-level error. In this case, schools where Black students
attend tend to have higher school-level coefficients. See Gelman and Hill (2007) for
more on this issue.

7. Results from the likelihood ratio test on the fit of model 4 compared to model 3 indi-
cate that model 4 is a significantly better fit for the data (p < .001).
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