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ABSTRACT 

This study sought to find influences on the disparate graduation rates between 

black and white high school students. Graduation rate is best understood as a composite 

phenomenon, and I wanted to confirm which factors make to rise and fall. After 

consulting the literature on trends of zero tolerance disciplinary policies in schools and 

theoretical frameworks on the black community as a marginalized group in society, I 

decided to analyze disciplinary measures and community characteristics. What interested 

me most was the potential for varying impacts of punitive versus non-punitive 

disciplinary measures on black students, as well as the general condition of the 

community in which the students live. In this case, I selected for community conditions 

of poverty, educational attainment, and unemployment in 173 Texas school districts order 

to gauge how the social and economic disadvantages of adults in a community preclude 

academic success for its adolescents. Although my findings only partially supported one 

of my hypotheses, there are limitations in the data that make this kind of research 

difficult. There are also trends present outside of correlation and regression analysis that 

expose issues with how disciplinary measures affect black students overall, and the 

negative impact of poverty and educational attainment on graduation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	  

 

iv	  

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

This completion of this thesis would not have been possible without the direction 

that I have received from my committee members and the endless love and 

encouragement given to me by my family. 

I would like to thank my supervising professor, Dr. Emily Farris, for the years of 

guidance she has provided me. Without her kindness, patience, and willingness to teach, I 

would not have developed such a sincere investment in American politics or political 

science as a whole. I would like to thank Dr. Vanessa Bouché, who has worked with me 

over the past few months to help this thesis reach its fullest potential. I would like to 

thank Dr. Rima Abunasser for nurturing my love of writing and literature, as well as the 

constant academic and emotional support that she has supplied even in the short time that 

I have known her. I would also like to thank Dr. Joanne Green for ushering me to this 

point in my life as a political science major. Her genuine enthusiasm for my 

achievements has inspired me throughout the years. 

Finally, I would like to thank my parents, Larry and Kathryn Russell. Everything 

that I have accomplished thus far is evidence of their faith in me, and this thesis would 

have been a significantly more lonely and challenging endeavor without them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	  

 

v	  

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

INTRODUCTION ...............................................................................................................1 

DISCIPLINARY MEASURES IN SCHOOLS...................................................................3 

Disproportionate Attention to Students of Color .....................................................4 

Suspensions and Expulsions ....................................................................................4 

RACE AND THE GRADUATION GAP............................................................................6 

Social Dominance Theory and Stereotype Threat ...................................................6 

Student Aggression ......................................................................................8 

Law Enforcement on School Campuses ......................................................8 

School Push-Out and Student Disengagement ............................................9 

School Barriers to Graduation ...............................................................................10 

COMMUNITY CHARACTERISTICS.............................................................................11 

THEORY AND HYPOTHESES .......................................................................................13 

RESEARCH DESIGN.......................................................................................................14 

Variables ................................................................................................................14 

RESULTS ..........................................................................................................................17 

Descriptive Statistics..............................................................................................17 

Variables ................................................................................................................18 

Bivariate Analysis..................................................................................................27 

DISCUSSION....................................................................................................................31 

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS...........................................................................32 

REFERENCES ..................................................................................................................36 

 



	  

 

vi	  

LIST OF TABLES 

TABLE 1: DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS FOR VARIABLES ........................................17 

TABLE 1: CORRELATION AND LINEAR REGRESSION FOR PUNITIVE AND 

NON-PUNITIVE MEASURES.............................................................................27 

TABLE 1: CORRELATION AND LINEAR REGRESSION FOR POVERTY, 

EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT, AND UNEMPLOYMENT ..........................29 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	  

 

vii	  

LIST OF FIGURES 

FIGURE 1: WHITE PUNITIVE SCATTERPLOT...........................................................18 

FIGURE 2: BLACK PUNITIVE SCATTERPLOT ..........................................................19 

FIGURE 3: WHITE NON-PUNITIVE SCATTERPLOT.................................................20 

FIGURE 4: BLACK NON-PUNITIVE SCATTERPLOT ................................................21 

FIGURE 5: WHITE GRADUATION RATE SCATTERPLOT .......................................22 

FIGURE 6: BLACK GRADUATION RATE SCATTERPLOT ......................................23 

FIGURE 7: POVERTY SCATTERPLOT.........................................................................24 

FIGURE 8: EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT SCATTERPLOT ...................................25 

FIGURE 9: UNEMPLOYMENT SCATTERPLOT..........................................................26



	  

 

1	  

INTRODUCTION 

High school graduation rate in the United States has been a point of contention for 

several years now. In the early half of the twentieth century, each new cohort could 

expect to graduate at a higher rate than the one before it, which consequently improved 

the quality of secondary education and introduced more skilled and efficient personnel 

into the workforce (Heckman and LaFontaine 2010). In 1970, high school graduation rate 

peaked at 80 percent before stagnating or beginning a decline for the next thirty years 

(Murnane 2013). Since this decline, those without high school certification have been 

compensated less than their counterparts that have graduated. Because a high school 

diploma has become indicative of expertise and a professional capacity that will not only 

benefit the individual, but also—and most importantly—the company for which they 

supply their labor, wages have transformed in turn. Heckman, Lochner, and Todd (2008) 

explain that the rate of return for graduating from high school has risen 50 percent over 

the past few decades. 

Another transition occurred between 2000 and 2010, when graduation rate 

experienced an upturn of 6 percent (Murnane 2013). In spite of this improvement, 

however, gaps between black and white high school students persist. In assessing 

disparities between white and black students born between 1986 and 1990, Murnane 

(2013) finds that there is an 8.1 percentage point gap between them, and that black 

students born in the 1980s were even less likely to graduate than black students born in 

the 1970s. Alternatively, white students demonstrated a steady increase in graduation rate 

and were more likely to graduate than they would have been had they been born a decade 

earlier. 
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Lack of attention to these gaps in light of overall positive trends has endured as 

recently as the 2010s. A 2014 Pew Research Center study reports that black high school 

dropout rates are at “record lows,” but there remains 3 percent gap between black 

students at 8 percent and non-Hispanic white students at 5 percent. The study elaborates 

with findings on high school completion rates, but the gap here is wider at 7 percent 

between 89 percent non-Hispanic white and 82 percent black. This broader disparity in 

high school completion rate than dropout rate alludes to there being more to completing 

high school than dropping out. Rather than interpreting dropout rate as merely the inverse 

of graduation rate, research that investigates what factors work in tandem with dropout 

rate to influence graduation rate could be a more multifaceted approach. There is also the 

issue of Pew measuring high school completion as opposed to high school graduation, 

due to the former’s inclusion of General Educational Development (GED) test takers in 

addition to those who have received their diploma. Heckman and LaFontaine (2010) 

critique this practice and the ways in which it has inaccurately propped up graduation rate 

reports roughly 8 percent. 

Due to the fact that dropout rate is only one component of graduation rate and the 

gaps between black and white students continue, it begs the question: What creates 

disparate high school graduation rates between black and white students? I will begin 

with propositions from current literature in order to begin an investigation of the impact 

of school disciplinary measures and community characteristics. Next, I will offer my 

hypotheses and explain my research design, which relied on one data set that I composed 

from three separate data sources. The findings of the survey will follow, where I will give 

the descriptive statistics of each variable, as well as bivariate analysis that will enable me 
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to accept or reject my hypotheses. Any limitations of the data, as well as ideas for future 

research, will be given in the conclusion. 

DISCIPLINARY MEASURES IN SCHOOLS 

When addressing the disciplinary measures that schools choose to enforce on 

campus, the distinction between punitive and non-punitive measures is important. 

Punitive measures have arisen out of the zero tolerance trend, which came to fruition 

during a dangerous era in United States schools. From 1975 to 1989, violent crime 

increased 80 percent nationwide and implicated many schools as well (Price 2009, 543). 

In the 1990s, drug and gang activity, in addition to school shootings, only magnified 

society’s fears. In order to stifle dangerous activity, in 1993 schools began to adopt zero-

tolerance policies, which “[mandate] predetermined consequences or punishment for 

specific offenses” (Curtis 2014, 1253; Price 2009, 543). Rather than personally 

addressing a student’s issues, zero tolerance policies instead prioritize other students’ 

safety by removing the disruptive student from the school entirely. By the 1996-1997 

school year, “94 percent of public schools had zero tolerance policies for firearms or 

other weapons, 87 percent for alcohol possession, and 79 for tobacco possession and on-

campus violence, and 79 percent for violence” (Curtis 2014, 1254). 

Although school administrators and law enforcement emphasize the need for 

punitive measures, critics have identified a flaw in their logic: since the 1990s, school 

violence has actually declined (Curtis 2014).  Punitive supporters insist that school 

violence is on the rise, but “rates of nonfatal victimizations in schools declined…from 

nearly 200 victimizations per 1,000 students in 1992 to fewer than 50 victimizations per 

1,000 students in 2011” (Curtis 2014, 1255). And before supporters attribute this 
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decrease in violence to punitive measures, it is worth noting that youth violence outside 

of school has declined at the same rate, thus mooting the factor of punishment.  

Disproportionate Attention to Students of Color 

Although punitive measure supporters stress that the measures impact all students 

equally, they continue to penalize students of color—especially black students—far more 

than their white peers. Black students often face harsher punishments for comparatively 

minor offenses. While white students are referred to school administration or law 

enforcement for “smoking, leaving without permission, vandalism and obscene 

language,” black students are referred for “disrespect, excessive noise, threat, and 

loitering” (Curtis 2014, 1256). White student referrals are much more objective than 

those for students of color, which are subjective and rest on the preconceived idea that 

minorities are inherently more dangerous or disobedient (Curtis 2014). Boyd (2009) 

draws upon the Jena Six case, in which six black male teens were charged after assaulting 

a white student who hung nooses from a tree on campus. To illustrate the sentiment 

behind this conviction, during the 2006-2007 school year, Jena High School had given in-

school suspensions to 41.1 percent of their ninety black students (Boyd 2009, 572). 

Although the Jena Six acted in retaliation, punitive measures targeted them and gave 

them consequences that white students would not face for more severe crimes. 

Suspensions and Expulsions 

Punitive measures also enforce racial profiling among black students. By 2004, 

punitive disciplinary measures resulted in the suspension of over three million students, 

with suspension and expulsion rates double the amount in the 1970s (Price 2009, 544). 

What were most notable, however, are the disproportionately higher rates of expulsion 
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and suspension in inner city schools, which typically have high enrollment for black 

students (Price 2009, 544). Lee et al. (2011), describe the ways in which out-of-school 

suspensions in particular have become the most popular disciplinary method in the 

country, with certain schools even standing out in their administration of suspensions.  

The Indicators of School and Crime Safety: 2008 reported that there is somewhat 

broad variance of serious disciplinary measures between schools, and that those with 

more frequent suspensions were also less hospitable to students (Dinkes et al. 2009). 

High numbers of suspensions can cultivate an environment that is “perceived as harsh, 

punitive, and rejecting of students (Lee et al. 2011). Schools with lower suspension rates 

have also reported lower dropout rates. Bowditch (1993) investigated what about the 

school policies might lead to this, and discovered that if a student was sent to the 

principal’s office for a discipline problem, rather than attempting to diagnose the problem 

or address the circumstances, administrators labeled students with low grades and 

attendance and high suspension rates “troublemakers” (169). As a result, suspensions 

create a vicious circle for students—should they become the targets of a high-suspension 

school, their academic performance suffers and their chances of dropping out increase. 

In response to the perceived negative effects of punitive measures, some schools 

have adopted alternative, non-punitive measures that focus more on keeping students in 

school and on track academically rather than pushing them out.  
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RACE AND THE GRADUATION GAP 

Social Dominance Theory and Stereotype Threat 

This also relates to observable trends in the black community. The U.S. Census 

Bureau reports that black high school students are more likely to drop out and less likely 

to graduate than their white peers, and that black adults demonstrate lower levels of 

educational attainment and income (Leach and Williams 2007). Not only does the black 

community have lower educational attainment rates than suburban whites, but also the 

total U.S. population. Consequently, black adults lack the education to receive a higher 

income. In 1999, average income for a U.S. citizen without a high school diploma was 

$18,900, $33,000 for someone with an associate’s degree, $45,400 for someone with a 

bachelor’s degree, $54,500 for someone with a master’s degree, and $81,400 for someone 

with a doctoral degree (Day and Newburger 2002). Because these earnings compound 

over time, this means that black individuals in the United States are at a major 

disadvantage when paired up against their white peers.  

The most useful framework for interpreting these effects is social dominance 

theory. Leach and Williams (2007) explain how, as a social psychology perspective, 

social dominance theory helps explain the persistence of social inequality over time. 

Current social and economic disadvantages that certain groups face today cannot be 

divorced from pervasive consequences to low social status throughout history. Under this 

theory, the black community holds subordinate group status, which precludes the wealth 

of resources that dominant groups like whites have. Due to this lack of resources, black 

children not only enter school without the means by which to succeed, but also face 

structural challenges once they begin attending school. Black students that are already 
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much more likely to attend poorer quality schools than their white counterparts are also 

less likely to be referred to more academically enriching and challenging gifted and 

talented (GAT) classes (Leach & Williams 2007). This is oftentimes due to the fact that 

their teachers have very low expectations of them, and do not expect them to succeed in 

such classes even after students have demonstrated their ability to do so. 

These low expectations are linked to a resulting phenomenon in black students 

called stereotype threat. Stereotype threat occurs when a negative stereotype is attached 

to a group of people and, as the members become aware—either consciously or not—of 

the label, it becomes a detriment to their performance. Perhaps the most unfortunate 

impact of stereotype threat is that of a self-fulfilling prophecy. Even though black 

students, who would be dubbed unmotivated, ineffectual, and unintelligent, might be 

otherwise capable of producing the same quality work as their white peers, stereotype 

threat cultivates anxiety regarding their academic performance (Leach and Williams 

2007). Black students become nervous during examinations and other scholastic pursuits 

because they understand that their performance on a certain task will be less of an 

indication of their individual capacity, but that of all black students. When they then 

inevitably fail because of this anxiety, dominant whites view it as validation of their 

prejudices. Stereotype threat and the wealth of other damaging consequences that stem 

from subordinate group status are serious primarily because of the cyclical nature in 

which this subordination occurs. When black adults lack the necessary social and cultural 

capital with which to entrust their children, the black community can rarely expect to 

transcend obstacles specifically meant to keep them from graduating high school and 

pursuing further academic and professional success (Leach and Williams 2007). 
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Student Aggression 

Research has also found that aggression levels in students contribute largely to 

whether or not they will graduate from high school (Ehrenreich et al. 2012). 

Unsurprisingly, however, high aggression levels have been linked to students with lower 

socioeconomic status (SES). Therefore, under social dominance theory, which already 

posits that majority-black communities are less likely to be economically stable due 

social inequality, this would indicate that black students are more likely to be high- than 

low-aggression. Schools typically neglect the needs of high-aggression students under the 

impression that they require punitive discipline and sometimes outright removal from 

campus, but they offer meaningful insight to campus climate (Ehrenreich et al. 2012). 

These students have explained that, unless there are school personnel actively making an 

effort to reduce levels of aggression that the school itself demonstrates towards high-

aggression students, then change is unlikely to come. As a result, students with high 

levels of aggression continue to underperform because of the lack of specialized 

curriculum and non-punitive disciplinary policies that take into account that they are at-

risk. 

Law Enforcement on School Campuses 

Something that has increased the chances of penalized students entering the 

juvenile justice system has been the collaboration of schools and law enforcement. Price 

(2009) details a case in which a black five-year-old girl was arrested in 2005 for throwing 

a temper tantrum. A policeman, Officer Wilson, had made the acquaintance of the 

principal and dealt with the little girl on an earlier basis, allegedly threatening to handcuff 

her if she did not collect herself (Price 2009). Only a week later, Officer Wilson and three 
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other police cars arrived at the scene of a more intense temper tantrum, after which they 

handcuffed the child and placed her in a squad car where she “remained shackled for 

three hours” (Price 2009, 542).  

Controversies like this have complicated the relationship that students and school 

administrators had prior to the creation of zero tolerance policies. With the presence of 

security and police officers and surveillance equipment on campus, juvenile court 

referrals for minor infractions have become more frequent even though school 

administration would have dealt with such misdemeanors otherwise (González 2012). 

Additionally, as the incident with the young girl demonstrates, many of the officers have 

not been properly trained to work in a school environment and are not properly 

supervised (Cobb 2009). Ironically—considering the positive results that schools expect 

this collaboration to bring about—this creates a repressive atmosphere in which students 

feel perpetually unsafe, frightened and unable to learn properly. 

School Push-out and Student Disengagement 

This negative environment can alienate students from their teachers, peers and 

schoolwork and facilitate a cycle of school push-out and student disengagement. Push-out 

and disengagement do not occur in a particular order, and can influence each other based 

on the student’s circumstances. Push-out can happen first in the form of suspension or 

expulsion, which then depresses academic achievement and encourages students to drop 

out of school (González 2012). A 2009 American Civil Liberties Union of Oregon report 

showed that in the 2007-2008 school year, black students represented only a small 

fraction of the overall student population but a significant portion of the dropouts 

(González 2012). Punitive measures like expulsions and out-of-school suspensions can 
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even present obstacles to students that have yet to disengage. Excessive discipline for 

minor offenses remove students from school that are already at-risk and further 

jeopardize their chances of catching up in classes (González 2012).  

Osher et al. (2012) explain the role that diversity among teachers can influence 

school experiences for minority children and teens either for better or for worse. One of 

the reasons for disproportionate rates of suspension and expulsion could be that, 

“although 45 percent of the 49 million public school students in the United States are 

students of color, only 16.5 percent of the 3.2 million teachers are of color” (Osher et al. 

2012, 285). White teachers can successfully educate minority students, but they lack the 

commonalities that can help facilitate the learning process and keep students from 

becoming at-risk (Osher et al. 2012). All too often white students have access to 

supportive learning environments that allow them to thrive while students of color get left 

behind, lose their interest in school, and fall prey to the juvenile justice system. 

School Barriers to Graduation 
 

However, when black students are not arrested and removed from campus, or 

disengage to the point that they drop out, other factors come into play that prevent them 

from completing their high school careers. While they might not be considered as 

extreme as referrals to law enforcement, Osher et al. (2012) cite the negative influence 

that out-of-school suspensions and expulsions can cause for students. When students are 

already at-risk to the point that they struggle in class—oftentimes without guidance from 

a teacher or tutor—removing them from school even temporarily can hurt their chances 

of graduation. Even though expulsions can certainly pose a threat to students’ ability to 

complete high school, if a student receives educational services while expelled, or 
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participates in a restorative justice program, then this can increase their chances of 

reintegrating into school and completing their requirements (González 2012). 

In other cases, students have all of the necessary credits, or demonstrate an ability 

to do so in the future, but school administration holds them back at the last minute. Some 

students have been unable to graduate due to failing graduation examinations even 

though they lacked no other credit (Ehrenreich et al. 2012). In spite of proving their 

ability to perform well throughout high school, their performance on a final examination 

prevents them from graduating. In addition to graduation examinations, sometimes 

teachers will hold students back or deny them credits for arbitrary reasons against which 

students have no leverage to argue (Ehrenreich et al.). High school completion is also a 

major issue for teenage mothers. When returning to school after having their children, 

administration will bar the girls from completing certain requirements because of their 

pregnancy and later keep them from receiving their diploma. 

COMMUNITY CHARACTERISTICS 

Whether or not students are graduating from high school is also indicative of the 

overall wellness of their community. Contributing to social dominance theory, Kozol 

(1992) theorizes that there are certain “savage inequalities” that thwart any likelihood of 

black students reaching the same educational levels as white students. Storer et al. (2012) 

expand upon these inequalities and specify that the most important are SES, race, and 

place. Although many might argue that the effects of SES and race on graduation rates 

for black students are obvious influences, place is a crucial component as well. There are 

three perspectives in particular that elaborate upon the importance of place, or 

“neighborhood institutions” for adolescents (Crowder and South 2003, 661). The first is 
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the collective socialization perspective, which asserts that adolescents model their 

“norms, values, aspirations, and…behaviors” off of those of the adults in their 

community (Crowder and South 2003, 661). It is worth noting that this perspective 

extends to adults to which the adolescent is not related as well. By observing not only 

their parents, but also adults throughout the neighborhood, youth determine whether they 

will have positive or negative life outcomes. 

The second perspective is the social capital perspective, which says that 

adolescents are more likely to be successful when they come from neighborhoods where 

the adults have higher levels of educational and professional attainment (Crowder and 

South 2003, 662). When youth have adult contacts with broad social networks that they 

can use to generate social capital, those adults are likely to endow neighborhood youth 

with some amount of that capital as well. Adolescents in disadvantaged communities are 

unlikely to have much social capital because the adults do not have careers rooted in 

valuable social networks, which then leaves students with fewer academic resources that 

could improve their performance in school. Even beyond high school, the right contacts 

and resources can equip students with the knowledge to apply for and attend college, 

graduate from college, and then find a successful job (Crowder and South 2003). 

The final perspective is the social control perspective, which observes that 

adolescents living in distressed neighborhoods are less likely to be supervised in the same 

way that adolescents from more affluent neighborhoods are, leading to failure in school 

(Crowder and South 2003). Without proper oversight, youth have a greater chance of 

becoming involved in risky behaviors that endanger their futures. When youth engage in 

delinquency, they could come into contact with law enforcement while at school or at 
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home in their neighborhood. Lacking any adult investment in their behavior that does not 

come from police and security officers looking to place them in the juvenile justice 

system, these unsupervised adolescents could find themselves on track to adult prisons 

rather than high school graduation. 

THEORY AND HYPOTHESES 

Overall, the literature shows that the presence of punitive disciplinary measures 

leads to a decline in student wellbeing, which is attributed to expulsions, suspensions, 

arrests, and student push-out that results in dropouts. Because punitive measures have a 

lengthy history of disproportionately penalizing black students, this means that the more 

that these measures pervade school protocol, the less likely black students will be to 

graduate. This leads me to my first hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 1: Black students are more likely to be given punitive disciplinary 

measures that then prevent them from graduating. 

Here, the independent variable is type of disciplinary policy—punitive or non-

punitive—and the dependent variable is graduation rate. 

Another factor that impacts graduation rate is the state of the student’s 

community. As the literature explains, when a student lives in poorer conditions, they 

have less access to the resources that would improve their chances of graduating. A 

disadvantaged environment deprives children and adolescents of the opportunity to do 

well academically and to develop the practical knowledge necessary to apply to college. 

Without the prospect of college, students are less likely to demonstrate willingness and 

drive to do well in their studies because they have no end goal. Therefore, because most 

high school students are likely to live in the area surrounding their school, the 
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characteristics of the school district will influence their chance of graduating, which is 

my second hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 2: Black students are less likely to graduate when they live in poor 

conditions. 

Here, the independent variable is school district characteristics and the dependent 

variable is graduation rate. 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

I decided to work with only the state of Texas for my research because of the size 

and diversity of the state; I expected to produce data valuable enough to justify not using 

another or multiple states. Rather than schools, I chose school districts in Texas, and 

selected only those that would have significant data. As a result, I only opted for districts 

that have 5,000 or more students, thus excluding many charter schools and smaller 

districts that would not have sufficient data. This left me with 173 school districts located 

all across the state. I then worked with three separate data sets in order to gather 

information and compile the master data set from which I would conduct my analyses. 

The first set of data was the United States Department of Education’s 2011 Civil Rights 

Data Collection (CRDC). Conducted biennially by the Office of Civil Rights in the 

Department of Education, this data collection offers information on advanced placement, 

testing, discipline, and other areas based on several criteria including race, ethnicity, 

English learner status, sex, and disability.  
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Variables 

Disciplinary measure. In order to collect data for disciplinary measure, I used the 

2011 CRDC data on discipline of students without disabilities. As this data is already 

organized by race and ethnicity, I only needed to categorize the types of disciplinary 

measures to fit the requirements for the independent variable. The data lists nine different 

categories of discipline: corporal punishment, students receiving one or more in-school 

suspensions, students receiving only one out-of-school suspension, students receiving 

more than one out-of-school suspension, expulsions with educational services, expulsions 

without educational services, expulsions under zero-tolerance policies, referral to law 

enforcement, and school-related arrest. Because of the literature on the negative impact of 

discipline that takes students out of school or removes them from campus, I categorized 

corporal punishment, out-of-school suspensions, expulsions without educational services, 

expulsions under zero-tolerance policies, referral to law enforcement, and school-related 

arrest as punitive, and in-school suspensions and expulsions with educational services as 

non-punitive. 

Graduation rate. There is some information in the CRDC related to high school 

graduation, completion, and GED, but it is incomplete, so I referred to the Texas 

Education Agency’s (TEA) 2012-2013 Texas Academic Performance Report on District 

Performance. I used graduation data from a year to two years later in order to measure 

some longer-term effects of the disciplinary measures found in the CRDC. I then used the 

Class of 2012 four-year longitudinal rate (grades 9 through 12) graduation data for 

African-American and white students. This data also makes the distinction between 
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students that have graduated, students that have received their GED, and combination 

data between those that have graduated and received their GED, so I was better able to 

select only students that graduated with a diploma. 

School district characteristics. Finally, in order to determine what the 

characteristics were specifically for the districts, I used the United States Census Bureau 

American FactFinder. Here, I used an advanced search in order to narrow down the data 

and chose sets from 2010, as they provide American Community Survey (ACS) five-year 

estimates. I then chose topics pertaining to people that would be related to community 

wellbeing—in this case, poverty, educational attainment, and unemployment level. I then 

specified that the geographical areas would be unified school districts in Texas and 

selected the 173 that I had already chosen. After narrowing down my search, I found data 

on poverty status in the past 12 months, which ultimately provided the information that I 

needed for educational attainment and unemployment level as well. I used the percentage 

for those under the poverty line per district, along with the percentage of those with less 

than a high school education, meaning they had yet to receive their diploma or GED, and 

the percentage of those unemployed. 

I then placed this data into my own dataset, which organized each variable based 

on school district. I then exported the set to IBM SPSS Statistics, which I used to perform 

my analyses. I detail these findings in the next section and test my hypotheses against 

correlations and linear regression to see whether the correlation is significant. 
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RESULTS 

Descriptive Statistics 

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics for Variables 

Variables N Min Max Mean Variance Standard 
Deviation 

       
Dependent 
Variables 

      

White Graduation 
Rate 164 40 100 92.29 59.1 7.960 

Black Graduation 
Rate 146 46 100 89.71 67.6 8.224 

       
Independent 
Variables       

White Punitive 173 0 17.65 4.39 12.7 3.568 
Black Punitive 173 0 44.44 10.17 55.1 7.421 
White Non-
Punitive 173 0 26.09 8.10 18.9 4.349 

Black Non-
Punitive 173 0 50.00 16.42 73.2 8.557 

Poverty 169 2.70 45.80 16.82 100.0 10.00 
Educational 
Attainment 170 6.50 52.70 24.38 86.4 9.298 

Unemployment 170 6.70 68.00 28.78 142.7 11.94 
       

 

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics of my individual variables, including the 

number of cases, minimum and maximum values, variance, and standard deviation, and 

Figures 1 through 9 elaborate upon these phenomena as they manifest themselves all 173 

school districts. 
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Variables 

Figure 1: White Punitive Scatterplot 

 

White students receiving punitive measures. As Figure 1 shows, the variable for 

white students receiving punitive measures is skewed mostly towards the higher values of 

6 percent or more of white students receiving punitive measures. A variable’s skewness 

refers to the degree to which school districts distribute away from the mean. Most 

districts are distributed below of the mean of 4.39, and there is a small variance of 12.7 

due to the ways in which most cases congregate between 0 and 6 percent. 
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Figure 2: Black Punitive Scatterplot 

 

Black students receiving punitive measures. The black punitive variable is also 

skewed towards higher percentages of black students receiving punitive disciplinary 

measures, but there is a much larger distribution of cases to the left. Over 15 school 

districts report having 0 percent of black students receive punitive measures, distributed 

below the mean of 10.17. The percentages for black students receiving punitive 

disciplinary measures, however, goes over double the maximum of the white punitive 

variable with 44.44 percent of black students receiving punitive measures in one district 

compared to 17.65 of white students. Due to this, there is also a much larger variance of 

55.1 for black students receiving punitive measures. 
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Figure 3: White Non-Punitive Scatterplot 

 

White students receiving non-punitive measures. This variable does not 

demonstrate much skewness, as most school districts congregate at or around the mean of 

8.10. As a result, the variance is low with a value of 18.9 
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Figure 4: Black Non-Punitive Scatterplot 

 

Black students receiving non-punitive measures. For the black non-punitive 

variable, unlike the black punitive variable, school districts do not show significant 

skewness, and settle around the 16.42 mean. What is noteworthy, however, is the fact that 

a higher percentage of black students receive non-punitive disciplinary measures overall 

in comparison to white students receiving non-punitive disciplinary measures. One 

district reports the maximum of 50 percent of black students receiving non-punitive 

measures compared to 17.65 percent of white students. This outstanding district causes an 

increase in variance with a value of 73.2. 
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Figure 5: White Graduation Rate Scatterplot 

 

White graduation. For white graduation rate, school districts congregate primarily 

around the mean of 92.29 percent, showing an overall high graduation rate for white 

students. There are some outliers, however, of as low as 40 percent that create a higher 

variance of 59.1. 
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Figure 6: Black Graduation Rate Scatterplot 

 

Black graduation. The black graduation rate is similar to white graduation rate, 

but with one important distinction. School districts report high overall graduation rates 

for black students that linger around the mean of 89.71 percent, with several that report a 

100 percent black graduation rate. It is worth noting, however, that there is a higher 

variance here of 67.6 than there is for white graduation rate. Although some districts are 

excelling with graduating black students, there are some that fall far below the mean. 
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Figure 7: Poverty Scatterplot 

 

Poverty. For the poverty variable, school districts are distributed broadly all 

around the mean of 16.8, which contributes to an extremely high variance value of 100. 

School districts report wide percentages of poverty that do not appear to gather around 

the mean or skew above or below it. 
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Figure 8: Educational Attainment Scatterplot 

 

Educational attainment. Educational attainment is relatively evenly distributed, 

but there is a high distribution of school districts below the mean of 24.38 percent. As a 

result, there is some skewness, but most districts report percentages of people with less 

than high school education that are closer to the mean than to either extreme. The 

variance reflects this with a smaller value of 9.29. 
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Figure 9: Unemployment Scatterplot 

 

Unemployment. Much like poverty, the unemployment variable is dispersed 

across several values that lay both close to and far from the mean of 28.78. This gives 

unemployment the highest variance of all of the variables with a value of 142.7. 
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Bivariate Analysis 

Table 2: Correlation and Linear Regression for Punitive and Non-Punitive 

  White Graduation 
Rate 

Black Graduation 
Rate 

Pearson Correlation -.453* 
Adjusted R2 .200* 
Y-Intercept 21.93 
Regression 
Coefficient -.191 

White Punitive 

N 164 

 

Pearson Correlation -.247* 
Adjusted R2 .054 
Y-Intercept 27.86 
Regression 
Coefficient -.192 

Black Punitive 

N 

 

146 
Pearson Correlation -.086 

Adjusted R2 .001 
Y-Intercept 12.12 
Regression 
Coefficient -.045 

White Non-
Punitive 

N 164 

 

Pearson Correlation -.049 
Adjusted R2 -.005 
Y-Intercept 21.52 
Regression 
Coefficient 

-.045 
Black Non-

Punitive 

N 

 

146 
** = Significant value 

 

Hypothesis 1. As Table 2 demonstrates, investigating the correlation between 

shows a significant negative Pearson’s correlation coefficient of -.453 for white students 

receiving punitive measures and significant negative coefficient of -.247 for black 

students receiving punitive measures, but the respective coefficients of -.086 and -.049 

for non-punitive measures are not significant. Therefore, the more that black and white 

students receive punitive measures, the less likely they are to graduate. The significance 

of these figures depends on the limits of Pearson’s correlation coefficient, which ranges 
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from -1 to +1 and determines the strength and direction of the relationship between the 

dependent and independent variable. Because -.453 and -.247 are close to -1, this makes 

them significant.  

It is worth noting, however, that only the relationship between white students 

receiving punitive measures and white graduation rate is deemed significant by linear 

regression. Unlike the correlations, which rely upon Pearson’s correlation coefficient, 

linear regression uses “Adjusted R Square” to determine the degree to which there is a 

causal relationship between the independent and dependent variable. There is also an R-

Square value available, but adjusted R-square provides better quality measures. Adjusted 

R-square ranges from 0 to 1, so .200 for white students receiving punitive measures is 

comparatively stronger to .054 for black students receiving punitive measures, .001 for 

white students receiving non-punitive measures, and -.005 for black students receiving 

non-punitive measures. 

Adjusted R-square can also be understood as the percent of variation in the 

dependent variable that the independent variable explains. The y-intercept constant is the 

value of the dependent variable when the independent variable is 0, while the regression 

coefficient explains the increase or decrease in percentage points of the independent 

variable as the dependent variable increases. Therefore, for white students receiving 

punitive measures, white graduation rate is 21.93 when 0 white students receive punitive 

measures, and white graduation rate decreases by .19 of a percentage point with every 

percentage-point increase in white students receiving punitive measures. Because the 

relationship has an adjusted R-square of .200, this means that punitive disciplinary 

measures explain 20 percent of the variation in graduation rate for white students. Thus, 
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because the relationship between disciplinary measure and graduation rate was only 

significant for white students receiving punitive measures, I reject my research 

hypothesis and fail to reject my null hypothesis. 

Table 3: Correlation and Linear Regression for Poverty, Educational Attainment, 

and Unemployment 

  White Graduation 
Rate 

Black Graduation 
Rate 

Pearson Correlation -.359* -.449* 
Adjusted R2 .124* .196* 
Y-Intercept 55.33 55.87 
Regression 
Coefficient -.428 -.458 

Poverty 

N 161 143 
Pearson Correlation -.272* -.444* 

Adjusted R2 .068 .192* 
Y-Intercept 51.64 61.09 
Regression 
Coefficient -.305 -.430 

Educational 
Attainment 

N 162 144 
Pearson Correlation -.260* -.346* 

Adjusted R2 .062 .114* 
Y-Intercept 64.34 72.38 
Regression 
Coefficient -.395 -.505 

Unemployment 

N 162 146 
* = Significant value 

 

Hypothesis 2. Additionally, as Table 3 demonstrates that there is a significant 

Pearson’s correlation coefficient of -.359 for poverty and white graduation rate, -.449 for 

poverty and black graduation rate, -.272 for educational attainment and white graduation 

rate, -.444 for educational attainment and black graduation rate, -.260 for unemployment 

and white graduation rate, and -.346 for unemployment and black graduation rate. Much 

like with my first hypothesis, however, linear regression confirms that the causal 

relationships between educational attainment and graduation rate and unemployment and 
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white graduation, with respective adjusted R-square values of .068 and .062, are not 

significant. 

Poverty and white graduation rate have a slightly significant adjusted R-square 

value of .124, a y-intercept of 53.33, and a regression coefficient of -.428. As a result, 

white graduation rate has a value of 53.33 when poverty has a value of 0, and white 

graduation rate decreases by .43 of a percentage point with every percentage-point 

increase in poverty. As the adjusted R-square value notes, poverty explains roughly 12.4 

percent of this variance. Poverty and black graduation rate have a y-intercept of 55.87 

and a regression coefficient of -.458, indicating that black graduation rate has a value of 

55.87 when poverty has a value of 0, and black graduation rate decreases by .46 of a 

percentage point with every percentage-point increase in poverty. With an adjusted R-

square value of .196, poverty consequently explains nearly 20 percent of variance in 

black graduation rate.  

Educational attainment and black graduation rate have a y-intercept of 61.09 and 

a regression coefficient of -.430. Black graduation rate has a value of 61.09 when 

educational attainment is at 0, and it decreases by .43 percentage points with every 

percentage-point increase in educational attainment. Educational attainment explains 

roughly 19.2 percent of variance in black graduation rate, a decent significance. Finally, 

unemployment and black graduation rate have a y-intercept of 72.38—among the highest 

intercepts—and a regression coefficient of -.505. Thus, black graduation rate has a value 

of 72.38 when the unemployment rate is at 0 percent, and black graduation rate decreases 

by .51 of a percentage point with every percentage-point increase in unemployment. 

Unemployment explains about 11.4 of the variance in black graduation rate. I will 
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consequently reject my second research hypothesis as well and fail to reject the null 

hypothesis. Although there are some conditions within each variable combination as to 

which relationships are significant, ultimately, if only a fraction of the relationship can 

explain variance in the dependent variable, then it is not significant overall. 

DISCUSSION 

In consideration of the lack of significance with my hypotheses, there were 

limitations with the data that could have precluded significant findings. The CRDC 

discipline data is only available for students either with or without disabilities. Without 

combined data, there could be a relationship between the administration of punitive 

disciplinary measures and students with disabilities. There is also the difficulty of 

measuring individual students as their community has affected them. Measuring the 

characteristics of an entire district and an entire district of students makes it more 

challenging to measure the exact effects that an adverse environment has on a student. As 

a result, this type of research related to community impact might be better suited for 

longitudinal case studies rather than quantitative analysis. 

Regardless of the significance levels of the regressions, however, there are 

interesting trends in the descriptive statistics. In spite of a surprising number of districts 

reporting 100 percent graduation rates for black students, the white graduation rate is still 

higher with a mean of 92.29 percent compared to the black 89.71 percent. In addition, 

these cases of 100 percent graduation rates for school districts might also be a symptom 

of low overall percentages of black students. Some districts, like Roma Independent 

School District, La Joya ISD, Laredo ISD, Donna ISD, and other districts in heavily 

Latino areas report that black—and sometimes white—students comprise less than 1 
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percent of their student population. Thus, it would be relatively simple for a district to 

boast 100 percent black graduation if there are not very many black students present. In 

addition, these districts, along with others such as Highland Park ISD, Sharyland ISD, 

and Boerne ISD, have no black graduation rate on record. 

There was also an expectation of more punitive disciplinary measures used for 

black students, but black students appear to receive more disciplinary measures, both 

punitive and not, overall. Considering the negative impact of punitive disciplinary 

measures might not be enough if black students face more discipline by and large. While 

non-punitive disciplinary measures have less of a history of arbitrarily punishing 

students, pulling them out of school, or preventing them from graduating, there is little 

research on whether or not they are truly any better for students that are targeted. For 

students that have become disengaged with school or feel threatened by authority figures 

in the school administration or law enforcement, in-school suspension might not keep 

them on track any more than an out-of-school suspension would. By the same token, 

expulsions with educational services do provide academic resources for students, but only 

after they have been removed from campus. 

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

Although there is currently not much literature or data on the topic, programming 

that is completely alternative to discipline has become increased in popularity over the 

years. Rather than making a distinction between punitive and non-punitive disciplinary 

measures, proponents for these programs have done away completely with the idea of 

discipline and instead opt for more rehabilitative and empowering methods. Shippen et al. 

(2012) describe ways in which community-based programs support at-risk students 
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through diversion programs. Diversion programs are court-driven and administered to 

students that have committed nonviolent crimes on an individual basis according to what 

a judge deems suitable (Shippen et al. 2012). Instead of jumping straight to punishment, 

diversion programs are a method of restorative justice. By participating in these 

programs, students can connect with a mentor, who will then monitor their progress and 

enable them to clear their records. 

School-based youth courts have also been a useful measure in stifling the school-

to-prison pipeline. Youth Courts are an alternative approach to the juvenile justice system 

in which teenaged students themselves serve as judges, attorneys and plaintiffs in 

disciplinary cases. Youth courts began in Odessa, Texas in the early 1980s and have 

spread considerably over the years with more than 100,000 student volunteers nationally 

(Judicial Council of California 2011). Student offenders that are referred to youth courts 

have usually been penalized for misdemeanors or minor felonies, and have the chance to 

familiarize themselves with the judicial process without the more serious threat of the 

juvenile justice system. When teens are held accountable by their peers rather than by 

school administrators or law enforcement officers, they are more likely to be proactive 

about their behavior. This prevents students from entering the juvenile justice system for 

minor offenses and enables them to return to school and graduate. 

As the literature and my own research have demonstrated, disciplinary measures 

have become less of a means to prevent school violence and more of a way to target 

black students. There is also the disturbing fact that punitive discipline reinforces the 

prison industrial complex in a way that is extremely reminiscent of post-Reconstruction 

prison projects. The prison industrial complex is the relationship between prisons and 
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profit making; for-profit prison companies like the Corrections Corporation of America 

(CCA) benefit even when sentences increase and punitive measures worsen for inmates 

(James 2012, 79) The implementation of Black Codes by “Redeemers”—white planters, 

farmers and political figures—in the late 1800s placed harsh restrictions on emancipated 

slaves for even minor offenses like vagrancy and loitering (Gilmore 2000). In the 

emerging prison industry, 

Convict labor became increasingly racialized: it was assumed that blacks were 
more suitable for hard physical labor on Southern prison farms and on corporate 
railroad and construction company projects. Contrary to popular representations 
of chain gang labor, not only black men, but also black women were forced to 
work on the lines and on hard labor projects, revealing how the slave order was 
being mirrored in the emerging punishment system (Gilmore 2000, 198). 
 
Even years later, the Prison Industries Reorganization Administration (PIRA), a 

New Deal project, promoted the expansion of the prison system in spite of the fact that 

violent crime statistics had not risen (Gilmore 2000).  

There are solutions to this problem that focus extensively on pulling at-risk 

students out of potentially dangerous situations and bettering their chances of 

matriculation, but this solves only part of the problem. With disciplinary measures that 

have made such a concerted effort to single out black students, it is worth investigating 

whether only dealing with the students will be enough to end the school-to-prison 

pipeline. If those on the administrative and law enforcement end do not gain the 

educational means to discern between activity that is worthy of outreach and that which is 

deserving of jail time, then the pipeline will persist. 

Additionally, the graduation gap remains. If improvements upon the research 

continue to yield results that are not significant, then there needs to be a better focus on 

what exactly is hindering black students from graduating. Good quality individual school 
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or district data connected to the race and/or ethnicity of students is difficult to find. 

Consequently, even if significant relationships are out there, current data collections 

make the discovery of those relationships few and far between. Comprehensive and in-

depth research on black students in either the form of qualitative or quantitative data is 

sorely needed. Without data on the types of households or communities that students live 

in, or alternative programming that could potentially increase their chances of graduating, 

government bodies are unable to make meaningful policy changes related to disciplinary 

measures and schools are thus unable to adopt them and ensure a more promising future 

for their black students. 
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