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Drivers of Racial Disparities in Suspension

Unpacking the Drivers of Racial Disparities
in School Suspension and Expulsion

Jayanti Owens, Brown University
Sara S. McLanahan, Princeton University

School suspension and expulsion are important forms of punishment that dispro-
portionately affect Black students, with long-term consequences for educa-
tional attainment and other indicators of wellbeing. Prior research identifies

three mechanisms that help account for racial disparities in suspension and expul-
sion: between-school sorting, differences in student behaviors, and differences in
the treatment and support of students with similar behaviors. We extend this litera-
ture by (1) comparing the contributions of these three mechanisms in a single study,
(2) assessing behavior and school composition when children enter kindergarten and
before most are exposed to school discipline, and (3) using both teacher and parent
reports of student behaviors. Decomposition analyses reveal that differential treat-
ment and support account for 46 percent of the Black/White gap in suspension/
expulsion, while between-school sorting and differences in behavior account for 21
percent and 9 percent of the gap respectively. Results are similar for boys and girls
and robust to the use of school fixed effects and measures of school composition
and student behavior at ages 5 and 9. Theoretically, our findings highlight differential
treatment/support after children enter school as an important but understudied
mechanism in the early criminalization of Black students.

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

This work has been supported by the National Academy of Education/Spencer Foundation, the
Population Studies and Training Center at Brown University, which receives funding from the NIH
(P2C HD041020), the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation Health and Society Scholars Program at
the University of Wisconsin-Madison, and the Office of Population Research and Center for
Research on Child Wellbeing (CRCW) at Princeton University, which receives funding from the NIH
(P2CHD047879). All content is the responsibility of the authors and does not necessarily reflect the
views of funding organizations. The authors thank Laura Doering, Louis Donnelly, Daniel
Hirschman, Kate Jaeger, Joel Mittleman, Garrett Pace, Shiva Rouhani, and Germán Rodríguez for
invaluable feedback on this manuscript. This paper also benefited from presentations at the
Population Association of America and the American Sociological Association Annual Meetings in
2017, the Department of Education at Brown University, the Departments of Sociology at Boston
College, and the University of Notre Dame, the Steinhardt School at New York University, the
Annenberg Institute at Brown University, and the CRCW at Princeton University. Direct correspon-
dence to Jayanti Owens, 108 George St., Maxcy Hall, Brown University, Box 1916, Providence, RI
02912; email: jayanti_owens@brown.edu
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

© The Author(s) 2019. Published by Oxford University Press on behalf of the University of
North Carolina at Chapel Hill. All rights reserved. For permissions, please e-mail: journals.
permissions@oup.com.

Social Forces 1–30
doi: 10.1093/sf/soz095

Drivers of Racial Disparities in Suspension 1
D

ow
nloaded from

 https://academ
ic.oup.com

/sf/advance-article-abstract/doi/10.1093/sf/soz095/5521044 by U
niversitat de Barcelona. C

R
AI user on 22 July 2019

mailto: jayanti_owens@brown.edu


Introduction
Schools’ use of exclusionary discipline tactics, such as suspension and expulsion,
increased by nearly 50 percent over the last forty years. In 1980, 12 percent of
8th–10th grade students reported having been suspended at some point in their
lives. By 2006, this figure had increased to 18 percent (Bertrand and Pan 2013).
Although suspension rates have been on the decline since 2010-11, absolute le-
vels remain high (Office for Civil Rights 2014). In the 2011-12 academic year,
10 percent of students in kindergarten through 12th grade—more than 3.5 mil-
lion children—were suspended outside of school or expelled (Losen et al. 2015).
The incidence rate is over 2.5 times greater (over 25 percent) when in-school sus-
pensions are counted (Losen et al. 2015; Wallace et al. 2008).

Aggregate rates of suspension and expulsion mask considerable heterogeneity
by race and gender. As compared to White students, Black students are 3.2 times
more likely to be suspended or expelled, Native American students are 2.0 times
more likely, and Hispanic/Latinx students are 1.3 times more likely (Government
Accountability Office 2018). Although girls of each racial/ethnic group experience
roughly 50 percent lower rates of out-of-school suspension and expulsion than
boys, racial gaps among Black, Latinx, or Native American versus White girls are
similarly large in proportionate terms (Morris and Perry 2017; Office for Civil
Rights 2014).

Using a range of datasets, estimation strategies, and outcomes, researchers
have shown that being suspended or expelled from school, and the associated
negative labeling and loss of instruction, is associated with poor school perfor-
mance and a higher risk of school dropout, arrest, incarceration, and unemploy-
ment (Fabelo et al. 2011; Mittleman 2018; Wolf and Kupchik 2017). Studies
using within-student variation, which controls for stable unobserved risk factors
for suspension and expulsion, reach similar conclusions (Morris and Perry
2016). Since the effects of suspension and expulsion are likely to accumulate
over time, the earlier in the life course they occur, the more negative the conse-
quences are likely to be (DiPrete and Eirich 2006).

Some scholars have pointed to the existence of a “school-to-prison pipeline”
to highlight the parallel between school disciplinary practices and incarceration
at both the aggregate and individual levels (Gregory, Skiba and Noguera 2010;
Wald and Losen 2003). These increasingly intertwined forms of social control
disproportionately affect the lives of Black youth, their families, and their com-
munities (Hirschfield 2008; Kupchik et al. 2009; Pager 2003; Perry and Morris
2014). Despite the obvious link between exclusionary school discipline and
incarceration, empirical research on the causes of racial disparities in these two
domains remains siloed. Specifically, whereas “differential treatment/support on
the basis of race” is widely accepted as an important cause of racial disparities in
police stops, arrests, use of force, and judicial sentencing in the criminal justice
system, this explanation has received much less attention in the literature on dis-
parities in school suspension and expulsion, hereafter referred to as “suspen-
sion.” Instead, sociologists have focused on structural discrimination in the form
of differences in the characteristics of the schools that Black and White children
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attend (the “between-school sorting” mechanism) and differences in students’
behaviors (the “behavior differences” mechanism) (Skiba and Williams 2014;
Skiba et al. 2002).

Understanding the relative importance of these three explanations is impor-
tant, not only for developing theories about the processes underlying racial dis-
parities but also for developing effective policies and practices. If differences in
students’ school-entry behavior are a key factor, training teachers to more effec-
tively manage behaviors may serve as an important entry point, whereas if dif-
ferences in school composition and policies are the key driver, rethinking
disciplinary systems in schools serving minority and poor populations would be
an appropriate starting point. Finally, if differential treatment/support is critical,
reducing educators’ implicit and explicit biases and increasing children’s access
to services designed to support positive behavior as children progress through
school would be a positive first step.

In this paper, we examine the relative contributions of these three mecha-
nisms. We use data from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study
(FFCWS), a population-based birth cohort study of children born in large U.S.
cities at the turn of the 21st century. The sample design called for a large over-
sample of children born to unmarried parents, who are more likely to experience
various forms of disadvantage, including poverty, family structure and housing
instability, and underserved school environments. Because these characteristics
place children at higher risk for suspension, the oversample of disadvantaged
families enables greater precision in the estimation of the drivers of racial dispa-
rities in suspension.

We focus on Black and White children since Black students experience the
highest rates of both school suspension and criminal justice contact relative to
other groups (e.g., Latinos and Native Americans) (Morris and Perry 2017;
Office for Civil Rights 2014; Skiba et al. 2002). Additionally, because studies
suggest that the mechanisms described above may operate differently for boys
and girls (Goff et al. 2014), we conduct separate analyses by gender. We mea-
sure behavior at age 5, when children are in kindergarten and before most stu-
dents are exposed to school disciplinary practices. We use both parent and
teacher reports of children’s behavior, and we focus on overall behavior rather
than a specific infraction.

Explanations for the Racial Gap in Suspension and
Expulsion
Differences in School Composition
One prominent explanation for racial disparities in suspension is differences in
school composition or what researchers refer to as between-school sorting
(Welch and Payne 2010). According to this argument, schools serving minority
and low-income students are more likely than other schools to adopt “zero-tol-
erance policies” for dealing with student misbehavior. In their study of 294 pub-
lic schools, Welch and Payne (2010) use principals’ judgments about “how
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often” their school uses various punitive or non-punitive approaches to handle
student misconduct and find that schools with large enrollments of Black stu-
dents are more likely to use zero-tolerance and other exclusionary discipline
practices than schools with large enrollments of White students. Importantly,
these authors hold constant average levels of student delinquency and the per-
centage of students receiving free-or-reduced-price lunches at the school level,
suggesting that there is something unique about schools that enroll high percen-
tages of minority students above and beyond the fact that students are dispro-
portionately from low-income families (Welch and Payne 2010).

Moreover, Ramey (2015) finds that schools serving either majority-minority
or a combination of majority-minority and poor students are more likely to use
exclusionary discipline tactics like suspension and expulsion or arrest. Finally,
Kinsler (2011) finds that the racial gap in school suspension conditional on refer-
ral to the principal’s office is due to differences between schools. Racial gaps,
then, are exacerbated by residential segregation, whereby minority students are
systematically sorted into more punitive schools. Based on the association
between school composition and the use of punitive disciplinary tactics, we
hypothesize that:

[Hypothesis 1:] Race differences in school composition (i.e., percent
minority and percent poor) account for a large share of the racial gap in
suspension/expulsion by the time children are age 9.

Differences in Children’s Behavior
An alternative perspective argues that racial differences in suspension are due to
differences in students’ behaviors, such as rule-breaking and aggression, inability
to pay attention, and inability to get along with peers and teachers (Gregory,
Skiba and Noguera 2010; Raffaele-Mendez 2003). Racial differences in stu-
dents’ behavior are well documented (Entwisle and Alexander 1993; Entwisle,
Alexander and Olson 2005; McLeod and Nonnemaker 2000; Wright et al.
2014) and result from differences in exposure to stressful environments (e.g.,
violence), variation in parenting styles, and differences in pre-school and extra-
school experiences (Bates et al. 1991; Brooks-Gunn and Duncan 1997; Dance
2002; Deater-Deckard and Dodge 1997; Magnuson and Waldfogel 2005;
Robinson and Harris 2014).

Existing research suggests that differences in student behaviors account for only
a small share of the racial gap in suspension (Anyon et al. 2016; Kinsler 2011;
Skiba et al. 2014). This result is based largely on studies that condition on being
referred to the principal’s office for misbehavior and that model the association
between race and the severity of sanction net of behavioral infraction type
(Gregory, Skiba and Noguera 2010; Skiba and Williams 2014; Skiba et al. 2002,
2014). Note, however, that if Black students are more likely than White students
to be referred to the principal for minor infractions that are less likely to warrant
suspension, as some studies suggest, conditioning on referral will lead to an under-
estimate of the association between race and severity of sanction.
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In contrast, studies that use population-based data and do not condition on
referral to the principal’s office find that student behavior is strongly associated
with suspension (Bradshaw et al. 2010; Rocque 2010; Shollenberger 2015). As
examples, Raffaele-Mendez (2003) finds that teachers’ ratings of students’ atten-
tion, school attitudes, and classroom behavior in grades 3 through 5 are strong
predictors of 6th grade out-of-school suspension for both Black and White stu-
dents. Wright et al. (2014) find that racial differences in behaviors between
school entry and 4th grade account for some but not all of the gap in suspension
by 8th grade. Importantly, both of these studies measure behavior after the child
enters school, which raises questions about the causal ordering of behavior and
school punishment. Insofar as behavior is endogenous to how children are trea-
ted by teachers and school officials, and insofar as Black children are treated
more punitively, the studies described above would overstate the extent to which
racial differences in behavior account for differences in suspension (Jacobsen,
Pace and Ramirez 2018; Okonofua and Eberhardt 2015; Okonofua, Walton
and Eberhardt 2016). Given that we measure behavior prior to suspension and
do not condition on referral to the principal’s office, we hypothesize that:

[Hypothesis 2:] Race differences in children’s behaviors account for a
much smaller share of the racial gap in suspension/expulsion at age 9
than the between-school sorting explanation.

Differences in the Treatment/Support of Black Students
Finally, the differential treatment/support perspective argues that Black students
are more likely to be suspended than White students even when they enter
school with the same behavior. Differences in punishment may be due to racial
bias on the part of teachers and school officials (Okonofua and Eberhardt
2015), race differences in students’ access to settings and resources that promote
social emotional learning and school engagement (Lewis and Diamond 2015;
Weinstein 2002), and differences in parents’ ability to advocate for their child
(Lareau and Horvat 1999). These factors can themselves instigate a “self-fulfill-
ing prophecy” or a “vicious cycle” that leads to worsening behaviors
(Okonofua, Walton and Eberhardt 2016; Weinstein 2002).

The strongest evidence for differential treatment/support comes from labora-
tory experiments where teachers were asked to rate the severity and appropriate-
ness of sanctions for identical misbehaviors among Black and White boys
(Gilliam et al. 2016; Okonofua and Eberhardt 2015), from school administra-
tive records examining length of suspensions assigned to Black versus White stu-
dents who fought with each other (Barrett et al. 2017), and from ethnographic
studies based on close observation of teacher-student interactions in classrooms
(Carter 2005; Ferguson 2001). To study discrimination in lab experiments,
Okonofua and Eberhardt (2015) presented teachers with short, written vignettes
about student behaviors and ask them to assess the behaviors and match them
with sanctions. To signal race, they used racially coded names. They found that
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teachers viewed behaviors as more negative and recommended harsher sanctions
when the student had a racially coded “Black” name.

The idea that certain teachers are more likely to recommend harsher sanctions
for Black students as compared with White students has also been tested outside
the laboratory. Consistent with the notion of “tough love” or “protective par-
enting,” some research finds that advocates of students of color may nonetheless
evaluate or punish students of color more harshly in preparation for the realities
of an unjust society (Farkas et al. 1990; Gilliam et al. 2016; Howard, Rose and
Barbarin 2013). By contrast, Lindsay and Hart (2017) find that White teachers
are more likely than Black teachers to punish Black students. However, lacking
prospective measures of student behavior prior to any suspension, this study
cannot rule out the possibility that Black students behave better around Black
teachers as compared to White teachers (Egalite and Kisida 2017).

Ethnographic research and research using administrative records find that, in
elementary school, most misbehavior that culminates in referral and suspension is
relatively minor, consisting of defiance, disruption, or noncompliance (Ferguson
2001; Lindsay and Hart 2017). Importantly, it is precisely with these relatively
minor forms of misbehavior that discretion over whether to refer or recommend
for punishment is greatest (Gregory and Weinstein 2008; Smolkowski et al.
2016). When it comes to misbehavior that is of questionable levels of severity, tea-
chers may be more likely to rely on stereotypes to guide their decisions, which can
lead to unequal treatment by race. Building on findings described above, we
hypothesize that:

[Hypothesis 3:] Race differences in the disciplinary treatment of Black
students with the same behaviors at school entry, the same family socio-
economic resources, and the same school contexts explain more of the
racial gap in suspension/expulsion at age 9 than the behavior differences
explanation and at least as much as the between-school sorting
explanation.

Our study extends prior work in several ways. First, expanding on insights from
prior work (e.g., Barrett et al. 2017), we parse the relative contributions of the
three mechanisms described above. By focusing on children in elementary
school, we are able to shed light on a key part of the life course when behavior
and behavioral labels take hold and lay the groundwork for possible suspension
and cumulative (dis)advantage trajectories in school. Second, we examine the
likelihood of suspension and expulsion unconditional on having been referred
and suspended, and we measure children’s behaviors at the time they enter
school, helping increase the chances that children have not previously been
referred to the principal’s office or otherwise disciplined given low rates of pre-
school and kindergarten discipline (Government Accountability Office 2018).
Third, our study utilizes both teacher and parent reports of child behaviors, pro-
viding a more comprehensive picture of children’s behaviors (Ferguson 2001;
Gilliam et al. 2016). Finally, to address the possibility that stable but unobserved
differences in the characteristics of schools may bias our estimates, we also
examine race differences in suspension within the exact same school.
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Data and Methods
Data and Sample
Our data come from the FFCWS, a stratified, multistage probability sample of
4,898 children born between 1998 and 2000 in 20 U.S. cities with populations
equal to or greater than 200,000 and followed prospectively and longitudinally
from birth. These data include a large oversample of children born to unmarried
parents (around 3 to 1), resulting in a disproportionately large number of chil-
dren from low-income families. Baseline interviews were conducted with
mothers and most fathers in the hospital shortly after the child’s birth. Baseline
response rates were 86 percent for mothers and 79 percent for fathers (condi-
tional on enrolling the mother). Follow-up phone interviews with both parents
were conducted when the child was approximately 1, 3, 4, 9, and 15 years old.
Teachers were also interviewed about students’ behaviors and achievement, and
school administrative records were collected during the age 5 and age 9 inter-
views. At age 9, children were interviewed about their school and home experi-
ences, including whether they had ever been suspended or expelled. The age 9
sample includes 3,515 children, about 72 percent of the FFCWS sample at base-
line, attending 1,729 public and 163 private schools located fairly evenly across
the U.S. (roughly 1/3 each in the Northeast and South, and the remaining 1/3
split between the West and Midwest).

The FFCWS is well suited for our study of the drivers of racial disparities in
elementary school suspension for several reasons. First, other large, contempo-
rary datasets that follow children through elementary school—such as the Early
Childhood Longitudinal Study-Kindergarten Cohort (ECLS-K)—do not contain
information on school suspension and expulsion until 8th grade, if at all.
Second, the FFCWS data contain a large number of Black children, which is
essential given our focus on racial disparities and given that suspension and
expulsion are relatively rare events in elementary school. Third, the FFCWS data
begin at birth and provide detailed information on children’s families, early-care
environments, socioeconomic status, and family structure since birth. Fourth,
behaviors are reported prospectively, in most cases prior to any suspension or
negative labeling of children, and they are reported by both teachers and par-
ents, helping compensate for stereotype bias that might arise from teacher re-
ports alone (Okonofua and Eberhardt 2015). Finally, the data include
information on children’s schools at the start of elementary school, and allow us
to test whether differential treatment/support persists within the exact same
school. School NCES ID numbers are used to match children to the 2004-06
administrative records from the Common Core of Data (CCD)/Private School
Universe Survey (PSS).

Our primary outcome variable—child-report of ever being suspended or
expelled by age 9—was missing for 176 children, or 5 percent of the sample.
These cases were excluded from all analyses, yielding a sample of 3,339 children.
Additionally, on most predictor variables, item-missingness does not exceed
about 19 percent (predictors are measured between birth and school entry, or
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waves 1–4). The exception is teacher ratings of child behavior at age 5, where
item-missingness approaches 70 percent. To address item-missingness on predic-
tors, we used multiple imputation of 20 datasets based on the MI suite in Stata
14. Following Von Hippel (2007), we included the outcome variable in the
imputation equation but dropped children with imputed y-values from the anal-
ysis. Complete case analysis revealed a similar pattern of results, indicating that
patterns of item-missingness do not alter substantive conclusions, including for
teacher reports of behavior at age 5 (see Appendix Table A.1). Finally, we
exclude 943 Latinx, Asian, and Native American/Pacific Islander children, yield-
ing an analytic sample of 2,396 Black and White children.

Measures
Elementary School Suspension/Expulsion
The dependent variable is a binary indicator from the child’s “age 9” response
to the question: “Have you ever been suspended or expelled from school?”
Because only 0.1 percent of elementary school children have been expelled
(Government Accountability Office 2018, Table 16), this measure largely cap-
tures suspension. A comparison to rates of ever being suspended in-school and
out-of-school among K-12th graders during the 2011-12 academic year (20 per-
cent for Black students versus 9 percent for White students) suggests that our
measure includes both in-school and out-of-school suspensions (Office for Civil
Rights 2014). For this reason, we refer to our outcome as “suspension” for
short.

Child Race
Child race is a dummy variable coded 1 for “Black,” 0 for “White” and is
derived from the baseline mother survey. For 93 percent of children classified as
Black, the biological father also identified as “Black, non-Hispanic.” For 76 per-
cent of children classified as White, the biological father also identified as
“White, non-Hispanic.” To determine if children’s multi-racial backgrounds
may have shaped identification by school officials in discipline-related ways, we
conducted sensitivity analyses excluding all multiracial children. Results re-
mained unchanged and are available upon request.

School Racial/Ethnic and Socioeconomic Composition
School composition involves continuous measures of “percentage of students
who are Black or Hispanic” and “percentage of students receiving free-or-
reduced-price lunch” (FRPL) at the start of elementary school. Appendix
Tables A.2-A.3 show that results are robust to possible non-linearities captured
through a series of dummy variables and to changes in school composition.

Child Behavior Problems (Parent and Teacher Reports of Externalizing Problems)
Behavior problems consist of teacher and parent reports of children’s externaliz-
ing behavior problems at age 5 using items from the Child Behavior Checklist
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(CBCL) (Achenbach 1991), which strongly predict child suspension/expulsion
(Bradshaw et al. 2010; Raffaele-Mendez 2003). Given that it is difficult to disen-
tangle the extent to which low correlations across reporters (r = 0.28 in our sam-
ple at age 5) reflect differences in behavior across contexts versus differences in
perceptions across raters, we follow Achenbach, McConaughy and Howell
(1987), Achenbach (1991), and Verhulst, Koot and Van der Ende (1994) in
averaging teacher and parent reports. Also, since teacher reports may reflect
how teachers interpret and assign meaning to the behaviors of minority students,
averaging helps to capture a more holistic portrait of children’s behavior
(Ferguson 2001; Gilliam et al. 2016; Vavrus and Cole 2002) and prevents over-
reliance on teacher reports given high item-missingness. Whereas behavior re-
ports based on a single infraction introduce issues of non-random selection into
referral, potentially producing biased model estimates, CBCL scales are not con-
ditional on suspension. Age-appropriate items draw from four sub-scales: social
problems, attention problems, aggression, and rule-breaking (Achenbach 1991).
Each item ranges from 0 “not true/never”, 1 “somewhat/sometimes true”, to 2
“very often or often true.” Items are reverse-coded as necessary so higher scores
indicate greater problems. There are 36 items in the “age 5” parent-reported
scale (alpha = 0.80) and 34 items in the “age 5” teacher-reported scale (alpha =
0.92). Appendix Table A.7 reports results using “age 9” behaviors (r = 0.39
across raters) to address the possibility that behaviors may have changed
between age 5 and any suspension by age 9 (r = 0.53 across ages 5 and 9). There
are 54 items in the age 9 parent-reported scale (alpha = 0.93) and 51 items in
the age 9 teacher-reported scale (alpha = 0.94). Finally, given that some children
may have had prior infraction histories before “age 5” behaviors were rated but
such children cannot be identified/excluded, we were concerned about potential
reverse causality. However, supplemental analyses of the CRDC data indicate
that roughly 3 percent of K-5 suspended/expelled students nationwide are sus-
pended/expelled in kindergarten, suggesting that the inclusion of such children is
unlikely to drive our results.

Controls
Analyses also adjust for a number of child and family factors shown to be corre-
lated with child race and school suspension. Parents’ Socioeconomic Resources.
Mother-reported household income-to-poverty ratio at age 5, mother’s educa-
tion at the child’s birth (dummy for “some college/college degree or higher” rela-
tive to “high school or less”), and mother’s age at the child’s birth (to account
for differences in social context of childbearing and in genetic factors that may
influence early development). Father Absence. An indicator variable is coded 1
to capture all family types involving at least one episode of mother-reported bio-
logical father absence across survey waves 1-4 (birth to age 5). Father-absent
families include stable single mother families and families where the mother re-
partnered or remarried at least once (i.e., stepparent families). Eight children
lived in father-only headed or foster parent households (without the mother).
Collinearity issues prohibited the inclusion of dummy variables to capture these
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rare family types, but results do not differ, so they are retained in the sample.
Paternal Incarceration. A dummy variable equal to 1 if the child’s biological
father has ever been in jail or prison at any wave up to age 5, causally prior to
any suspension (based on mother or father report). Other Child Characteristics.
Child Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT) score at age 5 (to account for
differences in academic skills at school entry) and the child’s age in months at
age 9 (to account for differences in age at school entry and in grade retention
over the first few years of schooling, as well as differences in the child’s age at
interview; children were interviewed up to six months before or after their birth-
day). However, results do not change if we use child age at age 5, causally prior
to any suspension.

Analytic Approach
We begin by employing a two-stage Oaxaca-Blinder decomposition that exam-
ines the contributions to the racial gap in suspension that are associated with dif-
ferences in the racial and socioeconomic composition of children’s schools
(hypothesis 1), racial differences in children’s behaviors (hypothesis 2), and dif-
ferences in suspension between Black and White children with the same beha-
viors who attend schools with the same racial and socioeconomic compositions
(hypothesis 3) (Jann 2008). The decomposition models a counterfactual scenario
that displays how large the racial gap in suspension would be for hypothetical
Black and White children if they were to have the same levels/exposures to the
factors in our model, but different coefficients/slopes, versus if they were to have
the same coefficients/slopes, but different levels/exposures observed in our sam-
ple (i.e., “differential treatment/support”) (Jann 2008). For each factor, this
decomposition parses the racial gap in suspension into two components: (1) the
portion of the gap associated with the race difference in mean levels of a given
factor and (2) the portion of the gap associated with differences in responses to
Black versus White children when both have the same mean levels of a given fac-
tor (Jann 2008). This counterfactual analysis allows us to estimate how large the
racial gap in suspension would be if Black and White children had the same
mean levels of exposure to each factor, but the association for each factor varied
by race, versus if Black and White children had the same coefficients for each
factor but different levels of exposure, as shown in Equation (1):

     
β β β− = ( ′ − ′ ) + ¯′ ( − ) ( )Suspension Suspension x x x 1W B w B B B W B

Exposure/levels Coefficients/“effects”

where β( ′ − ′ )x xW B B is the contribution of race differences in levels of exposure
to the observed predictors, and β β¯′ ( − )x B W B is the contribution of race differ-
ences to their slopes or coefficients/“effects.” The term “effects” should not be
interpreted causally. In addition to the possibility of omitted variables, “effects”
in the decomposition framework refers to differences in slopes or coefficients
between Black and White children, under the counterfactual in which they expe-
rience the same levels of exposure to a given factor.1
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Importantly, the Oaxaca-Blinder decomposition allows us to simultaneously
estimate the contributions to the racial gap in suspension that arise from racial
differences in levels of behaviors, school composition, and family and child
background factors, as opposed to racial differences in the “effect” of behavior
(e.g., including differential treatment/support of children with the same beha-
viors). The decomposition approach has two primary advantages given our
research questions. First, because the two-stage Oaxaca-Blinder decomposition
interacts each observed predictor with child race (Black = 1), it minimizes the
risk of upwardly biased estimates of “differential treatment/support” that could
arise if not all predictors were interacted with “Black” (i.e., if other predictors
were not also allowed to vary by race) (VanderWeele and Knol 2011). Second,
because the decomposition simultaneously estimates contributions of differences
in levels and coefficients of each predictor within a single equation, it avoids
making assumptions about the causal ordering of mediators that is a common
issue with traditional mediation analyses. Since 856 of the 2,396 children in the
analytic sample attend one of 352 schools enrolling other sample children, stan-
dard errors are clustered at the school level.

To examine whether there is evidence of differential treatment/support of
Black relative to White children within the exact schools (hypothesis 3), we esti-
mate two types of linear probability models (LPMs). First, we establish baseline
estimates of differential treatment/support in schools with similar racial and SES
compositions. We regress school suspension by age 9 (our outcome) on race (an
indicator for “Black”), the average of teacher- and parent-rated behavior at
school entry, the interaction between race and behaviors, main effects for school
composition at the start of elementary school, family socioeconomic status, and
child characteristics, and interactions of each with “Black” (to guard against
biased estimates of the focal behavior*Black interaction due to unobserved inter-
actions, per VanderWeele and Knol (2011)). Second, we add controls for school
fixed effects, which allow us to test for differential treatment/support of children
attending the same school. This model controls for all stable observed and unob-
served differences between schools.

Importantly, results are robust to the use of a non-linear expansion to the
Oaxaca-Blinder method, which avoids the assumptions of linearity imposed by
the LPMs and Oaxaca-Blinder decomposition (see Appendix Table A.4). We
also examine and find that the drivers of the racial gap operate similarly within
gender groups, except that there is some evidence of lesser differential treatment/
support toward Black relative to White girls who have similar behaviors at
school entry (see Appendix Tables A.9-A.10 and Appendix Figure A.2).

Results
Descriptive Statistics
Table 1 reports means and standard deviations (or proportions) for each of the
variables in our analyses. Black children are four times more likely than White
children to report having ever been suspended or expelled by age 9 (28 percent
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Table 1. Means and Standard Deviations or Proportions of Variables Used in the Analyses, By Race

Black (N = 1,696) White (N = 700)

Mean SD Mean SD Min Max
Sig.
Diff.

Outcome

Child Ever Suspended/Expelled Between Ages 5 and 9 0.280 0.070 0 1 ***

Child Behavior Problems

Average of Teacher- and Parent-Reported Externalizing Problems Score, Age 5 11.200 6.613 10.091 6.769 0 40 ***

School Racial and Socioeconomic Composition Factors

Proportion of School Enrollment Black or Hispanic at Start of Elementary
School

0.801 0.259 0.317 0.277 0 1a ***

Proportion of School Enrollment Free-or-Reduced-Price Lunch (FRPL) at Start
of Elementary School

0.696 0.244 0.386 0.274 0 1a ***

Family Socioeconomic and Stability Factors

Family Income-to-Poverty Ratio, Age 5 1.456 1.476 3.162 3.029 0 28 ***

Mother Has Some College or College Degree, Age 1 0.305 0.556 0 1 ***

Father Absent From Household at Any Wave, Age 5 0.832 0.476 0 1 ***

Father has Ever Been in Jail or Prison, Age 5 0.550 0.354 0 1 ***

Mother’s Age, Age 1 24.287 5.624 26.931 6.449 15 43 ***

(Continued)
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Table 1. continued

Black (N = 1,696) White (N = 700)

Mean SD Mean SD Min Max
Sig.
Diff.

Other Child Factors

Child’s PPVT Cognitive Score, Age 5 91.260 14.590 103.101 14.689 38 140 ***

Child’s Sex (Male = 1), Age 1 0.519 0.526 0 1

Child’s Age (in Months), Age 9 112.274 4.563 111.731 3.781 100 130 ***

Notes: Differences in means/proportions are based on two-tailed t-tests; ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05, +p < 0.10.
aSchool composition variables are continuous within the 0 to 1 range (i.e., they are not binary/categorical 0 or 1 variables).
Source: Fragile Families and Child Well-Being Study, Waves 1-5. Sample is restricted to the 2,396 Black and White boys and girls who remained in the
study from birth (wave 1) through age 9 (wave 5). Multiple imputation of 20 datasets is used to handle item-missingness on all but the dependent
variable (suspension/expulsion).

Drivers
ofRacialDisparities

in
Suspension

13
D

ow
nloaded from

 https://academ
ic.oup.com

/sf/advance-article-abstract/doi/10.1093/sf/soz095/5521044 by U
niversitat de Barcelona. C

R
AI user on 22 July 2019



Table 2. Contributions of Racial Differences in School Composition (H1) and Child Behaviors at Age 5 (H2) and in the “Effects” of the Same Behaviors
at School Entry in Similar Schools (H3) to the Black/White Gap in Suspension or Expulsion by Age 9 (Two-Way Decomposition Model; Reference:
Blacks)a

Factors Predictor

Means
Difference
in Means OLS Regression Coefficients

Contrib. of
Differences in

Levels of
Exposure

Contrib. of
Differences in
“Effects”/
Slopes

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Sig

(5)

Sig

(6)b (7)c

x̄W x̄B (x̄W-x̄B) βW βB (x̄W-x̄B)βB (βW-βB)x̄B

School
Factors
(H1)

Proportion Black or Hispanic
Students at Start of
Elementary School

0.317 0.801 −0.484 0.127 ** 0.023 0.011 −0.033

Proportion Free-or-Reduced-
Price Lunch (FRPL) Students
at Start of Elementary School

0.386 0.696 −0.310 −0.036 0.101 0.031 0.053

Behavior
Factors
(H2-H3)

Average of Teacher- and
Parent-Reported Externalizing
Problems Score, Age 5

10.091 11.200 −1.108 0.007 *** 0.017 *** 0.018 0.095

Controls Family Income-to-Poverty
Ratio, Age 5

3.162 1.456 1.707 −0.006 ** −0.011 0.019 −0.017

Mother Has Some College or
College Degree, Age 1

0.556 0.305 0.251 −0.029 −0.039 0.010 −0.005

Father Absent from
Household at Any Wave,
Age 5

0.476 0.832 −0.356 0.009 0.032 0.011 0.011
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Father has Ever Been in Jail or
Prison, Age 5

0.354 0.550 −0.196 0.027 0.021 0.004 −0.002

Child’s PPVT Cognitive Score,
Age 5

103.101 91.260 11.841 0.001 * 0.002 ** −0.024 0.080

Child’s Sex (Male = 1), Age 1 0.526 0.519 0.007 0.053 ** 0.168 *** −0.001 0.060

Child’s Age (in Months), Age
9

111.731 112.274 −0.543 0.000 −0.001 −0.001 −0.143

Mother’s Age, Age 1 26.931 24.287 2.644 −0.002 −0.001 0.002 0.025

Constant 1.000 1.000 0.000 −0.143 −0.140 0.000 0.003

Observations (N) 700 1696 700 1696

Overall Contribution of to the Racial Gap of Differences in Levels vs Slopes in Percentage-Point Units
(/100):

0.081 0.127

Proportion of the Overall Race Gap Driven by Differences in Levels vs. Effects/Slopes: 0.389 0.611

***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05, +p < 0.10 (two-tailed t-tests for a statistically significant difference from 0). Controls and the constant are included
in the decomposition but not shown (see Appendix for complete decomposition table).
aThis model uses Black children’s coefficients as the reference when calculating each variable’s contribution to the gap in schooling due to racial
differences in mean levels and Black children’s means as the reference when calculating each variable’s contribution due to racial differences in
coefficients (i.e., “effects”).
bValues in Column (6) are multiplied by −1 (to achieve positive values for gap-widening contributions and vice versa for gap-narrowing contributions).
cValues in Column (7) are multiplied by −1 (to achieve positive values for gap-widening contributions and negative values for gap-narrowing
contributions).
Source: Fragile Families and Child Well-Being Study, Waves 1-5. Sample is restricted to the 2,396 Black and White boys and girls who remained in the
study from birth (wave 1) through age 9 (wave 5). Multiple imputation of 20 datasets is used to handle item-missingness on all but the dependent
variable (suspension/expulsion).
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of Black children as compared to 7 percent of White children). By gender, 37
percent of Black boys report ever having been suspended or expelled by age 9
compared to 10 percent of White boys, 17 percent of Black girls, and 4 percent
of White girls.

At the start of elementary school, the average Black child in our sample at-
tends a school in which 80 percent of students are Black or Latino/Hispanic and
70 percent receive free-or-reduced-price lunch. The numbers for White children
are 32 percent and 39 percent, respectively. Differences in school composition
are further magnified when we look at the percent of students attending schools
that are both minority and poor: 52 percent of Black children compared to only
7 percent of White children.

Black children score higher than White children on behavior problems at age
5, based on the average of teacher and parent ratings (a roughly 1.1-point or
0.15 SD difference). Finally, we observe statistically significant racial differences
in the levels of virtually all of the control variables, including parental socioeco-
nomic status, family instability/composition, paternal incarceration, and demo-
graphic controls (with the exception of child’s age).

Decomposition Analyses
How much of the racial gap in suspension is driven by racial differences in
school composition (hypothesis 1), student behaviors (hypothesis 2), and differ-
ential treatment/support for students who enter school with the same behaviors
(hypothesis 3)? Table 2 and Figure 1 display results from our decomposition
analysis. Columns 1 and 2 of Table 2 display mean levels of children’s early
school and family exposures and behaviors at school entry by race. Column 3
displays White-Black differences in these means. Race-specific slopes/“effects”

Figure 1. Estimate of the Contributions of Between-School Sorting, Behavior Differences, and
Differential Treatment/Support of Children who Entered School with Comparable Behaviors to
the Racial Gap in Suspension/Expulsion: Behavior Ratings Only at Age 5.
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associated with observed factors are reported in Columns 4 and 5. Column 6
displays the proportion of the total racial gap in suspension that can be attribu-
ted to differences in levels of exposure, and Column 7 displays the proportion
that can be attributed to differences in the slopes/coefficients (i.e., differences in
treatment/support by race for the same exposures). Together, the proportions in
Columns 6 and 7 can be multiplied by 100 for interpretation in percentage-point
units, which sum to 0.208, or the nearly 21 percentage-point gap in suspension.
Positive values in Columns 6 and 7 refer to factors that widen the racial gap in
suspension, while negative values refer to factors that narrow the gap.
Importantly, the estimates of contributions are net of differences in the means
and slopes/coefficients of each of the other variables in the model.

Hypothesis #1. Race differences in school composition (i.e., percent
minority and percent poor) account for a large share of the racial gap in
suspension/expulsion by age 9.

The first 5 rows of Table 2 highlight the school composition and behaviors of
theoretical interest. According to our estimates, racial differences in the composi-
tion of the schools that Black and White children attend account for 4.4
percentage-points (or 21.2 percent) of the roughly 21 percentage-point gap in
suspension [(0.031+0.011)/0.208 = 0.212*100 = 21.2 percent]. The fact that a
larger share of Black children attend schools with high percentages of minority
students accounts for 1.1 percentage-points (5.3 percent) of the gap, while the
fact that a larger share of Black students come from lower-income families ac-
counts for 3.1 percentage-points (14.9 percent) of the 21 percentage-point gap.

The first three bars of Figure 1 illustrate these findings. Consistent with prior
work, we find that between school sorting accounts for a notable portion of the
Black/White gap in suspension. Appendix Table A.2 indicates that the sorting of
Black children into schools that serve students from both low-income and
minority backgrounds accounts for the overwhelming majority (3.3 percentage-
points) of the total 4.4 percentage-point contribution of between-school sorting.
Mediation analysis (displayed in Appendix Table A.5) shows that these schools
have high rates of punitive discipline.

Insofar as children may change schools and schools may change composition
during our observation period (age 5 to age 9), our school composition variable
may be measured with error, resulting in an underestimate of the role of school
composition in accounting for racial differences in suspension. To address this
possibility, we restricted our sample to children who did not change schools
after 1st grade and used school composition measures from “age 9.” Results are
nearly identical to those in Table 2 (see Appendix Tables A.3 and A.6).

Hypothesis #2. Race differences in children’s behavior problems account
for a much smaller share of the racial gap in suspension/expulsion at age
9 than the between-school sorting explanation.

According to our estimates in Table 2, differences in teachers’ and parents’ aver-
aged reports of children’s behavior at age 5 account for 1.8 percentage points
(8.7 percent) of the racial gap in school suspension (0.018/0.208 = 0.087),
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ceteris paribus. The second panel of Figure 1 graphically illustrates these find-
ings. These results are in line with hypothesis 2, which suggests that race differ-
ences in behaviors at school entry contribute a relatively small share to the racial
gap in suspension.

To the extent that Black children’s behaviors worsen more than White chil-
dren’s after school entry and before any suspension (for reasons discussed in the
Appendix), our use of the “age 5” measure would lead to an underestimate of
the role of race differences in behavior and an overestimate of the role of differ-
ential treatment/support. To take account of changes in children’s behaviors
after they enter school, we re-estimated our decomposition model and included
averaged teacher and parent reports of children’s behavior at age 9 (Appendix
Table A.7 and Appendix Figure A.1). Resulting estimates of the role of between
school sorting (hypothesis 1) decreased only slightly, accounting for 4.3
percentage-points (20.7 percent) of the 21 percentage-point race gap in suspen-
sion, whereas estimates of differences in behavior (hypothesis 2) increased sub-
stantially, accounting for 6.3 percentage-points (23.5 percent) of the racial gap.
Note that age 9 behavior is measured contemporaneously with suspension.

Hypothesis #3. Race differences in the disciplinary treatment of Black
students with the same behaviors at school entry, the same family socioeco-
nomic resources and the same school contexts explain more than
the behavior differences explanation and at least as much of the racial gap
in suspension/expulsion at age 9 as the between-school sorting explanation.

Decomposition results for our third hypothesis, which focuses on differences in
slopes/coefficients rather than differences in levels, are presented in column 7 of
Table 2 and panel 3 of Figure 1. According to our estimates, 9.5 percentage points
(45.7 percent) of the racial gap in suspension can be attributed to the differential
treatment/support of Black and White children who enter school with the same
behaviors, holding constant all children’s means on the other variables in the
model at the levels observed for Black children on average (0.095/0.208 =
0.457*100 = 45.7 percent). This contribution remains statistically significant at a
more conservative p-value < 0.016 (two-sided test) with a Bonferroni correction
for our testing of three hypotheses. Altogether, race differences in between-school
sorting (hypothesis 1), in children’s behaviors at age 5 (hypothesis 2), and in the
treatment of Black children who enter school with the same behaviors and attend
similar schools as their White counterparts (hypothesis 3) account for nearly three
quarters of the roughly 21 percentage-point racial gap in suspension at age 9. An
identical decomposition using White (rather than Black) children’s means and
coefficients as the reference group are shown in Appendix Table A.8; substantive
patterns of results remain consistent, but the contributions of between school sort-
ing and differential treatment/support to the racial gap both increase.

Linear Probability Models
Finally, while the above decomposition results lend support to the differential
treatment/support hypothesis for Black and White children in similar schools,
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Table 3. LPM Predicting Child Ever Suspended/Expelled, Age 9: Estimates of “Differential
Treatment/Support” by Race for the Same Behavior Problems at School Entry, Additionally
Including Main Effects and Interactions Between Race and Family and Child Factors

Full
Working
Sample

Sub-Sample with
Black and White
School Clustering

Sub-Sample with
Black and White
School Clustering

(1) (2) (3)

Non-Hispanic Black 0.062
(0.040)

0.134+
(0.081)

0.094
(0.112)

Average of Teacher and Parent
Ratings of Child Externalizing
Behavior Age 5

0.007***
(0.002)

0.002
(0.005)

−0.000
(0.007)

Black*Average of Teacher and
Parent Ratings of Child
Externalizing Behavior Age 5

0.009***
(0.003)

0.014*
(0.006)

0.015*
(0.007)

Percent of School Enrollment
Black or Hispanic, Start of
Elementary

0.127**
(0.049)

0.096
(0.133)

Percent of School Enrollment
FRPL, Start of Elementary

−0.036
(0.045)

−0.052
(0.110)

Black*Percent of School
Enrollment Black or Hispanic,
Start of Elementary

−0.104
(0.068)

−0.078
(0.160)

Black*Percent of School
Enrollment FRPL, Start of
Elementary

0.137+
(0.071)

0.143
(0.144)

Family Socioeconomic Status
and Child Factors (Main
Effects) and Interactions with
Indicator for Black

X X X

School Fixed Effects X

Observations 2,396 828 828

Adjusted R-squared 0.173 0.158 0.548

Robust standard errors in parentheses. ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05, +p < 0.10.
Notes: Models additionally control for all the family, socioeconomic status, and other child
controls shown in Table 1 as well as interactions between each and the indicator for Black.
Source: Fragile Families and Child Well-Being Study, Waves 1-5. Model 1 is restricted to the
2,396 Black and White boys and girls who remained in the study from birth (wave 1) through
age 9 (wave 5). Models 2-4 are restricted to the 828 children nested within 354 schools with at
least one other FFCWS sample Black or White child. Multiple imputation of 20 datasets is used
to handle item-missingness on all but the dependent variable (suspension/expulsion).
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LPMs in Table 3 consider whether there is evidence of differential treatment/sup-
port among the roughly 35 percent (828/2,396) of Black and White children in
the same school as one other sample child of the opposite race (these 828 chil-
dren are spread across roughly 350 schools). All three models include main ef-
fects for race, averaged teacher- and parent-rated student behavior problems,
and their interaction, holding constant family and child characteristics and their
interactions with race (to avoid a biased estimate of the focal race*behaviors
interaction). Without school fixed effects, Models 1-2 additionally include main
effects for school racial and socioeconomic composition plus interactions with
child race in order to compare Black and White children in similar schools. By
way of direct comparison to estimates of the contributions of school composi-
tion used in the decomposition analysis (Table 2), Model 1 shows that each unit
increase in behavior problems at age 5 is associated with a 0.7 percentage-point
increase in suspension among White children and a 1.6 percentage-point
increase among Black children [(0.007+0.009)*100] in schools with similar
racial and socioeconomic compositions, ceteris paribus. This 0.9 percentage-
point racial difference is statistically significant.

Because the sub-sample of children with Black-White clustering tend to be
poorer and enroll a larger percentage of Black and Hispanic students compared
to the overall sample, Model 2 is the same as Model 1 but restricted to the sub-

Figure 2. Differential Treatment/Support of Black and White Children Who Entered School
with Low, Medium, or High Levels of Averaged Teacher and Parent Behavior Problems at Age
5 (Outcome: Predicted Probabilities of Suspension or Expulsion by Age 9).

Low Behavior Problems Medium Behavior Problems High Behavior Problems

White Black White Black White Black

(b)(a) (c)

Notes: Statistically significant differences in pr(suspension/expulsion) between Black and
White children at: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001 (two-sided t-test). Displaying 95 percent
confidence intervals around predicted probabilities. School fixed-effects model (N = 828).
Model controls for child PPVT, family characteristics and demographics shown in Table 1 as
well as interactions of each with child race.
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sample with both Black and White sample children attending the same school.
Model 2 shows that each unit increase in behavior problems at school entry is
associated with a statistically significant 1.6 percentage-point increase in the
probability of suspension among Black children, but a non-statistically signifi-
cant 0.2 percentage-point increase among White children. The significant coeffi-
cient on the interaction term between “Black*behaviors” indicates that the
difference in these percentages is statistically significant.

Model 3 displays within-school (i.e., fixed effect) estimates for the same sub-
sample with Black-White school clustering, thus controlling for differences in all
time-invariant characteristics of the schools attended by Black and White sample
students. In these schools, each unit increase in behavior problems is associated
with a 1.5 percentage-point increase in suspension among Black children but a
0.0 percentage-point increase among White children, ceteris paribus. Compared
to the 0.9 percentage-point Black-White difference from Model 1, this 1.5
percentage-point difference suggests that the relative contribution of differential
treatment/support may be even larger when comparing Black and White chil-
dren in the same school.

Figure 2 illustrates the magnitude of the resulting racial gaps in suspension at
low, medium, and high levels of behavior problems at school entry, based on ter-
tiles of the averaged teacher and parent ratings of “age 5” externalizing pro-
blems. Results indicate that racial differences in the predicted probabilities of
suspension are statistically significant only between Black and White children
whose comparable school entry behavior problems were in the middle or top
(but not bottom) tertiles of the “age 5” externalizing problems distribution. In
the middle tertile, Black children are a highly statistically significant 10
percentage-points more likely to be suspended than their White counterparts
(predicted probabilities of 29 percent versus 19 percent, respectively). In the top
tertile, Black children are a highly statistically significant 19 percentage-points
more likely to be suspended (40 percent versus 21 percent, respectively). By con-
trast, in the bottom tertile, Whites appear to be 12 percentage-points more likely
to be suspended, but this difference is not statistically significantly different from
0 (12 percent for Blacks versus 25 percent for Whites).

Robustness Checks
In our sample, Black children’s behaviors worsen more than White children’s be-
haviors between ages 5 and 9 (21.6-11.2 = 10.4 points for Black children versus
17.9-10.1 = 7.8 points, for White children). The racial gap in behaviors thus
grows from roughly 0.15 SD to 0.32 SD between ages 5 and 9. One explanation
for this trend might be that Black children are more likely than White children to
experience economic hardship, family structure instability, and/or neighborhood
violence, all of which are likely to increase children’s behavior problems.
Alternatively, the disproportionate worsening of Black children’s behaviors may
be due to differences in exposure to negative school environments. If Black chil-
dren are more likely than White children to be suspended, and if suspension leads
to an increase in behavior problems as prior research suggests (Jacobsen, Pace and
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Ramirez 2018; Okonofua and Eberhardt 2015), we would expect the racial gap
in behaviors to increase over time. Finally, between school entry and 4th grade,
Black students may be more likely to garner negative reputations in the eyes of
teachers, which could account for some of their more negative behavior ratings
and greater suspension as they progress through elementary school (Ferguson
2001).

To take account of changes in children’s behaviors after they enter school, we
re-estimated our decomposition model and included averaged teacher and parent
reports of children’s behavior at age 9 (see Appendix Table A.7 and Appendix
Figure A.1). As expected, estimates of the role of between school sorting (hypothe-
sis 1) remain quite stable (contributing 20 percent) with the inclusion of “age 9”
behaviors and the role of behavior differences (hypothesis 2) increases substan-
tially (contributing 24 percent versus 9 percent). Surprisingly, however, the role of
differential treatment/support also increases (contributing to 70 percent versus 46
percent of the gap). Thus, even after including the more liberal measures of beha-
viors, which are likely to be endogenous to suspension, we continue to find strong
evidence that Black children are treated/supported differently (and more harshly)
than White children, net of behavior at school entry.

Variation by Gender
Research on intersectionality suggests that the mechanisms described above may
operate differently for Black boys and girls. Consistent with prior research, the
racial gap in suspension is 50 percent smaller among girls than boys (13.8
percentage-points versus 27.2 percentage-points). In decomposition models
stratified by child gender (see Appendix Figure A.2), results for the contributions
of differences in school composition (roughly 20 percent) and behaviors
(roughly 10 percent) are similar to those in the pooled models. However,
whereas for boys, 55 percent of the racial gap is associated with differential
treatment/support, for girls the number is only 30 percent. Future research is
needed to examine other factors that may help account for suspension disparities
between Black and White girls.

Discussion
In this study, we test three hypotheses that have been shown to account for some
of the Black-White gap in school suspension and expulsion: between-school sort-
ing, differences in students’ behavior, and differential treatment/support of
Black and White students who enter school with comparable behaviors. Our
study makes four important contributions to the literatures on education, strati-
fication, delinquency and social control, and social psychology. First, whereas
past research on delinquency and social control has focused primarily on racial
disparities among adolescents and adults and on punishment within the criminal
justice system, we document a large racial gap in punishment among children in
elementary school. Using data on a cohort of children born in large U.S. cities at
the turn of the 21st century and attending elementary school between 2003 and
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2009, we document a roughly 21 percentage-point racial gap in suspension – 28
percent of Black children versus 7 percent of White children—by the 4th grade.

Second, our results lend strong support to the differential treatment/support
hypothesis using a national sample of children born in large US cities between
1998 and 2000 and attending elementary school between 2003 and 2009. We
find that, even within the exact same school, each unit increase in kindergarten
behavior problems is, on average, associated with a 1.5 percentage-point larger
increase in suspension among Black than White children, holding constant all
time-invariant characteristics of schools as well as other child and family charac-
teristics. Although 1.5 percentage-points may appear small at first glance, each
unit increase in behavior problems amounts to over 7 percent of the 21
percentage-point Black/White gap in suspension. Importantly, this differential
treatment/support is concentrated among children who enter school with middle
or high (as opposed to low) levels of behavior problems. Because children with
bottom tertile (i.e., low) externalizing problems are considered to be within the
“normal” or even “positive” behavioral range (Brame, Nagin and Tremblay
2001), this finding suggests that well-behaved Black and White children are not
differentially treated/supported.

Third, we examine the differential treatment/support hypothesis within a
broader context that includes other prominent explanations for the racial gap in
suspension. Consistent with prior work on between-school sorting, we find that
differences in school racial and socioeconomic composition account for a large
share (21 percent) of the racial gap in suspension during elementary school
(Welch and Payne 2010). We also help clarify prior results by showing that
behavior differences account for a relatively small share (9 percent) of the gap
when behavior is measured at school entry and prior to suspension. Finally, we
find that a large portion (46 percent) of the racial gap is due to the differential
treatment/support of Black and White children who attend similar schools and
who exhibit similar behaviors at the time they enter school (Ferguson 2001;
Rocque 2010; Skiba and Williams 2014).

Our findings are consistent with prior research on interpersonal racial dis-
crimination (Pager and Shepherd 2008). In elementary school in particular,
when misbehavior tends to be relatively common and relatively minor, educa-
tors exercise high levels of discretion in determining sanctions for inappropriate
behavior (Gregory and Weinstein 2008; Smolkowski et al. 2016). Moreover, in
cases where there is a lack of concrete information about the extent to which
parents and others at home or in the community can help address a child’s mis-
behavior, educators are more likely to rely on racial stereotypes to fill in missing
information. Broadly, this finding sheds light on how discrimination can be
mutually reinforcing in the context of early racial disparities in school discipline,
with cumulative implications for racial inequality.

We should note that a constellation of factors other than interpersonal bias
may be subsumed within our finding of “differential treatment/support.” For
example, relative to White students, Black students may have less access to re-
sources like supportive adults, social emotional learning opportunities, and rig-
orous and engaging instruction. These factors likely contribute to what
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Weinstein (2002) refers to as a “self-fulfilling prophecy” and Okonofua,
Walton, and Eberhardt’s (2016) call a “vicious cycle.” In both senses, these arti-
facts of the less-resourced environments typical for many minority children may
produce increases in behavior problems between the start of schooling and the
time of a later suspension (which is consistent with our findings using age 9 be-
haviors, detailed in the Appendix). As such, it would be overly simplistic to say
that policy efforts should focus on any single mechanism.

Fourth, our analyses show how variation in the nature of the sample and the
time at which child behaviors are measured can dramatically change results.
Our data allow us to assess children’s behaviors at two points—when children
enter kindergarten and again in 4th grade. Using reports from kindergarten
entry, we find that behavior differences play a larger role than what is found in
studies that condition on having been referred for punishment. If Black children
are more likely than White children to be referred for minor misbehaviors that
are less likely to warrant suspension, the latter studies are likely to underestimate
the role of race differences in behavior.

Similarly, measuring behaviors at the time children enter school, we find that
differences in behaviors play a smaller role in accounting for the racial dispari-
ties in suspension than what is found in studies that measure behaviors later in a
child’s school career. This happens because Black students are more likely than
White students to be suspended and because suspension is likely to negatively
affect future behaviors (Dance 2002; Jacobsen, Pace and Ramirez 2018; Rios
2011). Thus, studies that measure behaviors when children are further along in
school and after suspension has occurred are likely to overstate the role of
behavior differences in accounting for the racial gap in suspension. This insight
is consistent with a rich ethnographic literature, which documents how worsen-
ing behavior often follows from suspension as youth act out to gain dignity and
seize their own agency in response to harsh treatment in school, including both
stereotyping and harassment or discrimination by school officials (Dance 2002;
Ferguson 2001; Rios 2011).

Our study also has limitations. First, the decomposition approach and the use
of observational data do not allow us to make causal claims about the role of
the different mechanisms in accounting for the racial gap in suspension. By
design, our decomposition approach leverages the selection processes that pro-
duce racial differences in between-school sorting and behavior to create counter-
factual scenarios that model the gaps we would expect to see if the selection
processes guiding one group (e.g., Blacks) were applied to the other group.
Omitted variables bias may result from our inability to link suspension to a par-
ticular infraction and thus to determine whether Black and White children are
differentially suspended for the same infraction. Related, because students typi-
cally have a prior history of referrals to the principal’s office or detentions before
they are suspended, even kindergarten behavior reports may be endogenous to
exposure to these earlier stages in the discipline pipeline. For example, because
Black children are more likely to be suspended beginning in preschool, even by
age 5, parent and teacher reports of behavior may reflect a transactional process
of behavior reinforcement.
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Second, our outcome variable cannot distinguish between in-school suspen-
sion, out-of-school suspension, and expulsion. However, because estimates by
the Government Accountability Office (2018) suggest that only 0.1 percent of
children are suspended in elementary school, our measure is likely to be largely
capturing in-school and out-of-school suspensions and, in particular, early sus-
pensions. Third, we cannot measure the count of suspensions; repeat suspen-
sions are possible. Our supplementary analyses using “age 9” measures of
behavior help compensate for this omission by capturing changes in teacher and
parent impressions of a child’s behavior following the specific infraction that led
a child to be suspended. But, ideally, we would have measures of both overall
behaviors and specific infractions. This would allow us to determine if Black
children are referred to the principal for more minor infractions.

Fourth, our analysis is based on a sample of children born in large cities and
therefore our results may not generalize to children born in suburban and rural
settings. Additionally, only 35 percent of our sample includes Black and White
children in the same school, and thus our fixed effects estimates generalize only
to children in the subset of schools with Black/White clustering. These schools
tend to be more disadvantaged than the average school; of the 350 schools with
Black/White clustering among sample children, the average school is composed
of 77 percent Black or Hispanic students versus 66 percent in the full sample
and 67 percent of students receiving free-or-reduced-price lunch versus 61 per-
cent in the full sample. Part of this limitation is a design feature of the data, but
a larger portion is a structural reality, reflecting the fact that Black and White
children attend very different schools. Because schools that are more disadvan-
taged also tend to be more punitive toward all students (the high correlation
between school composition and schools’ overall rates of suspension can be seen
in Appendix Table A.5), we suspect that our within-school model estimates may
in fact be an underestimate of the magnitude of differential treatment/support
that exists in schools that are less punitive overall. For example, prior research
in social psychology suggests that racial bias is largest in environments where ac-
tors have significant discretion in decision-making (Gregory and Weinstein
2008; Smolkowski et al. 2016). In disadvantaged schools where suspension rates
are high, on average, teachers may have fewer non-punitive disciplinary options
than in more advantaged schools with lower average rates of suspension. Future
research should investigate this possibility with respect to punitive school
discipline.

Fifth, we cannot disentangle the extent to which differences between parent
and teacher reports of behavior reflect real variation in behaviors across contexts
(school vs. home) as opposed to differences in the ways identical behaviors are
perceived by teachers and parents. Future research would benefit from the use of
experimental techniques to investigate this question. Sixth, and related, even
among Black and White children whose behaviors are perceived similarly, differ-
ential treatment/support may reflect “tough love,” a distinct but related mecha-
nism that is motivated not by implicit/explicit bias but rather by a desire to help
prepare Black children for the challenges they are likely to encounter in the
wider society (Gilliam et al. 2016; Howard, Rose and Barbarin 2013). Lacking
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knowledge of the specific teacher referring a student to the principal (and by
extension, knowledge of the teacher’s race/ethnicity), we are unable to examine
this question. Future work should investigate how racial similarity/dissimilarity
between teachers and students shapes suspension rates for Blacks compared to
Whites. Finally, our analysis does not include Latinos, because the Latino-White
gap in our sample is minimal – 2 percentage points. However, future research
calls for careful sub-group analyses given tremendous ethnic heterogeneity
within the Latino population.

At a policy level, our findings suggest that the processes leading to racial gaps
in suspension and expulsion, especially the differential treatment and support of
Black students, begin much earlier in the life course than previously documented
in a population-based sample. Even in elementary school, differential treatment/
support accounts for the largest share (46 percent) of the racial gap in exclusion-
ary discipline between Black and White students.

Although the children in our sample attended elementary school between
2003 and 2009, prior to the national dialogue and onset of district and state pol-
icy reform around reducing suspensions/expulsions particularly in elementary
school (DeVos, Nielsen and Azar 2018; US Department of Education and US
Department of Justice 2014), our findings can offer useful insights. First, consis-
tent with policies to ban/reduce early suspensions, the finding that Black children
who enter the exact same kindergarten with comparable behaviors as White
children experience higher suspension suggests that policy reform should target
practices that begin after school entry. Second, “differential treatment/support”
points to the importance of not only reducing punishment, but also of equipping
teachers and schools with positive supports, including those that address chil-
dren’s underlying traumas and strengthen their socioemotional skills. Certainly,
one possible policy approach is to rethink the processes governing the assign-
ment of disciplinary sanctions. Another is to provide supports to increase tea-
chers’ empathy towards students of color and their ability to provide children
with additional resources/services. For example, in a recent evaluation of an
empathic mindsets intervention, Okonofua, Paunesku and Walton (2016) found
a 50 percent reduction in suspension rates during the school year. In light of our
findings about the important contribution of differential treatment/support to
the macro-level Black-White gap, districts and states should consider policies to
not only reduce sanctions, but also to increase supports, in their efforts to reduce
disparities at a macro level.

Supplementary Material
Supplementary material is available at Social Forces online.

Footnote
1. It is equally valid to ask the question “what would we expect the racial gap to look

like in the counterfactual scenario in which Black children had the same average ex-
posures/means as White children (but their own, Black coefficients), or if Black
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children had their own exposures/means but these exposures were linked to suspen-
sion in the same way as they are for Whites (i.e., the same coefficients as Whites). We
expect and find that the story remains similar regardless of reference group.
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