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Key Definitions 
 

Classroom Removal: According to New York City Chancellor’s Regulation A-443, a 
student may be removed from the classroom by a teacher if the student’s behavior is 
substantially disruptive to the educational process or interferes with the teacher’s ability to 
maintain authority in the classroom.  

Chronic Absenteeism: Students who missed 20 days or more or who attended less than 
89% of the school year are considered chronically absent by the New York City Department 
of Education (NYC DOE). This variable was measured in the year prior to the initial 
incident. 

Economic Disadvantage and Economic Need Index: According to the NYC DOE, 
economically disadvantaged students are eligible for free or reduced-price lunch or have 
been identified by the Human Resources Administration as receiving certain types of public 
assistance. 

Exclusionary Discipline: School disciplinary actions that remove or exclude students 
from the school setting fall under the umbrella of exclusionary discipline. This can include 
classroom removal, in-school or out-of-school suspension, or expulsion.  

English Language Learners (ELL): Students who need support learning English, 
typically whose home language is not English, are classified as ELL students. Children are 
identified through a New York State administered English language test.  

Incident or Disciplinary Incident: A disciplinary incident is defined as any school-based 
event that resulted in an incident report on the NYC discipline tracking system (OORS), all 
of which fall into the disciplinary categories found in the NYC DOE Discipline Code, 
regardless of the response to that incident. Incident levels (1-5) and disciplinary responses 
(e.g. classroom removal, suspension) are further defined in Chapter 2.  

Neighborhood Disadvantage: For the purposes of this study, we calculated a 
neighborhood disadvantage index from publicly available neighborhood data. The index was 
based on the neighborhood’s median family income, percent of female-headed households, 
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percent below poverty, percent using food stamps/Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program, percent with less than a high school diploma, percent black, percent Hispanic, 
percent unemployed, and the ratio of poverty to income. 

Positive Practices: For this report, the term positive practice refers to disciplinary 
practices that are supportive and inclusionary; i.e., they do not involve excluding the student 
from school through suspension or other punitive approaches. This can include restorative 
practices, mediation, conflict resolution, trauma-informed practices, counseling, among 
others.  

Principal’s Suspension: In New York City, a principal’s suspension can be given for any 
misconduct in the discipline code and can last from one to five days. In other school districts, 
this is often referred to as an in-school suspension. Principal’s suspensions are at the 
discretion of the principal and the school is required to arrange for alternate instruction.  

Superintendent’s Suspension: In New York City, a superintendent’s suspension is 
often used for serious offenses of the discipline code and can last from six days to up to one 
year. In other school districts, this is often referred to as an out-of-school suspension. These 
suspensions are requested by principals in response to an incident and are then reviewed 
centrally by the DOE. The student is required to receive alternate instruction either at school 
or an alternative learning center during the period of the suspension.  

Restorative Justice and Restorative Practices: The definitions of restorative justice 
and restorative practices are heavily debated in the field. For the purposes of this report, we 
utilize the definitions of the International Institute for Restorative Practices. Specifically, we 
view restorative practices as an overarching umbrella that includes restorative justice. 
Restorative justice, with foundations in criminal justice, is reactive and occurs in response to 
harm or conflict. Restorative practices involve proactively building community and 
relationships, in part to prevent harm and reduce its impact after it happens, through formal 
and informal approaches.  

Zero Tolerance Policies: Generally, these policies have historically required school 
officials to use harsh punishment, such as suspension or expulsion, when students break 
certain rules, regardless of circumstances. The use and impact of such policies are well-
documented and described in the research literature.  
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Executive Summary 
 

Recent years have seen growing national attention to the detrimental consequences of school 
suspension and expulsion – often referred to as zero tolerance policies. Mounting evidence 
indicates that students who are suspended subsequently experience other negative outcomes 
such as lower academic achievement or justice involvement. However, it remains highly 
debated to what extent these future outcomes are directly caused by suspension or are, 
instead, shaped by co-occurring and confounding neighborhood, family, school, or individual 
student characteristics.  

This comprehensive study of 804 New York City public middle and high schools sought to 
isolate the independent impacts of suspension, as well as to disentangle the effects, if any, of 
student, school, and neighborhood characteristics. Conversely, the study also explored the 
relationship of restorative justice and other positive practices to student behavior and school 
culture. We implemented two overarching research strategies: (1) a quantitative study, 
drawing on educational and justice data acquired on all public middle and high school 
students in New York City; and (2) in-depth qualitative case studies of five public schools 
purposefully selected because they exemplified positive practices and have representative 
student populations. 

Major Findings from the Quantitative Study 
The quantitative study focused on those students who had a disciplinary incident during the 
2011-2012 and 2012-2013 school years. The purpose of the analysis was to determine which 
factors were associated with future outcomes over a two-year follow-up period after an initial 
school incident. Outcomes included suspension on an initial incident, future suspensions 
after that initial incident, future juvenile or criminal arrests, and grade advancement. For 
definitions of key terms below, refer to page vi for key definitions.  

Description of the Students 

The students in this study consisted of 17% of all students in NYC public middle and high 
schools; that is, only students who had an incident in the sample years (11-12 or 12-13 
school years). When compared to all public school students, those in our sample were 
disproportionately black, male, and born in the United States. 
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• Background Characteristics: The students in this study (those with an incident) were 
45% black, 40% Hispanic, 9% white, and 6% Asian. The average age was 14 years old, 
and the students were 61% male. Three-quarters (75%) were economically 
disadvantaged, 23% were diagnosed with a learning or other disability, and 84% were 
born in the United States.  

• Student Performance and Outcomes: One-third of the sample was classified as having 
chronic absenteeism prior to the initial incident in our analysis. Forty-four percent were 
suspended on their initial incident. Following this incident, 61% then had future chronic 
absenteeism; 51% had one or more future incidents (with 31% having a future violent 
incident), and 20% had a future juvenile or criminal arrest. 

Student Characteristics and Suspension 

• Initial Incident Suspension: The strongest predictor of suspension on the initial incident 
was the severity of the incident. However, even when controlling for severity and other 
factors, race/ethnicity (black and Hispanic) and sex (male) also significantly predicted 
suspension. Prior chronic absenteeism and prior suspensions also predicted receiving a 
suspension on the initial incident.  

• Impact of Race and Ethnicity: Among the strongest predictors of future student 
outcomes (those after the initial incident) was race and ethnicity. Black students had the 
greatest likelihood of future suspensions of any subgroup followed closely by Hispanic 
students were also significantly more likely than others to have future incidents.  

• Additional Student Characteristics: Economic disadvantage was a significant predictor 
of future suspension, along with student disability, prior chronic absenteeism, prior 
suspensions (including receiving a suspension on the initial incident), and being a boy.  

Student Characteristics and Arrest 

• Sex, Race, and Ethnicity: Of student characteristics, being male was the strongest 
predictor of future arrest. Both black and Hispanic students were also significantly more 
likely than others to have juvenile or criminal arrests following an initial incident in 
school.  
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• Initial Incident and Behavioral History: Suspension on the initial incident increased 
the likelihood that students would experience arrest at some point after the incident. 
Students with a history of prior arrests as well as prior suspensions were also more likely 
to have an arrest following the initial incident.  

• Additional Student Characteristics: Students with disabilities, those who were 
chronically absent, and those who were economically disadvantaged were more likely to 
be arrested than their counterparts. ELL students and those who had advanced a grade in 
the past school year were less likely to be arrested in the future following an incident.  

Student Characteristics and Academic Advancement 

• Suspension and Attendance: Students with a suspension on the initial incident or a 
history of suspensions were significantly less likely than others to advance to the next 
grade or graduate. Prior chronic absenteeism was the strongest predictor of not advancing 
to the next grade.  

• Student Characteristics: Being an English language learner was a strong predictor of 
not advancing to the next grade. Older students, boys, black and Hispanic students, and 
students with a disability were also less likely to advance to the next grade.  

School Characteristics and Student Outcomes 

• School Climate: Schools that create a positive climate influence student discipline and 
safety outcomes. Net of other factors, individual students who attended schools with a 
more positive climate (as rated in the annual NYC DOE-administered student, teacher, 
and parent surveys) were especially unlikely to have a future suspension. In addition, 
when controlling for other school-level characteristics, a more positive climate 
contributed to lower overall school incident and suspension rates.  

• Student Arrest: School characteristics played a significant role in predicting future 
student arrest. The strongest predictor was school suspension rate; that is, schools with 
high suspension rates increase the likelihood that students face future arrest after an 
initial incident. School climate also influenced arrest significantly, such that schools with 
more positive school climate reduced the likelihood of arrest. The percentage of black 
students and Hispanic students also significantly contributed to future student arrest.  
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Role of Neighborhood Characteristics 
Neither collective neighborhood disadvantage nor neighborhood crime rates significantly 
predicted the suspension rates within a given neighborhood’s schools. These neighborhood-
level measures also did not appear to be associated with school climate, indicating some 
level of independence of schools from their surrounding neighborhoods. The literature has 
yielded mixed findings, with some studies highlighting the importance of neighborhood on 
school outcomes, and others, such as ours, indicating that schools may be more immune to 
neighborhood influence than originally assumed. This is likely due to varying and limited 
measures of neighborhood characteristics.  

Major Findings from the Case Studies 
Qualitative case studies were conducted at five public middle and high schools. The five 
schools were selected through an iterative process that involved specific eligibility criteria 
(e.g., low suspension rates, representative student population), input from advisory board 
members, review of publicly available statistics, and indications of school interest and 
engagement in the research project. In short, although we sought schools with reasonably 
representative student demographics, we also purposefully sought out schools that offered 
the potential of yielding information about promising and replicable models. Data was 
collected through staff interviews and focus groups, school observations, and student and 
parent focus groups. 

Focus on Restorative Justice 
In general, the case study schools relied extensively on restorative justice, which may be 
broadly defined as a holistic approach to discipline that seeks to prevent or repair harm 
through inclusive processes and an effort to shift the focus from discipline to learning. Not 
all restorative practices involved responding to incidents; schools also used community-
building circles and restorative conversations that sought to foster a climate of healthy 
relationships, empathy, and accountability among staff and students alike. The selected 
schools also made varying uses of additional positive practices such as peer-led mediation, 
mentoring, counseling, wrap-around services, and other supportive efforts. 

Key Strategies and Challenges 

• Building Community: Students and staff articulated efforts to foster community values 
as the foundation of restorative practices. Interviewees cited the positive effects on the 
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school community of conversations, such as in “advisory” periods, that addressed social 
issues, social-emotional learning, or budding conflicts, and, ultimately, sought to prevent 
conflicts in the first place or to address minor issues before they become serious.  

• Setting Priorities and Creating Buy-In: Students and staff emphasized the role of 
school leadership in setting the tone for school staff and students by signaling priorities 
through resource allocation, hiring practices, training time or investment, and other 
strategies. In turn, interviewees noted that school staff can further reinforce positive 
priorities and create buy-in by holding circles and other positive practices in which 
adults, students, and parents all have the opportunity to participate and become invested.  

• Building Adult Accountability: Because of the existing power dynamics in schools, 
interviewees identified adult accountability as a challenge of positive practices in schools. 
Accountability was discussed in terms of creating space for adults to have an ongoing 
process of learning, self-reflection, and growth, as well as using circles as a place for 
students and staff to discuss harm when caused by adults in school.  

• Holistic Student Support: Interviewees described a constant demand for additional 
student supports. School staff expressed that they are challenged to address student issues 
that involve external systemic challenges (e.g., poverty, homelessness, access to 
healthcare). 

• Student Leadership: Interviewees believed that leadership opportunities for students 
should be made a priority by school leadership and staff. Connecting this position to 
restorative practices, interviewees variously noted that students can be peer mentors or 
circle keepers; they can decide on discussion topics that are relevant to them, or they can 
be supported in starting student groups to create space for their own priorities.  

Conclusion and Implications 
The results from our quantitative study provide numerous insights into the causes and 
consequences of exclusion from school as well as the causes of future disciplinary incidents 
and arrests after the point when a first incident takes place. 

In summarizing what we learned, individual student characteristics (race/ethnicity, sex, 
disability, and poverty) persistently predicted how outcomes in school, even when 
controlling for other important factors such as incident severity or school characteristics. The 
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characteristic with the single greatest effect was race/ethnicity, specifically being black 
followed closely by Hispanic. Schools with high suspension rates play a large role in driving 
students being arrested after an initial incident. There are several potential explanations for 
this, but further research to disentangle the complex relationship between high suspension 
rates in school and arrest rates outside of schools is necessary. When it comes to the role of 
neighborhood, our results indicate that factors inside the schools are likely playing a bigger 
role in school safety and climate than factors outside the school. This implies that schools are 
not simply reflections of their surrounding neighborhood. Instead, schools have the potential 
to be safe spaces for children, regardless of what is going on outside of their walls.  

The qualitative case studies further highlight that there may be a less punitive way forward in 
addressing discipline and disparities, but that path requires significant investment resources 
and sufficient time to ensure whole-school culture change, paired with a commitment to a 
fundamental transformation in how we think about discipline and safe schools.  

While many of the school-level factors that predicted poor student outcomes signal a need 
for resource reallocation and greater investment and supports, school administrators, 
principals, teachers, parents, and students must think critically about the underlying factors 
that are causing black students—particularly black boys—and poor students to be 
disproportionately disciplined, even in schools with positive school climates and low 
suspension rates. Just as states and cities across the country are making strides towards 
decarceration, with support from politicians and policymakers across political parties and 
groups, we can address social exclusion and criminal justice involvement where it begins: in 
schools and with young people who are dealing with multiple layers of disadvantage and are 
being excluded from education. 
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Chapter 1  
Introduction 

 

In response to high crime rates of the 1990s along with the rise of mass school shootings, 
schools across the United States began implementing zero tolerance policies, imposing 
punishments for all disciplinary infractions, even minor ones, and making greater use of the 
exclusionary sanctions of suspension and expulsion. Simultaneously, school systems 
increased the presence of law enforcement; some schools created and hired school safety 
officers or agents, while others received support from local police.  

New York City, the largest school district in the country, was no exception to these trends. 
However, in recent years, extensive pressure from both inside and outside schools, backed by 
increasing evidence of the deleterious impact of punitive policies on both students and 
schools, have created opportunities to rethink school discipline, safety, and climate. 

Research Questions 
This comprehensive study of New York City schools aimed to examine the neighborhood-, 
school-, and student-level factors that contribute to student disciplinary outcomes, future 
justice system involvement, and academic advancement. The study sample included a total of 
526,658 public middle and high school students from across the city. From this total, we 
isolated a sample of 87,471 students with at least one disciplinary infraction during either the 
2011-2012 or 2012-2013 school years. Our goal was to answer the five essential research 
questions, below. To answer our questions, we implemented two overarching research 
strategies: (1) a quantitative study, utilizing official administrative education and criminal 
justice data; and (2) qualitative case studies of five public schools, purposefully selected 
because they exemplify positive practices and representative student populations.  

Research Question 1: How do the personal characteristics of students involved 
in incidents, including their race/ethnicity, sex, economic status, disability status, 
and other factors, predict: (a) an initial suspension; (b) a future suspension; (c) a 
future arrest; and (d) academic advancement? 
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Prior Literature 
Exclusionary School Discipline 
Concern about school safety and violence led to the use of suspension and expulsion, key 
forms of exclusionary discipline, as a mechanism for removing problem students and 
deterring further misbehavior. The underlying basis for such practices holds that removing 
disruptive students should increase academic achievement for students overall because 
removal of disruptive influences enables more time to be spent on teaching rather than 
behavioral management (Bowditch 1993; Ewing 2000; Kang-Brown et al. 2013). A severe 
response is also meant to serve as a deterrent to misbehavior by others, again thought to 
potentially improve student safety overall (Noguera 1995; Skiba and Peterson 1999).  

Longitudinal studies have shown that more than one-third of students in the United States 
will be suspended at least once between kindergarten and twelfth grade (Shollenberger 
2015). However, no evidence has been found in support of improved academic performance 
due to the removal of students (Arum and Preiss 2009; Losen and Martinez 2013; Skiba et al. 
2008), nor have studies found a deterrent effect (Bowditch 1993; Tobin, Sugai and Colvin 
1996; Costenbader and Markson 1998; Raffaele-Mendez 2003). Moreover, for suspended 
students, research shows that suspension is linked to future academic failure, truancy, 
dropout, more suspension, anti-social behavior, and justice system involvement (Wald and 

Research Question 2: How do school composition, discipline, and climate 
predict: (a) initial suspension; (b) a future suspension among students involved in 
initial incidents; (c) a future arrest among the same students; and (d) student 
academic advancement? 

Research Question 3: How does school composition affect school climate? 
Alternatively, how do both school composition and climate impact overall school 
incident and discipline rates? 
 
Research Question 4: How do neighborhood characteristics affect school 
suspension rates and school climate? 

Research Question 5: How do positive practices work on the ground, and what 
lessons can be shared with other schools? 
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Losen 2003; APA Task Force 2008; Dynarski et al. 2008; Matjasko 2009; Balfanz, Byrnes 
and Fox 2012). A statewide Texas study that tracked seventh-grade students over eight years 
found that suspended or expelled students were almost three times more likely to be involved 
in the juvenile justice system a year later, even when controlling for school and individual 
factors (Fabelo et al. 2011). This trajectory, where suspended or expelled students are put on 
a path leading to increased justice system involvement, which in turn creates barriers for 
future success, has been dubbed the “school-to-prison pipeline” (ACLU 2008).  

Disparities in Discipline 
Black and brown students are most likely to be excluded from school and to suffer the 
downstream consequences of that exclusion. Controlling for behavior issues, teacher 
ethnicity, and other classroom factors, research has found that black and Hispanic students—
especially boys—are disciplined at higher rates than are white students (Bradshaw et al. 
2010). As evidence of the racial discipline gap, particularly affecting young black boys, prior 
research has consistently associated race with suspension, expulsion, and office referrals 
(Raffaele-Mendez, Howard and Ferron 2002; Skiba et al. 2002; Wallace et al. 2008; Gregory 
et al. 2010; Losen and Martinez 2013). Gregory and Weinstein (2007) provide evidence that 
black students are more likely to be suspended for simply defiant behavior, while other 
groups receive lesser disciplinary actions for comparable behaviors. 

In addition to students of color, disparate enforcement of discipline policies also affects 
students who are economically disadvantaged and those with disabilities (Wu et al. 1982; 
Brantlinger 1991; Skiba et al. 1997; Noguera 2003; Achilles, McLaughen and Croninger 
2007; Gregory and Weinstein 2007; Fabelo et al. 2011). Sullivan, Van Norman, and 
Klingbail (2014) showed that students with disabilities, students receiving free or reduced 
lunch, and students whose parents obtained a high school diploma or less education are 
disproportionately represented among suspended students. The intersection of these factors—
for example, among students who are boys, black, poor, and have a disability—is believed to 
contribute to increased risk of exclusionary discipline, although no studies have fully 
documented this effect. Additionally, recent research has highlighted the school exclusion of 
girls of color, especially black girls, as particularly problematic (Morris 2016). Finally, 
school systems rarely, if ever, collect data on gender non-conforming and LGBTQ+ 
identifying youth, but some research has shown that they are also more likely to receive 
exclusionary discipline in response to their behavior (Snapp et al. 2015; Chmielewski et al. 
2016).  
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Unfortunately, much of the research on disparities in discipline is limited by research designs 
with small sample sizes (often samples comprised of one school or school district) and cross-
sectional data limited to a snapshot in time, without the context permitted by extended or 
multiple observation periods. Moreover, many analyses of racial and other disparities have 
failed to control for inter-correlated variables (e.g., race, socioeconomic status, prior 
academic achievement, school, community characteristics) that may each be linked to 
disciplinary outcomes. Among studies controlling for many such variables, two studies 
confirmed that the racial gap persisted (Fabelo et al. 2011; Skiba et al. 2011); a third study, 
however, found that school-level factors (total enrollment, percent black in the school, and 
principal perspectives on discipline) predicted suspension or expulsion more than individual 
student race, sex, and socioeconomic status (Skiba et al. 2014). Accordingly, as in many of 
the areas discussed above, research is suggestive—but limited.  

Positive Interventions 
Over time, declining public support for zero tolerance policies and concerns over the 
negative ramifications of suspension and expulsion prompted many schools to explore 
positive interventions instead (Lassen et al. 2006). One such approach, known as School-
Wide Positive Behavior Support (SWPBS), combines a multitude of evidence-based 
practices, including examining individual student needs through data; developing school-
wide expectations; teaching and reinforcing expectations via pro-social supports; and 
monitoring implementation and progress (Sugai and Horner 2002; Lassen et al. 2006). 
Evaluations of SWPBS have been mixed; some have found a decline in misbehavior (Oswald 
et al. 2005); detentions (Sunderland 2000); office disciplinary referrals and suspensions (e.g., 
see Metzler et al. 2001; Scott 2001; McCurdy et al. 2003; Lassen et al. 2006; Barrett et al. 
2008; Muscott et al. 2008; Bradshaw et al. 2010) However, most of these studies lacked a 
true experimental or even quasi-experimental design, and fidelity to the evidence-based 
practices was found to be inconsistent.  

In addition to positive behavioral interventions, schools have increasingly incorporated 
restorative approaches (Karp & Breslin 2001; Morrison 2005; Opportunity to Learn 
Campaign 2014). Restorative practices are a holistic, integrated approach to building school 
community and addressing conflict. Such practices allow for each person involved in an 
incident to be heard, hold accountable those who are responsible, and restore their 
relationship with the school community. Early research on restorative approaches found 
reduced future incidents, but the studies lacked appropriate comparison groups (McCold 
2003; Hansen 2005; Stinchcomb, Bazemore, and Reistenberg 2006; IIRP 2009).  
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More recent studies have shown mixed results. The limited available research on restorative 
practices, overall, suggests that such approaches reduce incidents in school and suspensions, 
most notably for black and Hispanic students (Gregory et al. 2014; Anyon et al. 2016). 
However, Payne and Welch (2015) found that schools with larger populations of black 
students tended to employ fewer restorative practices. Although restorative interventions 
may reduce reliance on punitive discipline practices, Anyon et al. (2016) found that racial 
disparities in discipline generally remain. Black students, students eligible for free lunch, 
students with emotional disabilities, and students receiving special education services were 
still suspended at higher rates. A recent randomized controlled trial of 44 schools showing 
reduced suspension rates and reductions in racial disparities, along with no impact or a 
negative impact on academic outcomes. They also found no impact on gender and disability 
disparities and no impact on arrest (Augustine et al. 2018). Another cluster randomized 
controlled trial of 13 schools relying primarily on self-report data by students found no 
significant impact of a restorative practices intervention on 11 self-reported outcomes, such 
as bullying victimization and school connectedness. However, students’ experience with 
restorative practices predicted improved school climate, school connectedness, peer relations 
and reductions in cyberbullying victimization (Acosta et al. 2019). 

Neighborhood Characteristics and Schools 
Prior research has explored the connection between neighborhood and school safety, with 
mixed results. Some studies have demonstrated that neighborhood factors such as 
concentrated poverty and chronic unemployment are connected to poor academic outcomes, 
youth delinquency, and violence and crime in schools, although few studies look at direct 
impacts (Gorman-Smith and Tolan 1998; Hay et al. 2007; Nieuwenhuis and Hooimeijer 
2016). Neighborhood-level factors, including social disorganization and socioeconomic 
status, have been shown to be associated with school crime and disorder (Chen and Weikart 
2008). Other studies have found no impact of neighborhood characteristics on school crime 
and violence, concluding that school-level factors such as student-teacher ratios and 
proportion of students of color play a larger role (Limbos and Casteel 2008).  

New York City Schools 
New York City, home to the largest school district in the United States, is no exception to the 
trends described above. The city’s public schools educate over 1.1 million children across 
1,800 schools, more than half of which operate in buildings shared with other public schools, 
charter schools, or non-profit organizations. The city’s school system is divided into 34 
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separate school districts, all overseen by the NYC Department of Education (DOE).1 The city 
also has the largest school safety agent force in the country, with over 5,000 agents—more 
than the entire Washington, DC police force. School safety agents are controversial; they are 
not employed by the DOE, nor are they police officers, but instead, serve as unarmed civilian 
employees of the New York Police Department (NYPD). An additional 200 police officers 
across the city are assigned to schools, tasked with post-incident surveillance and monitoring 
and random metal detector scanning, among other responsibilities.  

New York City schools also show trends in the use of suspension similar to those seen across 
the country.2 In 2011, the total number of suspensions in the city peaked at 73,441, before 
beginning a widely documented decline that continues to this day (Hassoun Ayoub 2013; 
Veiga 2017). Due to intentional efforts by the NYPD School Safety Division in collaboration 
with the DOE, along with declining crime rates overall, school-based arrests declined to an 
all-time low in the 2017-2018 school year (Mayor’s Management Report 2018).  

In recent years, the Mayor’s Office and the DOE have unveiled a series of policies, practices, 
and resources aimed at addressing disparities in discipline and academic achievement. In 
2015, they announced restrictions on the use of suspension, limitations on handcuffing, and 
new training for school safety agents in public schools (Decker and Snyder 2015). Revisions 
to the discipline code have made it harder to suspend students in grades K-2. Although an 
outright ban of suspensions for the youngest children has been recommended for years by 
advocacy groups and was seriously reviewed by the DOE, it was not ultimately approved. 
Expanded use of restorative practices and additional resources for mental health support by 
the DOE have also signaled an interest in addressing the root causes of student behavior.  

Although New York City schools have followed many national trends in terms of discipline, 
safety, and academics, it is important to note the uniqueness of this school system. The 
student population in the city is exceptionally diverse, with over 40% of students speaking a 
language other than English at home (only about 14% are English language learners). Nearly 

 

1 Unlike many other school districts, New York City public schools are not overseen by an 
elected Board of Education (BOE), but a centralized Department of Education under the control 
of the city mayor with power granted by the state every 1-2 years.  
2 Expulsion is generally not allowed in New York City public schools, so this study and much 
research in NYC focuses on suspension or classroom removal. Children may be formally 
expelled only if they are older than 17 years old and are in general education (not a student with 
a disability or with an IEP), and the principal’s request is reviewed and approved (potentially 
with a hearing at the student or parent’s request) by the DOE.  
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three-quarters of students are considered economically disadvantaged, and the student 
population is predominantly children of color, with 41% Hispanic students and 26% black 
students. Only 15% of students are white (NYC Department of Education 2018). These 
demographics differ from New York City overall, which, according to the latest census, is 
45% white, 29% Hispanic, and 24% black, suggesting that many white families may be 
choosing to educate their children outside of the public school system (Census 2017). In 
2012, an examination of school systems across the country identified New York City as the 
third-most segregated school system, after Chicago and Dallas, despite reduced residential 
segregation (Fessenden 2012). More recent data have shown New York as the city with the 
most segregated schools in the country (Toure, 2018; Chokshi, 2014).  

Additionally, when compared to the rest of the country, New York City has a slightly higher 
percentage of students with disabilities, with 19% of public school students having a 
disability (i.e. emotional, learning, behavioral, and physical) compared with only 13% 
nationally (National Center for Education Statistics 2018). Students with disabilities in New 
York may learn in fully integrated classrooms alongside peers who have no diagnosed 
disability or may learn in separate classrooms within integrated schools. The city also has a 
separate school district, D75, exclusively serving students with disabilities. 

The Present Study 
The unique combination of education data and criminal justice data allows in the current 
study enables us to fill a void in the literature on school discipline. Where prior studies have 
been limited to smaller samples, we will be able to add considerable strength to the existing 
literature with the largest school district in the country. In addition, we can match school data 
with justice system data to track student outcomes over time, and, essentially, test the 
existence and impact of the school-to-prison pipeline. We will explore the relationships 
between individual, school, and neighborhood characteristics with student and school 
outcomes, a study at this scale has not been conducted previously. Last, the use of qualitative 
case studies will add contextual information about the use of positive practices and their 
potential role in changing how schools approach discipline.  

The remainder of this report includes a chapter describing the study design and methods for 
the quantitative study (Chapter 2). We present the findings from the quantitative analysis in 
Chapter 3 and the qualitative case study findings in Chapter 4. The report concludes with 
Chapter 5, which summarizes the study results, implications, and limitations.
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Chapter 2  
Quantitative Study Design & Methods 

 

This chapter provides an overview of the quantitative study methods. (Qualitative methods 
are covered at the beginning of Chapter 4.) We describe the official records quantitative data, 
the sampling frame, key variables and outcomes of interest, and the analytic plan.3 A study 
model diagram is available in Appendix A.  
Data Sources 
The quantitative study uses data from multiple sources at the individual, school,4 and 
neighborhood levels. Data was requested from the New York City Department of Education 
(DOE) on all students grades six through twelve during the 2010-2015 school years. Data 
was also requested from the New York State Office of Court Administration (OCA) on all 
individuals under the age of 21 arrested in New York City during the same time period. OCA 
provided information from both its adult criminal court data and juvenile and family court 
data to ensure all relevant ages were included.5 Due to confidentiality concerns, OCA 
transferred the data securely to the DOE’s Research and Policy Support Group. DOE staff 
then used identifiers—including names and aliases, date of birth, sex, race, and any other 

 

3 We also collected primary data that included a survey of middle and high school principals in 
NYC public schools. The purpose of this survey was to gather information not collected by NYC 
DOE about security measures, resources, positive discipline, school environment, and principals’ 
attitudes about suspension. Out of an initial list of 891 schools, 470 responded, but we were only 
able to use 230 due to duplicates, blank surveys, and schools that did not match with our student 
incident file. Several regression models were tested; however, the measures created poorly 
predicted the outcomes. We ultimately decided not to include the survey in the report. 
4 Not all NYC public schools were included in the analysis. Specifically, charter schools, 
Districts 75, 79, and 88; home instruction schools, and alternative programs were excluded from 
the study. The excluded schools represent nontraditional and/or specialized schools with student 
populations that differ from the general student population. 
5 In New York during the study period, cases involving criminal charges against youth ages 16 
and above were heard in the criminal court, while criminal charges against youth under age 16 
were handled by the juvenile and family court. Adult criminal court data includes all cases, 
including dismissals. Family court data for those under 16 does not include cases that did not 
make it to court. 
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relevant information—to match the OCA data to their student data. We were provided with a 
set of de-identified data files, with a scrambled student identification variable that matched 
across all datasets.  

For neighborhood data, we utilized publicly available sources. First, we used U.S. Census 
data from the American Community Survey 2010-2015 estimates to obtain information on 
neighborhood demographics and economic indicators for each Neighborhood Tabulation 
Area (NTA).6  We used specialized mapping software (ArcGIS) to identify the NTA location 
of each school address. Second, we calculated crime rates based on NYPD arrest data and 
then assigned a neighborhood crime rate to each school. Each police precinct reports arrest 
data; however, precincts do not easily fit within NTAs. We compared NTA and precinct 
maps and assigned arrest data according to which precinct covered most of any NTA served 
by more than one precinct. In instances where multiple precincts fell within a single NTA, 
we compared arrest data from each encompassed precinct for substantial differences. 
Because we did not detect substantial differences in any of these (16) cases, no further 
adjustments were made; the entire NTA was assigned the crime rate for the principal 
overlapping precinct. 

For analytic purposes, the data was ultimately reduced and combined into three data files: (1) 
student data; (2) school data; and (3) neighborhood data.  

Sample 
The sample includes 87,471 middle and high school (grades 6-12) students attending NYC 
public schools, who had one or more disciplinary incident during the 2011-2012 or 2012-
2013 school years (hereafter, 12SY and 13SY). To be clear, our sample represented a subset 

 

6 We collected data based on NTAs rather than census tracts because there were too few schools 
per census tract to conduct a multilevel analysis. According to the NYC Department of City 
Planning, NTAs are “aggregations of census tracts from the 2010 census that are subsets of New 
York City's 55 Public Use Microdata Areas (PUMAs), which roughly represent the city’s 
Community Districts....Regarding the decennial census, these geographic areas offer a good 
compromise between the very detailed data for census tracts (2,168) and the broad strokes 
provided by PUMAs (55). For the American Community Survey, NTAs offer a statistically 
reliable alternative to the high sampling error that renders data for most individual census tracts 
unusable.” (See https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/planning/download/pdf/data-maps/maps-
geography/census-factfinder/cff-faq.pdf for more information). 
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of the 526,658 students who attended a public middle or high school across the two sample 
years; the sample exclusively includes students from either sample year who had at least one 

disciplinary incident. A disciplinary incident is defined as any school-based event that 
resulted in an incident report on the NYC discipline tracking system (OORS), all of which 
fall into the disciplinary categories found in the NYC DOE Discipline Code, regardless of 
the response to that incident. Data were obtained for all 87,471 students from 2010 to 2015. 

For each student, an initial incident was selected from either 2011-2012 (12SY) or 2012-
2013 (13SY). For students who only had one incident, that single incident was chosen as the 
reference point; for students with more than one incident in the sample years, the initial 
incident was chosen randomly. Students who did not have an incident in those two sample 
years were excluded from the analysis.  

Incidents prior to the date of the initial incident (as early as September 8, 2010) were coded 
as prior incidents; events after the date of the initial incident (as late as June 26, 2015) were 
coded as future incidents. Students were tracked for two years after their initial incident. 

Key Variables 
Outcome Measures reflect both student- and school-level outcomes and were created 
using DOE data. For students, all dependent variables were calculated after identifying an 
initial incident and included an initial suspension (i.e. a suspension on the initial incident), 
any future school incident, any future school suspension, any future classroom removal, 
future other response, and any future arrest (arrest could be as late as December 31, 2015). 
The matched criminal justice data was incorporated into the student-level dataset. Future 
grade advancement (from grade to grade or to graduation) was also part of the DOE data. 

School suspensions in New York City are divided into two types: principal’s suspensions and 
superintendent’s suspensions. Principal’s suspensions are the equivalent of in-school 
suspensions and are five days or less. Superintendent’s suspensions are out-of-school 
suspensions and are six days to one year. Superintendent’s suspensions require approval 
from central DOE offices while principal’s suspensions do not. We examined both outcomes 
in this study but often reported them as one statistic: suspension. As noted in later chapters, 
the results demonstrated the same trends for both principal’s and superintendent’s 
suspensions. 
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Incidents in New York City schools are categorized by level according to the discipline code. 
The discipline code is updated annually and can be found online.7 For the purposes of data 
reduction, we categorized incident levels in the following way: 

• Low-level: Level 1 and 2 incidents, described as “uncooperative” or “non-compliant 
behavior”; for example, lateness and absenteeism, dress code violations, and profane 
language.  

• Medium-level: Level 3 incidents, described as “disruptive behavior”; for example, 
disobeying authority, using slurs, minor altercations, and vandalism.  

• High-level: Level 4 and 5 incidents, described as “aggressive/injurious behavior” and 
“seriously dangerous or violent behavior”; for example, rape and sexual assault, illegal 
drugs, weapons possession or use, serious physical violence, and group violence.  

We also recoded incidents based on their descriptions in the discipline code to a series of 
categories. For the purposes of this report, we focus only on the categories that were most 
common in the sample: violent (e.g., physically aggressive behavior, creating a risk of 
injury); disruptive/inappropriate (e.g., rude or disruptive behavior disrupting the educational 
process, defying authority); and absenteeism (e.g., unexcused absence from school). All 
outcomes were recoded as binary variables (1=yes; 0=no).  

Student-level variables were created using DOE data, including demographic information, 
attendance, prior academic advancement, prior disciplinary incidents, severity level (medium 
and high) of the initial incident, and initial suspension.8 Using the matched criminal justice 
data, prior arrests (as early as January 1, 2010) were calculated based on the previously-
identified initial incident in school.  

School-level variables included a demographic profile for each school, student-teacher 
ratio, and incident and suspension rates. School climate was obtained using the total safety 
and respect score from the 2012-2013 annual NYC School Survey. The total score includes 

 

7 See the following website for a copy of the full discipline code: 
https://www.schools.nyc.gov/school-life/rules-for-students/discipline-code. 
8 Initial incident suspension is an outcome in our first MLM model, and it is a predictor in our 
following MLM models.  
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student, teacher, and parent responses.9 School safety and respect is defined by 17 items (see 
Appendix B for the full list of questions), including questions about whether students treat 
each other with respect and feel safe from being bullied or harassed by other students; the 
fairness of discipline; and safety on and outside of school property. Response categories 
range from one (“strongly disagree”) to four (“strongly agree”). Students are also asked to 
report how often they see the following: illegal alcohol and drug use and gang activity. 
Response categories range from one (“never”) to four (“all of the time”). Teachers and 
parents are asked variations of the same questions. 

Table 2.1. Variables Used in the Analyses by Level 

Outcomes 

Initial Suspension 

Disciplinary Incident 

Suspension 

Classroom Removal 

Other Disciplinary Action 

Arrest 

Grade Advancement 

High-level incident 

Violent Incident 

Disruptive/Inappropriate Incident 

Absenteeism Incident 

Student  
Characteristics 

Age 

Male 

Black 

Hispanic 

Student with Disability 

English Language Learners 

Economic Disadvantage 

Prior Grade Advancement 

Prior Chronic Absenteeism 

Number of Prior Incidents 

Number of Prior Arrests 

School  
Composition 

Racial/Ethnic Composition 

Students with Disabilities 

English Language Learners 

Economic Disadvantage 

Student-Teacher Ratio 

School Climate  
& Discipline 

Perceptions of School Safety  

and Respect  

Suspension Rate 

 

Neighborhood  
Characteristics Neighborhood Disadvantage Crime Rate 

 
Neighborhood-level variables included a neighborhood disadvantage index, calculated 
based on the neighborhood’s median family income, percent of female-headed households, 
percent below poverty, percent using food stamps/SNAP, percent with less than a high 
school diploma, percent black, percent Hispanic, percent unemployed, and the ratio of 
poverty to income. All measures were standardized and summed (Cronbach's alpha = .775). 

 

9 For more information on the NYC School Survey Report Guide, see 
https://infohub.nyced.org/docs/default-source/default-document-
library/2015nycschoolsurveyguide6252015.pdf?sfvrsn=30efb133_2. 
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The crime rate for each neighborhood was the second neighborhood variable and was a 
combination of major felonies, non-major felonies, misdemeanors, and violations. All 
categories were summed and divided by the neighborhood population. 

Table 2.1 lists the variables used in the analyses at each level. The first row specifies the 
outcome variables. The rows beneath are the variables for the student-, school-, and 
neighborhood-level measures. See Appendix B for a full list of variables, details on how the 
conceptual measures in Table 2.1 are operationalized, and data sources. 

Quantitative Analysis 
Multilevel Modeling (MLM) was used to answer research questions regarding the impact of 
upper-level variables (i.e., neighborhood or school) on lower-level outcomes (i.e., school or 
student). MLM techniques are appropriate in instances where data is nested within one or 
multiple levels. Such is the case in the current study, where schools are nested within 
neighborhoods and students are nested within schools. Unlike traditional regression, MLM 
takes into account that students within one school, for example, could be more similar to 
each other than students across different schools, which could lead to inaccurate conclusions 
about the data. Hierarchical linear modeling (HLM) software was used for the multilevel 
analysis (Raudenbush and Bryk 2002).10 Ordinary least squares regression (OLS) was also 
used to predict school-level only outcomes.11 

 

 

 

10 Hierarchical logistic modeling, the primary type of analysis, was used where the outcome 
variables were binary (e.g., future incidents, future arrest, high suspension rate). Poisson 
regression models were also used test continuous outcome variables (i.e., number of suspensions 
and number of arrests), because they were heavily skewed to the right. The results were no 
different from the logistic models. We ultimately chose to use hierarchical logistic modeling, 
because the interpretation of odds ratios can be easier for different audiences. Hierarchical linear 
modeling was used in the neighborhood analysis because school climate is a continuous variable. 
11 The log of incident and suspension rates was taken to avoid specification errors in the models, 
because of the non-linear relationships between the independent variables and incident and 
suspension rates.  
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A Note about Identity Variables 
The datasets provided by the DOE included a variety of identity variables, primarily race 
(categorized as black, white, Hispanic, Asian, other, and unknown), sex (male and female),  
and disability (a series of categories, along with a yes/no variable). For the purposes of 
quantitative analyses, we use these categories as-is, since we do not have any way of 
verifying the information. We use the term Hispanic throughout this report, although we 
recognize that the term Latinx may be considered more inclusive. However, since DOE 
utilizes Hispanic in its registration process, we cannot determine how people would have 
responded if the term Latinx had been used instead (i.e., Hispanic might include some but not 
all individuals who identify as Latinx and vice versa).  

The limitations of these types of problematic categories for race/ethnicity have been 
documented in many fields (Choo and Ferree 2003; Kaplan and Bennett 2003; Cole 2009), 
but there are some important considerations when thinking about school data in particular. 
Parents or guardians are likely the ones to register and indicate identifying characteristics for 
their children, although this may vary based on student age. The sex variable is a simple M/F 
selection on the school registration form and may not be a true representation of gender 
identity for all students. We utilize the term sex in this report as biological sex at birth, in 
order not to confuse the data available with true gender identity.  

Parent selection of race/ethnicity or gender may also not be representative of how a young 
person identifies themselves and we acknowledge the limitations of relying on such 
variables. Additionally, the race/ethnicity categories are mutually exclusive and important 
sub-populations (such as people who identify as both black and Hispanic) are not identified 
appropriately. While the DOE does have a multi-racial category, the percentage is so low that 
it was combined with the other category (along with Native Hawaiian, Native American, and 
Pacific Islander). Disability data was also used as-is, but we primarily focused on the 
dichotomous variable (i.e., any noted disability, yes or no) and did not explore the nuances of 
disability subtype for this report.  

Other data that we believe is relevant to student outcomes, such as sexual orientation of 
students, is not collected in administrative data sources. In our qualitative research, we did 
not ask for personally identifiable characteristics from study participants and did not report 
on them. 
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Chapter 3  

Student and School Outcomes 
 

This chapter covers results from the quantitative study and research questions one through 
four, examining the associations of neighborhood, school, and student characteristics with 
both school and student outcomes.  

Overview of Final Sample 
Data were obtained for 526,658 students across 1,571 public schools across New York City. 
Corresponding to official DOE statistics, this student population was 14% white, 40% 
Hispanic, 29% black, and 17% Asian. The sample was 51% male and the average age was 14 
years old. Twelve percent of the sample was composed of English language learners, and 
14% were students with disabilities. Most students in the sample (71%) were economically 
disadvantaged12 and born in the United States (77%). Ninety percent had advanced to the 
next grade in the prior year, and 33% were chronically absent.13 

As described in Chapter 2, this study examined only the subset of all students with incidents 
in the school years 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 (17%). The final sample of students with an 
index event (incident) during the study years included 87,471 students across 804 schools 
and 84 neighborhoods in New York City. Henceforth, when referring to “the sample,” we are 
referring to this specific subset of students with an incident, rather than to all students in the 
full student population. 

 

12 Economically disadvantaged is defined as students who are eligible for free or reduced price 
lunch or who have been identified by the Human Resources Administration as receiving certain 
types of public assistance, according to the NYC DOE.  
13 Students who miss one or more months or who attend less than 89% of the school year are 
considered chronically absent by the DOE. 
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Demographics 
As would be expected for this sample, students with an incident differed from the overall 
student population in several important ways. They were slightly older, on average, than the 
general student population (15 years of age). Consistent with the literature on school 
discipline, black students (45%), boys (61%), students with disabilities (23%), and 
economically disadvantaged students (75%) were over-represented in the sample (see Table 
3.1).  

Table 3.1. Student Demographics 
Total Sample  87,471 
Avg. age at incident 14.5 

Grade at Incident   
6th-8th grade 45% 

9th grade 19% 

10th grade 17% 

11th grade 11% 

12th grade 9% 

Race/Ethnicity   
White 9% 

Black 45% 

Hispanic 40% 

Asian 6% 

Unknown 1% 

Sex   
Male 61% 

Female 39% 

Other Student Characteristics  
English language learner (ELL) 11% 

Student with disability 23% 

Economically disadvantaged 75% 

Born in the US 84% 

1

 Prior grade advancement is missing for 10% of students. 

The percentages reported here are out of the valid number 

of students. 

 
Behavioral History 
Nearly half of the sample (42%) had a prior incident; each of these prior incidents was met 
with one of four response types: principal’s suspension, superintendent’s suspension, 
classroom removal, or other (an ambiguous category that could include responses ranging 
from parent outreach to detention to other decisions by the principal). Students cannot 
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receive more than one disciplinary response for each incident. A majority (81%) had 
advanced from one grade to the next in the year prior to their index event. Fourteen percent 
had been chronically absent, and six percent had an arrest in the prior year (see Table 3.2).  

Table 3.2. Student Behavioral History1 
Total Sample 87,471 
Prior Academic Behavior   
Prior chronic absenteeism 14% 

Prior grade advance

2

 81% 

  

Prior Disciplinary Action   

Any prior school incident 42% 

Average number of prior school incidents 1.35 

Any prior disciplinary response

3 

 

Any suspension 26% 

Any principal suspension (1-5 days) 23% 

Any superintendent suspension (5+ days) 7% 

Any classroom removals 5% 

Any other response 29% 

  

Prior Arrest   

Any prior arrest (family, criminal, or supreme court) 6% 

  

1 

The data in this table refers to the behavioral history of the student during the 

year prior to the students’ initial incident. 

2 

Prior grade advance data was missing for 13% of students. The percentages 

reported here are out of the valid number of students. 

3

The percentages will not always add up to the expected percent because a 

student could have more than one prior incident with different disciplinary 

responses.  

 
Initial Incident and Discipline 
Table 3.3 presents the characteristics of students’ initial incidents that resulted in study 
eligibility. Definitions of high-, medium-, and low-level incidents are presented in Chapter 2. 
Of students’ initial incidents, 44% were high-level, 27% were medium-level, and 29% were 
low-level. Apart from the NYC DOE incident level distinctions, 41% of incidents were 
violent; 30% were disruptive/inappropriate, and 12% were related to absenteeism.14 The 
majority of these incidents (55%) resulted in a response other than suspension or classroom 

 

14 We created these categories using the NYC DOE 2013 Discipline Code descriptive incident 
information. For more information, see the variable descriptions table in Appendix B. 
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removal. Suspensions were given in 40% of incidents, with principal suspensions occurring 
more often (33% principal, 7% superintendent). Last, 5% of incidents resulted in classroom 
removal. 

Table 3.3. Initial Incident Type and Student Discipline 

Number of Students 
All Black  Hispanic White Asian 

87,471 39,308 34,632 7,914 4,967 
Initial Incident Severity Level       

Low (Levels 1–2) 29% 28% 28% 32% 26% 

Medium (Level 3) 27% 27% 26% 30% 30% 

High (Levels 4–5) 44% 46% 46% 38% 44% 

Incident Type1       

Violent 41% 43% 40% 37% 39% 

Disruptive/inappropriate behavior 30% 22% 19% 19% 14% 

Absenteeism 12% 10% 14% 15% 12% 

Incident Disciplinary Actions       

Suspensions 40% 41% 40% 35% 40% 

Principal suspensions (1-5 days) 33% 33% 33% 31% 34% 

Superintendent suspensions (5+ days) 7% 8% 7% 4% 6% 

Classroom removals 5% 5% 5% 4% 3% 

Other response 55% 55% 55% 61% 57% 

Note: Incident data includes only those incidents that resulted in disciplinary action. 

1

Violent, Disruptive/inappropriate behavior, and absenteeism were reported in this table because they 

were the three most common incidents. Other incidents include gang, sex offense, harassment/bullying, 

bias, attempted violent, weapon, property, drug, clothing, and other. Each of these incidents comprised 

less than 10% in the sample. 

 

Future Incidents and Discipline 
More than half of the sample of students with an initial incident (51%) had a future incident 
(a day or more after the initial incident) during the study period. One-third of future incidents 
(32%) were high-level, while 28% and 26% were medium- and low-levels, respectively. 
Thirty-one percent of incidents were violent; 24% were disruptive/inappropriate, and 15% 
were related to absenteeism. A third (32%) of these future incidents were met with a 
suspension; 7% resulted in a classroom removal; 39% received some “other” form of 
disciplinary action. Twenty percent had a future arrest, that is, an arrest that occurred at least 
one day after the initial incident. Sixty-one percent were chronically absent in the period 
after the initial incident and 78% moved on to the next grade (see Table 3.4).  
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Table 3.4. Future Student Discipline, Arrest, and Academic Behavior 

Number of Students 
All Black  Hispanic White  Asian 

87,471 39,308 34,632 7,914 4,967 
Future School Incidents  

Any future school incidents 51% 57% 51% 42% 33% 

Future Incident Severity Level       

Any low-level incidents 26% 30% 25% 23% 14% 

Any medium-level incidents 28% 32% 26% 22% 16% 

Any high-level incidents 32% 37% 31% 22% 18% 

Future Incident Type       

Any violent 31% 36% 29% 21% 17% 

Any disruptive/inappropriate behavior 24% 28% 22% 18% 11% 

Any absenteeism 15% 17% 15% 12% 8% 

Future Disciplinary Actions 

Any future disciplinary actions  51% 57% 51% 42% 33% 

Future disciplinary action rate/year

1
 0.99 1.19 0.89 0.74 0.47 

Any future suspensions 32% 37% 30% 23% 18% 

Future suspension rate/year 0.33 0.40 0.30 0.23 0.16 

Any principal suspensions (1-5 days) 28% 32% 26% 21% 16% 

Any superintendent suspensions (5+ days) 11% 17% 10% 5% 5% 

Any future classroom removals 7% 8% 6% 5% 2% 

Any future other response 39% 39% 37% 32% 23% 

Future Arrests  
Any future arrests 20% 23% 19% 14% 12% 

Future arrest rate/year 0.16 0.19 0.15 0.10 0.09 

Future Arrest Severity       

Any violations 3% 4% 3% 3% 2% 

Any misdemeanors 17% 20% 17% 12% 10% 

Any felonies 6% 8% 5% 3% 3% 

Future Academic Advancement2  
Future grade advance 78% 78% 77% 83% 85% 

Note: Incident data includes only those incidents that resulted in disciplinary action. 

1 Rates for future discipline and arrest are used in lieu of count outcome variables. For dichotomous outcomes, 

students were tracked for up to two years. 

2

 Future chronic absenteeism is not included due to missing data related to student graduation.   
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The Role of Student Characteristics 
The first research question focused on the personal characteristics of students and whether 
those characteristics are related to suspension on their initial incident, as well as a future 
suspension, a future arrest, and academic achievement. We hypothesized that students’ 
demographics (i.e., black, male, and student with a disability), school behavioral history (i.e., 
prior academic achievement, prior chronic absenteeism, and disciplinary history), and 
severity of the incident (medium- and high-levels) would predict suspension on the initial 
incident. In addition, students’ demographics, school behavioral history, and an initial 
suspension would predict a future suspension, as well as a future arrest. We further 
anticipated that the same characteristics would predict the diminished likelihood of 
advancing to the next grade.  

Initial Suspension 
The strongest predictor of suspension on the initial incident was the severity of the incident, 
as shown in Table 3.5. Students with a history of chronic absenteeism or a disciplinary 
history were more likely to receive a suspension on the initial incident. Further, older 
students, boys, and black students were significantly more likely to receive a suspension on 
the initial incident, when controlling for other factors, including incident severity. Notably, 
excluding severity, the odds ratios for other factors are almost uniformly close to 1.0 
indicating very small effect sizes.   

Future Suspension 
Table 3.5 also shows the results for students receiving a suspension in the future—that is, 
any time after the response to the initial incident. Race emerged as the strongest predictor; 
black students were most likely to have a future suspension. Hispanic students also showed 
significantly greater likelihood of having a future suspension, second only to black students. 
Boys, those students who had a disability, who were economically disadvantaged, and those 
who were chronically absent were also more likely to have a future suspension. As expected, 
students who were suspended on their initial incident were also more likely to be suspended 
again in the future. Similarly, number of prior suspensions was a significant predictor of 

Research Question 1: How do the personal characteristics of students involved 

in incidents, including their race/ethnicity, sex, economic status, disability status, 

and other factors predict: (a) an initial suspension; (b) a future suspension; (c) a 

future arrest; and (d) academic advancement? 
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future suspension. The results followed similar trends across disciplinary outcomes (i.e. 
classroom removal and other discipline) as well as across incidents and subcategories (i.e., 
violent, disrupt/inappropriate, and absenteeism) (see Appendix C).  

Table 3.5. Student and School Predictors of Initial and Future Suspension 
  Initial Suspension Future Suspension 

Number of Cases (Students) 87,471 87,471 
Number of Cases (Schools) 804 804 

Student-Level1 Odds Ratios Odds Ratios 
Age 1.078*** .837*** 

Male 1.036* 1.263*** 

Black  1.064* 1.702*** 

Hispanic  1.048 1.667*** 

English language learner  .989 .948 

Student with disability  .963* 1.291*** 

Economically disadvantaged 1.033 1.121*** 

Prior grade advance  .957 .951 

Prior chronic absenteeism  1.157*** 1.246*** 

Number of prior suspensions 1.085*** 1.486*** 

Initial incident severity 6.557***  

Initial Suspension  1.293*** 

School-Level2 Odds Ratios Odds Ratios 

% Black 1.003 .999 

% Hispanic 1.008* .997 

% Students with disabilities 1.000 1.032*** 

% English language learners .997 1.004 

% Economically disadvantaged .996* .998 

Student-teacher ratio 1.063** .963*** 

School climate  .955 .942 

Constant .602*** .204*** 

Note: Initial and Future suspensions are binary outcomes (1=yes, 0=no). 

1

 Initial incident severity was not used to predict future suspension.  

2

 Suspension rate is not included as a school-level variable, because it was created using suspensions at the 

incident level, which would inflate the odds ratio.  

*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 

  

Future Arrest  
In addition to predicting future school discipline, this study explored the relationship 
between student characteristics, school characteristics, and future student arrest (Table 3.6). 
In alignment with our expectations, being male was the strongest individual-level predictor 
of future arrest and having a history of arrest was also a significant predictor. Notably, 
suspensions significantly increased the likelihood of having a future arrest. Specifically, 
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students with a greater number of prior suspensions and those with a suspension on their 
initial incident were more likely to be arrested. Further, students with prior chronic 
absenteeism were also more likely to have a future arrest, as well as black students, Hispanic 
students, those with a disability, and those with economic disadvantage. English language 
learners and students who advanced to the next grade or graduated were less likely to have a 
future arrest.  

Table 3.6. Student and School Predictors of Future Arrest 
  Future Arrest 

Number of Cases (students) 87,471 
Number of Cases (schools) 804 

Student-Level Odds Ratio 

Age 1.248*** 

Male 2.236*** 

Black 1.389*** 

Hispanic  1.125** 

English language learner  .784*** 

Student with disability 1.113*** 

Economically disadvantaged 1.196*** 

Prior grade advance .731*** 

Prior chronic absenteeism 1.826*** 

Number of prior suspensions 1.284*** 

Number of prior arrests 1.888*** 

Initial suspension 1.281*** 

School-Level Odds Ratio 

% Black 1.006*** 

% Hispanic 1.005** 

% Students with disabilities .992 

% English language learners .996 

% Economically disadvantaged 1.012*** 

Student-teacher ratio 1.026* 

School climate .904* 

Suspension rate 2.709*** 

Constant .092*** 

Note: Arrest is a binary outcome (1=yes, 0=no).  

*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001   

 
Academic Advancement  
Exclusionary school discipline has also been shown to negatively impact student academics. 
Although we ultimately utilized a simplified measure of academic achievement (grade 
advancement), the results are still instructive (Table 3.7). Grade advancement includes both 
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advancing to the next grade and graduating for students who were in twelfth grade during our 
sample years. Students in our sample (those with an incident) who had advanced grades in 
the past were more likely to advance to the next grade or graduate the following year. 
Notably, students who received a suspension on their initial incident were less likely to 
advance to the next grade, as were those with a history of suspensions. Additionally, students 
with prior chronic absenteeism were also less likely to advance to the next grade or graduate.  

Table 3.7. Student and School Predictors of Grade Advancement  
  Grade Advancement 

Number of Cases (students) 87,471 
Number of Cases (schools) 804 

Student-Level  Odds Ratio 

Age .806*** 

Male .906*** 

Black .897*** 

Hispanic  .847*** 

English language learner  .692*** 

Student with disability .907*** 

Economically disadvantaged 1.086** 

Prior grade advance 1.257*** 

Prior chronic absenteeism .408*** 

Number of prior suspensions .868*** 

Initial suspension .885*** 

School-Level  Odds Ratio 

% Black .992*** 

% Hispanic .993** 

% Students with disabilities 1.007 

% English language learners .998 

% Economically disadvantaged .994 

Student-teacher ratio .961** 

School climate  1.148** 

Suspension rate .455*** 

Constant 7.647*** 

Note: Grade Advancement is a binary outcome (1=yes, 0=no).  

*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001   
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The Role of School Characteristics 
Impact on Student Outcomes 
The second research question sought to examine the role of the school on student outcomes. 
Results are presented in Tables 3.5 through 3.7 above; school characteristics are presented in 
the lower portion of the tables. We hypothesized that schools with higher percentages of 
students who were black, Hispanic, with disabilities, and economically disadvantaged would 
have a greater likelihood of suspension on the initial incident, future suspension, and future 
arrest for students. We also hypothesized that these schools would be less likely to have 
students advancing to the next grade. Conversely, we anticipated that students in schools 
with a positive school climate would have fewer incidents and suspensions, and greater 
academic advancement.  

Initial Suspension Of the measures of school composition presented in Table 3.5 above, 
student-teacher ratio emerges as the strongest predictor of receiving a suspension on the 
initial incident. That is, schools with more students per teacher see higher incidence of 
suspension on the initial incident. Students in schools with a higher proportion of Hispanic 
students are also slightly more likely to be suspended on the initial incident; students in 
schools with a greater proportion of economically disadvantaged students were slightly less 

likely to receive a suspension. On the other hand, school climate does not appear to 
significantly predict initial suspension.  

Future Suspension As shown in Table 3.5, in predicting future suspension, the primary 
significant predictor that emerged (beyond student-level predictors) was disability. That is, 
students attending schools with a higher proportion of students with disabilities are more 
likely to have a future suspension. As opposed to initial suspension, student-teacher ratio in 
this case appears to reduce the likelihood of future suspension, although it is important to 
note that both odds ratios are close to 1.00.  

Research Question 2: How do school composition, discipline, and climate 

predict: (a) initial suspension; (b) a future suspension among students involved in 

initial incidents; (c) a future arrest among the same students; and (d) student 

academic advancement? 
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Future Arrest With regards to future arrest (Table 3.6), many school-level factors predicted 
future arrest. The most significant predictor of student arrest was schoolwide suspension rate; 
that is, students in schools with higher suspension rates were significantly more likely to 
have a future arrest. Students in schools with greater proportions of black students, Hispanic 
students, and economically disadvantaged students were also more likely to be arrested in the 
future. Student-teacher ratio was also a significant predictor. Conversely, students in schools 
with a more positive school climate were less likely to have an arrest.  

Academic Advancement Some school characteristics also impacted grade advancement 
for students with initial incidents (Table 3.7). Notably, students in schools with a positive 
school climate were significantly more likely to advance to the next grade or graduate. On 
the other hand, students were less likely to advance to the next grade or graduate if they 
attended schools with higher percentages of black students or Hispanic students or schools 
with more students per teacher. A high overall school suspension rate had a particularly 
strong negative impact on grade advancement. 

Impact on School Outcomes 
The third research question focused on the role of school characteristics on school outcomes. 
We predicted that incident and discipline rates would increase in schools with higher 
percentages of students who were black and Hispanic, with disabilities, economically 
disadvantaged, and schools with a negative school climate.  

School Incident and Discipline Rates School characteristics were related to both 
school incident and suspension rates (Table 3.9).15 Notably, schools with a more positive 
school climate had significantly lower incident and suspension rates. In addition, the percent 
of students with disabilities in schools was significantly related to higher incident and 

 

15 Residuals in both outcomes exhibited a non-linear relationship between the predictor and 
outcome variables; therefore, a log transformation was applied to both to correct for non-
linearity. 

Research Question 3: How does school composition affect school climate? 

Alternatively, how do both school composition and climate impact overall school 

incident and discipline rates? 
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suspension rates.16 Schools with higher proportions of black and Hispanic students had 
higher suspension rates, despite not having significantly different incident rates. 

Table 3.9. The Impact of School Characteristics on Incident and Suspension Rates 
  Incident Rate (log) Suspension Rate (log) 

Number of Schools 804 804 
 Coefficient S.E. Coefficient S.E. 

% Black -.001 .002 .012 .002*** 

% Hispanic .005 .003 .012 .003*** 

% Students with disabilities .024 .007*** .030 .006*** 

% English language learners .004 .003 .007 .003* 

% Economically disadvantaged -.006 .004 -.008 .004* 

Student-teacher ratio .097 .015*** .001 .014 

School climate  -.908 .060*** -.670 .056*** 

Constant 8.366 .654*** 1.005 .609 

Note: The logs of incident and suspension rates were used to correct for non-linearity.   

*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001         
S.E = standard error 

        
  

School Climate Incident rate was the only disciplinary measure that was significantly 
related to school climate (suspension rate was not included in the table); those schools with 
lower incidence rates had a more positive school climate (Table 3.10). Schools with more 
black students, students with disabilities, and economically disadvantaged students, as well 
as schools with fewer teachers per student had lower school climate scores—i.e., worse 
perceptions of school climate.  

  

 

16 In addition to conducting a significance test, we calculated the effect size for both models, and 
they were .43 (incident rate) and .55 (suspension), indicating a medium effect size. Classroom 
removal and other discipline rates were analyzed, but the R-squared and effect size of both were 
below .1, indicting the predictors were a poor fit and had a low effect on the outcomes. Thus, 
they were not included in the report.  
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Table 3.10. The Impact of School Characteristics and Incident Rates  
on School Climate 

  School Climate 
Number of Schools 804 

  Coefficient S.E. 
% Black -.004 .001** 

% Hispanic .001 0.001 

% Students with disabilities -.019 .004*** 

% English language learners -.001 .002 

% Economically disadvantaged -.005 .002* 

Student-teacher ratio -.045 .008*** 

Incident Rate -1.337 .119*** 

Constant 9.303 .190*** 

Note: School climate is a continuous variable.  

*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001     

S.E = standard error     

 
The Role of Neighborhood 
The fourth research question focused on the role of the local neighborhood in school 
outcomes. We hypothesized that schools in neighborhoods with greater disadvantage and 
more crime would have higher suspension rates and a negative school climate due to their 
surroundings.   

The results to answer this research question are presented in Table 3.11. Contrary to our 
hypothesis, neither neighborhood disadvantage nor crime rates significantly predicted high 
suspension rates17 when controlling for school-level variables.18 We examined multiple 

 

17 Discipline rates were transformed into three binary outcomes: low, medium, and high. None of 
the outcomes were significant. High suspension rate is the only outcome that is presented. 
18 Only the neighborhood-level results are presented. Predictors at the school-level include % 
black, % Hispanic, % students with disabilities, % English language learners, % economically 
disadvantaged, student-teacher ratio, and perceptions of safety and respect. 

Research Question 4: How do neighborhood characteristics affect school 

suspension rates and school climate? 
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models, isolating violation-level crime, misdemeanors, non-major felonies, and major 
felonies. None of them were significantly related to school outcomes. 

 
Table 3.11. Neighborhood Predictors of High Suspension Rate 

  High Suspension Rate  
Number of Neighborhoods 84  

 Odds Ratio  
 

Neighborhood disadvantage .980 
 

Crime rate 1.420 
 

Constant .275*** 
 

Note: High Suspension Rate is a binary outcome (1=yes, 0=no). 

*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 

  
 

We also tested the impact of neighborhood characteristics on school climate, presented in 
Table 3.12. Neighborhood disadvantage and crime did not significantly affect school climate 
when controlling for school-level characteristics19. That is, the climate of schools in 
neighborhoods with higher crime and relatively more disadvantage was not significantly 
worse than the climate of schools in neighborhoods with less crime and disadvantage. It is 
possible that the neighborhood units covered too large of an area, resulting in null findings 
for both models. A smaller unit of analysis, such as a census block, would have been ideal; 
however, there were too few schools per block for a multilevel model, running the risk of 
incorrect estimates.  

Table 3.12. Neighborhood Predictors of School Climate 
  School Climate 

Number of Neighborhoods  84 
 Coefficient  S.E. 
Neighborhood disadvantage -.009 .006 

Crime rate -.031 .297 

Constant 7.546 .034 

Note: School climate is a continuous outcome. 

*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001     
S.E. = standard error     

 

19 Only the neighborhood-level results are presented. Predictors at the school-level include % 
black, % Hispanic, % students with disabilities, % English language learners, % economically 
disadvantaged, student-teacher ratio, and suspension rate. 
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 Chapter 4  

Case Studies: Restorative Justice and 

Positive Practices  

 

This chapter presents methods, findings, and lessons learned from the qualitative case 
studies. Given the existing literature on poor student outcomes with increased use of 
suspension and exclusionary discipline practices, and findings from Chapter 3 on significant 
disparities in school discipline and student outcomes, it is important to better understand how 
schools can move away from traditional models of discipline to more positive ways of 
addressing incidents. This study component aims to answer research question five.  

Case Study Methods 
To explore how promising positive practices (e.g., community-building circles, circles 
responding to incidents/harm, restorative conversations, staff- and peer-led mediation, 
mentoring, counseling, wrap-around supports) work on the ground, we utilized a case study 
approach to gather comprehensive, systematic data about these non-traditional models of 
discipline at five schools in New York City.  

Case Selection 
Study schools were selected based upon a review of available data, and recommendations 
from the study advisory board. Eligible schools met the following criteria: (a) was a middle 
school, high school, or school serving grades 6-12; (b) had student demographics that were 
reasonably representative of typical NYC students; (c) was currently implementing positive 
practices in response to discipline; (d) had limited use of exclusionary discipline; and (e) had 
a principal who agreed to be part of the study.  

To understand positive approaches in a range of contexts, we sought to select a diverse set of 
schools. Table 2.1 presents key characteristics of the five schools. In summary, three of the 
schools were high schools (9-12), one was a middle school (6-8), and one encompassed 

Research Question 5: How do positive practices work on the ground, and what 

lessons can be shared with other schools? 



  

Chapter 4  Page 30  

grades 6 through 12. One school is a transfer high school, a small school designed to work 
with and re-engage students who have previously dropped out or who have fallen behind in 
credits (including students returning from incarceration or other challenging situations).  

Data Collection 
The data were collected through interviews and focus groups with key stakeholders at each 
school, as well as through observations, school tours, and other informal relationship 
building. Key stakeholders included school staff with key roles in restorative or other 
positive practices, school support staff, students, parents, and school safety agents. In most 
cases, parents and students participated in focus groups, while school staff and school safety 
agents participated in one-on-one interviews. In a few cases, parents were interviewed 
individually because of low focus group turnout. Likewise, in a few cases, school staff 
participated in a focus group due to their own preferences. All participants were asked a 
similar set of questions, varied slightly based on participant role and age, but included 
questions that covered the following domains: school safety, including definitions and 
perceptions of safety; school responses to student behavior, including use of suspension and 
positive practices, types of incidents, and types of students who get in trouble; and school 
resources, strengths, challenges, and recommendations. Instruments are available in 
Appendix D.  

School staff was instrumental in outreach and recruitment efforts, particularly with student 
and parent participants. We recruited additional participants at school events, such as family 
nights. In total, 109 participants across five schools participated in the study, including 44 
students, 32 school staff, 23 parents, and ten school safety agents. Samples at each school 
ranged from 19 to 26 people (see Table 4.1 for details).  

Qualitative Analysis 
Interview, focus group, and observation data were analyzed thematically, both manually and 
using Dedoose, a cloud-based qualitative analysis program. Key themes across all five 
schools were identified and coded, and school-specific differences were outlined separately. 
Data were combined across participant category for confidentiality purposes; thus, the 
category of school staff includes everyone from principals to teachers. Follow-up phone calls 
and meetings were conducted with school staff once preliminary analyses were complete; 
those discussions helped to provide further context. For the purposes of this report, all 
qualitative results are aggregated and reported across the five schools.  
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Table 4.1. Case Study Schools 
School  Demographics Key Features Sample 

School 1 

(Year 5 of RJ; 

mediation for 40+ 

years) 

492 students 

27% black 

70% Hispanic  

94% free lunch  

25% special education  

  

•Grades 9-12 

•Alternative school for transfer students 

•Standalone school 

•No metal detectors  

  

Total: 20 
•7 staff 

•3 school safety agents 

•8 students 

•2 parents  

School 2 

(Year 5 of RJ) 

285 students 

33% black 

66% Hispanic 

100% free lunch  

24% special education 

25% ELLs 

•Grades 9-12 

•Extensive arts curricula 

•Community school 

•Shared campus with 5 schools 

•Metal detectors 

Total: 26  
•7 staff 

•2 school safety agents 

•8 students 

•9 parents  

School 3 

(Year 3 of RJ) 

445 students 

30% black 

58% Hispanic  

78% free lunch  

22% special education  

  

•Grades 9-12 

•Inquiry-based learning 

•Shared campus with 5 schools 

•Metal detectors  

  

Total: 19  
•6 staff 

•2 school safety agents 

•9 students 

•2 parents  

School 4  

(Year 2 of RJ)  

566 students 

70% Black 

25% Hispanic 

80% free lunch  

20% special education  

  

•Grades 6-12 

•Strong writing curricula 

•Community school 

•Shared campus with 2 schools 

•No metal detectors 

Total: 24  
•8 staff 

•2 school safety agents 

•10 students 

•4 parents  

School 5 

(Year 2 of 

Mediation) 

265 students 

66% Black 

30% Hispanic 

82% free lunch  

27% special education  

  

•Grades 6-8 

•Hip-hop pedagogy/STEAM 

•Shared campus with 2 schools 

•No metal detectors  

  

Total: 20  
•4 staff 

•1 school safety agent 

•9 students 

•6 parents  

 
Overview of Case Study Schools 
Restorative practices were the central approach to implementing positive practices and 
reducing the use of exclusionary discipline in the case study schools.20 The schools were in 
varying stages of implementation, ranging from one veteran school with a 45-year history of 

 

20 Restorative practices are a holistic approach to discipline that involves building community 
and shared values, repairing harming through inclusive processes, and shifting the focus from 
discipline to learning. See key definitions, page ii. 
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mediation and five years of restorative practices, to a relative newcomer in the first year of 
restorative practices, but with a strong foundation of community-building strategies. In each 
of the schools, restorative practices were approached as a holistic, school-wide effort with an 
emphasis on relationship-building, conflict resolution, and social support provision.  

The schools utilized a combination of community-building circles, circles responding to 
incidents/harm, restorative conversations, staff- and peer-led mediation, mentoring, 
counseling, wrap-around supports, and other efforts (collectively referred to as positive 
practices).21 Emphasis on specific practices varied across the five schools (e.g., some schools 
used mediation more often or extensively than restorative circle processes; see Appendix E 
for details). However, all schools adopted a flexible and individualized approach to 
addressing student needs, often using various practices in conjunction to respond 
appropriately to a specific incident. For example, a single incident might indicate a 
restorative conversation with students in conflict; staff-led mediation or restorative circles; 
conversations with parents; counseling or other referrals; and, for students removed from the 
classroom, a reentry circle upon their return to class. In most instances, these processes are 
led by staff, but there was an increasing focus in most schools on student-led processes, such 
as peer mediation or peer mentoring. 

Perceived Impact 
Across the five schools, a majority of interviewees described restorative justice and related 
practices as having a positive impact on their schools.22 Restorative justice was discussed as 
a culture shift, one that required thinking about people and relationships, rather than a siloed 
practice or program. When the researchers shared flowcharts that we developed to document 
and understand the schools’ restorative justice processes, one staff person stated: 

This is a really nice flowchart, but this just really doesn't mean anything. The 
work is all in people being able to develop relationships and feel empathetic. 
(Staff, School 4) 

 

21 A circle generally consists of students siting in a circle facing each other. The circle process, 
including using a talking piece, is facilitated by the circle keeper, usually an adult.  
22 Interviewee refers to research participants who were interviewed individually or as a part of a 
focus group. 
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Interviewees reported that their school’s restorative approaches achieve several important 
objectives: (1) handling conflict resolution and de-escalation; (2) addressing the root causes 
of conflict better than exclusionary discipline; (3) reframing conflict and mistakes as learning 
opportunities; (4) reducing future harm and collateral consequences of disciplinary 
responses; and, (5) fostering empathy, relationships, and accountability among staff and 
students. One staff person explained:  

Just understanding that if the kid has their head down, or is late to school, it 
doesn't mean that they're being disrespectful to you, or are bored by you, or don't 
like you. It just means they may have stuff going on. That awareness alone 
impacts how you respond to that child. (Staff, School 5) 

Essentially, this interviewee suggested that helping staff reflect upon students’ lives outside 
of school—fostering empathy and considering root causes of behavior—can help prevent 
conflict.  

Additionally, interviewees believed that restorative practices had a notable impact on 
suspension rates and attendance at their schools. They perceived that students were more 
likely to attend class and less likely to receive exclusionary discipline because of their 
school’s positive practices.  

Interviewees also discussed the need for schools to shift away from a punitive mindset—
away from punishment (e.g., suspension) and toward what they perceived to be a stronger 
form of accountability afforded by restorative practices. One staff member said of 
suspensions and other exclusionary discipline practices, “It does not work, but it’s quick.” 
This sentiment was reflected in the interviews of many school staff similarly struggling with 
these issues. While restorative practices, counseling, mediation, mentoring, and other 
positive practices may be more time consuming, they were perceived as providing an 
opportunity for students to learn important life skills—relationship building, empathic 
dialogue, and conflict resolution strategies—that will serve them in the long-term, as well as 
impacting the school community more immediately. One staff person described those skills: 

These skills of learning how to be a good listener, learning how to advocate for 
yourself, being able to articulate how you feel, being able to exercise empathy. It 
may be part of the circle but, those are skills we want them to internalize and use 
in all areas of their lives. (Staff, School 2) 
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Together, the perceived impacts of restorative practices were widely viewed as contributing 
to improved feelings of physical and emotional safety. One staff member explained: 

Do we never have any incidents? No. I'm dealing with teenagers…Things 
happen. I think we're a really safe community…I don't just think about safe in 
terms of free from violence. I think about safety in terms of being able to express 
yourself, who you are…I think we have a space where, yes, students sometimes 
get in conflict, but students also know…this is a place where it can be resolved. 
(Staff, School 2) 

Students also shared the perception that the positive practices in the school, 
especially student-led efforts, helped increase feelings of safety. One student stated, 
“Students feel more safe because they're actually talking to somebody who 
understands the struggle of being a student” (Student, School 5). 

Key Challenges 
Interviewees described varied challenges to the successful implementation of restorative 
practices and other positive practices at their schools. These challenges broadly fit into two 
categories: (1) systemic barriers and (2) implementation barriers.  

Systemic Barriers 
When it comes to systemic barriers, interviewees identified numerous aspects of school life 
that were outside of their direct control.  

External Stressors Interviewees discussed the external stressors in the lives of students 
that infiltrate the school environment. Specifically, students experienced challenges at the 
individual, family, and community levels, such as marginalization and vulnerability due to 
poverty, structural racism, housing instability, and neighborhood violence. Interviewees also 
discussed student anxiety regarding police bias and violence. All of these issues spilled over 
into the school environment and often exacerbated school-based conflict.  

School Structures Interviewees discussed the ways in which school structures can limit 
restorative practices and community building. Some interviewees suggested that restorative 
practices provided avenues for more inclusive discussions for learning and space to 
implement culturally relevant pedagogy, but limited school time, testing requirements, and 
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outdated or Eurocentric curricula limited the ability of staff to make significant changes to 
the learning environment.  

Resource Limitations Interviewees stated that school resources are limited, particularly 
in terms of funding and time, and that staff leading restorative practices were often over-
worked, unfunded, and navigating competing demands for time (e.g., test preparation). 
Schools struggle to find time, financial resources for desired training, and necessary social 
supports for students (e.g., counseling). Because restorative practices were time-consuming 
and require extensive coordination and communication, interviewees indicated that it was 
often difficult to pursue such positive practices over the “easier” route of exclusionary 
discipline. This was particularly difficult at the middle school level, where a higher volume 
of low-level incidents was difficult for staff to address.  

Implementation Barriers 
Interviewees identified several barriers to implementation. As with systemic issues around 
limited school resources, staff described challenges with their own lack of time and energy. 
In addition, they discussed the following challenges.  

Standardization v. Flexibility For interviewees, significant tension exists between the 
desire to standardize restorative practices (i.e., create a one-size-fits-all, teacher curriculum) 
and the desire to keep the work flexible and responsive to each student and conflict. 
Standardization of any program has the potential to increase efficiency and provide structure 
for improving resource allocation—including the possibility of sharing the resource burden 
across the school system. However, interviewees believed that standardization would likely 
be detrimental to restorative practices and their perceived effectiveness. School staff reported 
struggling with this issue, and some efforts were being made to find a balance between 
standardized implementation and adaptable programming (e.g., a customizable template for 
facilitating harm circles).  

Support Staff described a need for more support, particularly from their colleagues and 
school leadership. The work of restorative practices takes an emotional toll, as staff work 
with students to resolve conflicts, hearing the underlying causes and life circumstances that 
lead to the frustrations of young people. Without formal space for adult staff members to 
debrief and find support, staff believed that they become more likely to burn out quickly. 
Interviewees discussed a need for more professional development and training as well as 
more resources, funding, and time devoted to staff support systems.  



  

Chapter 4  Page 36  

Accountability Interviewees discussed concerns with the accountability mechanisms 
available in restorative approaches. A few interviewees worried that too much emphasis was 
placed on supporting the person responsible for harm and too little support was available for 
the person harmed. In some situations, interviewees described poor communication and 
follow-up when restorative justice was used to address harm. Other interviewees discussed 
the challenges with extending accountability processes to the adults in the school, especially 
at the middle school level. There is an inherent struggle in holding adults accountable for 
their behavior in a setting where they hold most of the power. It challenges traditional views 
of teacher authority and requires school staff to rethink their roles and to be willing to be 
held accountable when they cause harm.  

School Safety Agents Interviewees described tensions between the school safety agents 
and the schools, due to a perceived culture clash. Communication between school safety 
agents and the schools was considered insufficient by both parties, and interviewees 
acknowledged that the agents have different training, mandate, and authority than school 
personnel. School safety agents do not work for the DOE or the principals and can make 
independent decisions, particularly in terms of arrest or issuance of summons. Such tensions 
have previously been documented in New York City schools (Mukherjee and Karpatkin 
Fellow 2007) but are particularly concerning in schools trying to move away from a punitive 
culture.  

Parental Involvement Interviewees described varied parental involvement, despite a 
desire to include parents in restorative and positive practices when appropriate. There was 
some perceived parental resistance to positive discipline practices reported by staff and 
parents; parents may not have had time to adjust to the new culture around discipline being 
embraced by these schools. In one school, a few parent and staff interviewees also suggested 
that exploring unfamiliar approaches to discipline requires strong, trusting relationships 
between parents and staff and that it is difficult to foster such trust when there is a majority 
white staff teaching in a school serving majority families of color. Parental involvement was 
also heavily weighed down by structural barriers: poverty, multiple jobs/difficult work 
schedules, child care for younger siblings, immigration concerns, and language barriers. In 
some cases, staff interviewees described situations where parental involvement escalated the 
conflict rather than assisting to resolve it.  

Buy-In While the vast majority of interviewees personally endorsed restorative practices, 
many staff and student interviewees expressed concern that others in their community were 



  

Chapter 4  Page 37  

not as invested in the approach. Student interviewees questioned some of their peers’ 
sincerity in embracing restorative processes and their peers’ commitment to following 
through on implementation agreements. Students were also concerned about ensuring that 
staff are sufficiently held accountable for adult behavior that may be harmful to students (or 
other adult staff) and described a general desire to have staff listen more and be more 
respectful of students. Additionally, interviewees discussed issues around staff 
demographics; each of the schools serves predominately economically disadvantaged 
students of color, but school staff are more likely to be white, have greater economic 
security, and live outside the school neighborhood. This disconnect in identity and presumed 
experience between the staff and students (and their families) was perceived to hinder 
community-building efforts that could help facilitate programmatic buy-in.  

Key Strategies 
Numerous strategies emerged across the five schools to address the challenges above and 
work towards the successful adoption of restorative and positive practices.  

Building Community 
Community-building is one of the most important ways of building the foundation for 
restorative justice. Conflict resolution and accountability to the community can only occur if 
there is a sense of belonging and a strong community in the first place. To accomplish this, 
the schools had several concrete strategies.  

First, an institutionalized structure and space for community-building were vital. To 
accomplish this, most of the study schools relied heavily on advisory—a period during the 
school day in which educator “advisors” met in smaller groups with students to focus on 
topics beyond traditional academics, such as social issues, social-emotional learning, or 
college preparation. This period provided a more informal space for honest conversations 
without taking up valuable learning time. In some cases, advisory teachers led the students in 
the format of a community-building circle, with increased opportunity for students to 
facilitate over time. Some unique examples of creating space for community building include 
utilizing weekly professional development time for staff to train on advisory circles, 
personally test out activities they plan to assign, and troubleshoot as a group; having 
upperclassmen lead freshman advisory; and utilizing school social workers as advisory 
facilitators.  
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Integrating other opportunities for circles into the school was also valuable. The more 
exposure to circles that people had, the more comfortable they became with the process, and 
the stronger community relationships grew. Additionally, for resistant staff or students, 
spending time in circle was often described as a pivotal way to build buy-in. For example, 
one staff member cited their first time in circle: 

I remember our first circle…That was really intense, actually. Really emotional. 
I think by that point everybody was on board with it. We felt this is actually a 
useful way even adult to adult. Even to engage each other in a way that's more 
constructive. (Staff, School 2) 

Across the five schools, community-building circles were used outside of formal advisory 
periods—as part of schoolwide events, staff meetings, regular class time (learning circles), 
and even at parent events to introduce the larger school community to the approach.  

Having a foundation of community-building was considered important and central to conflict 
prevention and resolution efforts. Interviewees described having formal mechanisms for 
addressing issues before they grew larger: 

…[M]ost likely when you're in a mad mood, a teacher or staff will recognize you 
and they will ask you what's going…when there's a problem, teachers 
immediately know, maybe they're magic or something…there hasn't been a 
physical argument just yet. (Student, School 2) 

It's just the actual emphasis that is placed on building relationships with 
students…whenever it comes to troubleshooting or problem-solving, we always 
turn the conversation back to building relationships with students. (Staff, School 
4) 

Setting Priorities and Creating Buy-In 
Interviewees discussed the importance of school leadership support for restorative practices 
and the need for school leaders to signal priorities through resource allocation. Even within 
limited resource environments, there are ways in which principals and other senior 
administrative staff can prioritize restorative practices and ensure that staff and students are 
fully aware of the priority. This can be accomplished through hiring priorities, forming staff 
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teams focused on restorative practices, allocating space (i.e., a designated circle room), and 
making time for it during professional development days and staff meetings.  

I think if you designate the space, that means you value the initiative and 
everybody knows it's there. I feel like that's a huge part of saying this is 
important… I think setting up priorities if a principal of any school really cares... 
or really feels like it's an important thing to do, then they need to also have 
things set up to really facilitate that happening. Not just say, “Let's do circles” 
and not have the proper set up for it. (Staff, School 2) 

Other support tactics include leadership modeling/coaching restorative practices and 
providing informal staff support such as principals facilitating harm circles or having staff 
who are more experienced with restorative practices available to answer questions and 
discuss emergent issues.  

Supporting staff and providing space for them to support each other was also instrumental in 
ensuring sustainability.  

Staff members there [at other schools] are getting a lot of resistance and pushback 
from their principals…I can't imagine having to do my job without the support. I 
get tons and tons of support from the staff, up from the principal all the way 
through. (Staff, School 4) 

Building Adult Accountability 
Another key challenge was creating the culture shift so that both staff and students were 
accountable through the same processes, a shift that requires rethinking the power paradigm 
in most classroom settings.  

Interviewees at the case study schools suggested the importance of rolling out the same 
activities and processes for staff and students, with staff going first and students second. In 
some instances, restorative practices were implemented with students first while giving more 
time to build buy-in among staff, but lessons from those efforts suggest that training and 
building community among staff should be the first step. By emphasizing adult growth, 
reflection, and accountability (including for principals and school leaders), the move from a 
punitive school environment to a positive school community can be facilitated. “If we have 



  

Chapter 4  Page 40  

an ask for students to do something, we have to do the same thing because we're hypocrites if 
we don't” (Staff, School 1). 

Students also described the importance of adult reflection, transparency, and accountability. 
One student described their relationship with their advisor,  

Our relationship with [our advisor] is like super cool because we can talk to him 
about anything and he is very open with us as well. We know what's going on 
with him, he knows what's going on with us. Being that transparent with us, just 
makes us want to be transparent with him and open up to him and say, “Hey I'm 
not feeling good today, here's why…” (Student, School 2) 

In the case study schools, interviewees described different spaces where staff focused on 
their own development and growth, including town halls focused on staff voice and 
concerns, and a reality pedagogy working group at one school, which focused on 
interrogating race and class differences between school staff and students and understanding 
the implications of such differences for teaching and learning. These varied efforts for staff 
development are rooted in the belief that staff—not just students—should engage in an 
ongoing process of learning, self-reflection, and growth. 

Holistic Student Support  
Interviewees described the need for extensive social supports and community partners to 
provide student support. In general, the case study schools were in one of the following 
situations: (a) had nonprofit organization staff working in their buildings; (b) had strong 
relationships with external organizations who provide resources onsite; or (c) were part of 
New York City’s community school program, where schools become community hubs 
through an infusion of resources.23 Relationships with these organizations varied; some had 
donated their resources to the school through cultivated relationships with school leadership; 
others were funded by formal initiatives such as New York City Council’s Restorative 
Justice Pilot or the community schools program. However, despite these resources, 
interviewees at all schools still felt that more resources were needed. Because of the 
emotional spillover of the systemic barriers in students’ lives, there was a need for mental 
health supports, in particular counseling, mentoring, and trauma-informed approaches. 

 

23 For more information about New York Community Schools, see: 
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/communityschools/index.page  
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Interviewees also cited the importance of health clinics, after-school programs, academic 
support programs, and childcare (for students). Community partners, where they existed, 
were also perceived to provide critical additional resources, including support for restorative 
justice efforts, such as training and counseling for staff.  

Student Leadership  
Interviewees felt that student leadership was critical. Creating space for students to discuss 
their lives and frustrations is a key aspect of restorative circles. However, this is often 
difficult to achieve in schools, especially if students do not feel comfortable with staff (e.g., 
because of differences in identity and life experiences, or generational divide).  

In the case study schools, students were able to create student-led spaces to address these 
concerns, such as holding a Black Lives Matter circle, educating each other about hate 
speech, and building LGBTQ+ student groups or gay-straight alliance groups. One student 
described the benefits of student leadership: 

[Now] a lot of things that would normally just rush to teachers… is really not 
happening as often. Where it is like, boom, it got to a student and somebody is 
taking charge. (Student, School 4) 

And when school leadership and staff provided support and opportunities for student 
leadership or student-led efforts, students were able to see and describe the 
difference. One student stated, “They see the leaders in us that we didn't see in 
ourselves” (Student, School 4). 

Transformative Justice 
A number of the interviewees described strategies for addressing harm and building 
community that incorporate a structural analysis of the conditions under which harm occurs 
in the first place. This resonates with what some refer to as “transformative justice”—a 
critical response and extension of restorative justice. Transformative justice is rooted in the 
belief that in order for individual-level harm to be repaired and prevented (the goal of 
restorative justice), work must be done to transform structures and institutions that perpetuate 
systemic harm (e.g., structural racism; Kershnar et al. 2007; Morris 2000).  

While interviewees did not themselves use the term “transformative justice,” many described 
its principles through their recommendations to increase anti-bias training for educators and 
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political education of students, fostering conversations about current events, and having a 
school-wide critical analysis of social issues. Schools that conduct professional development 
for their staff around bias and racism may, over time, work with staff to develop advisory 
circles to address these topics. At least one school prioritized hiring staff who were 
representative of the student population (e.g., in terms of race, or neighborhood). Creating 
space for both celebrating diversity and venting about life challenges (for both students and 
adults) was necessary for these schools. Strong engagement with such structural questions 
was seen as essential to the growth and efficacy of restorative justice work at the case study 
schools.
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Chapter 5  
Discussion and Implications 

 

This comprehensive study of schools across New York City sought to isolate the impacts of 
suspension on student outcomes and to disentangle the independent effects, if any, of student, 
school, and neighborhood characteristics. The study also explored the relationship between 
restorative justice and other positive practices, student behavior, and school culture. To 
compare students appropriately, the quantitative analysis focused on only the 17% of 
students involved in a disciplinary incident.  

This chapter includes a summary of key findings, implications for policy and practice, and 
study limitations.  

Summary of Key Findings 
Student Characteristics 
It was evident from the outset—before conducting multivariate analyses—that there were 
disparities in terms of which students were involved in formal disciplinary incidents. When 
comparing the basic demographics of students with an incident to the overall student 
population, black students (45% with an incident v. 29% of the general population) and boys 
(61% with an incident v. 51% of the general population) were overrepresented.  

Even when we isolate only students with disciplinary incidents, black students, boys, 
students with disabilities, and poor students did worse in the future—accruing additional 
disciplinary actions and criminal arrests. Being black was the strongest predictor of future 
incidents and suspensions, followed closely by being Hispanic. These results suggest that 
disparities do not end at the point of the disciplinary incident. The differences persisted even 
when controlling for disciplinary history, arrest history, incident severity, and other 
confounding factors.  

School Characteristics 
School characteristics were related to student outcomes, including future suspension and 
future arrest. Students were more likely to receive future suspensions in schools with higher 
percentages of students with disabilities. Students in schools with high percentages of black 
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and Hispanic students were more likely to have a future arrest. Future arrest was most 
strongly related to school suspension rate, with students in schools with high suspension 
rates are more likely to be arrested.  

We also explored the relationship of school demographics and disciplinary rates to school 
climate—that is, are schools that use less negative, punitive disciplinary action considered 
more (or less) safe? Do students, parents, and staff in schools with more disciplinary 
incidents rate their schools as less safe? We found that school climate was associated with 
school demographics; specifically, schools with more black students, students with 
disabilities, and poor students elicited negative school climate assessments. The nuances of 
this association are not entirely clear and leave many unanswered questions. Do schools with 
these characteristics actually have an objectively negative school climate? Are they 
perceived as having a negative school climate because of their student populations and 
(implicit or explicit) bias on the part of the survey respondents? These are nuanced questions 
that are beyond the scope of the present study. Lower school climate ratings were also 
associated with higher disciplinary incident rates in schools, an expected finding that 
highlights how schools with better school climate are those with fewer incidents and 
suspensions. Notably, the direction of this relationship is unclear: do schools have more 
positive climate because of fewer incidents and suspensions or do fewer incidents create the 
improved school climate? These factors are likely mutually influencing each other through 
complex mechanisms.   

Neighborhood Characteristics 
This study further examined the role of the neighborhood setting of schools—specifically 
neighborhood disadvantage and crime—and found no significant relationship with either 
school climate or suspension rate. It is important to note that NYC schools vary in whether 
students live in the surrounding neighborhood or commute from a neighborhood elsewhere in 
the city.24 Nonetheless, even though students may travel from other parts of the city to attend 

 

24 The citywide high school choice program allows high school students to attend any public 
high school in the city, regardless of location, if they meet its admission criteria. Despite debates 
around school choice, most high school students do not attend high school in their neighborhood, 
and a significant portion of middle school students also travel to other neighborhoods to attend 
school. Further, media attention has highlighted stark differences based on race and income in 
the program including racial disparities in student selection at highly-ranked high schools and 
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a specific school, the potential role of the surrounding neighborhood remains of significant 
interest. Our results indicated that neighborhood crime and disadvantage had no significant 
impact on student, teacher, and parent perceptions of safety and a respectful climate in 
school. This suggests that the surrounding neighborhood may not play as strong a role as we 
originally hypothesized; while our qualitative findings indicate that students arrive at school 
with emotional distress brought on by systemic barriers, personal histories, and multiple 
traumas, those concerns may not be specifically related to the local neighborhood’s crime or 
poverty rate. If students, parents, and teachers in schools located in lower crime, lower 
poverty neighborhoods are equally likely to perceive their school as safe as those in schools 
in higher crime or poverty neighborhoods (after controlling for individual-level differences 
among students), then neighborhood factors per se may not have the independent impact on 
school environment that we had initially anticipated.  

Our findings on the null effect of neighborhood characteristics allow us to draw two 
important conclusions, while keeping the limitations of these analyses in mind. First, factors 
inside the schools are likely playing a bigger role in school safety and climate than factors 
outside the school. This implies that schools are not simply reflections of their surrounding 
neighborhood, leading to our second conclusion: Schools have the potential to be safe spaces 
for children, regardless of what is going on outside of their walls. Findings from our 
qualitative case studies indicate that students bring emotional distress and challenges from 
home into the school environment, thereby highlighting the need for schools, teachers, and 
other school staff to play a role in helping students navigate their lives outside of school 
walls.  

Case Studies 
Our qualitative case studies provide encouraging evidence in support of alternative 
approaches to discipline, but that path requires significant investment of time and money and 
perhaps a fundamental transformation of schools and the school system. Students in the case 
study schools spoke about the need for critical dialogue; for shifting the power paradigm; for 
holding both students and adults accountable for harm; for more diverse school staff; and for 
building a supportive, inclusive, non-punitive school community. While it is clear that most 
students and staff in case study school supported restorative and positive approaches to 

 

differences in which students stay at neighborhood schools. All of these New York City 
dynamics likely play a role in our findings. 
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discipline, significant barriers to implementation exist and schools must employ a wide 
variety of strategies to address them.  

Study Limitations 
This study was an ambitious project, aimed at examining the relationships between school 
discipline, climate, and safety across New York City. There are some noteworthy limitations.  

First, the official administrative education and justice data posed problems of the sort 
generally present in large datasets from city or government agencies. The matching process 
between criminal justice and educational data was likely imperfect since there are no 
common identification numbers. We do not have reason to believe that incomplete 
information was anything other than random and therefore do not anticipate that imperfect 
matching systematically biased our results. DOE data is complex and reducing it was 
challenging (due to large amounts of missing or incongruent data); our final sample (87,471) 
had sufficient statistical power and represented the relevant student population. We are also 
aware that students transfer to other schools within the school system or move away and 
return, but those cases were not consistently recorded in the administrative data. For transfer 
students, it is impossible to isolate the impact of one school on their future behavior when it 
might be attributed to another school. If a student moved away and subsequently returned, 
we would not detect additional school incidents or arrests, because we only have data from 
NYC.  

Second, the vast number of students included in the study can be problematic for statistical 
purposes. Significant findings can be inflated, underlining the importance of examining the 
magnitude of the effect and not relying on significance alone (McLean and Ernest 1998).  

Third, some limitations exist in our analysis. Specifically, while we examined incident 
severity on the initial incident and suspension, we were unable to include incident severity 
for future suspensions as a control variable since most of the sample had more than one 
future incident or suspension. Further, we could not control for time at risk. That is, 
suspension inherently takes students out of school, thereby reducing the number of days in 
which they are available in school to receive another suspension. Since the data did not 
include detailed information on each suspension (e.g. number of days suspended), we could 
not adequately examine this factor.  
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Fourth, the qualitative data is rich, but when it comes to school staff, it primarily represents 
the perspectives of school staff directly involved in positive practices at the case study 
schools. Thus, the sample is limited, and we did not obtain feedback from those opposed to 
or skeptical about restorative approaches. Parent and student focus groups were more mixed, 
with most parents, in particular, having heard of the programs but not having participated in 
them. While the case studies provide a limited snapshot, in-depth qualitative data collection 
and analyses in a representative sample of schools was beyond the scope of this project. 
Further research on restorative practices in schools is necessary and forthcoming in the field.  

Finally, this study was unable to rigorously test the impact of positive practices, such as 
those observed during case studies, on student outcomes. The DOE data we received did not 
include instances where students were, for example, asked to attend a restorative justice 
circle or be part of mediation in lieu of suspension. Therefore, we are unaware of any effect 
that positive practices might have had on future incidents or arrests or on school climate. 

However, despite these limitations, we believe the depth and breadth of data collected and 
analyzed in this study makes an important contribution to the literature. 

Conclusions and Implications 

A major strength of this study is that it examines school discipline within the largest school 
district in the United States. The large sample size and depth of the data collected allowed 
this study to provide insight into many questions that other studies have been unable to 
answer. Our results are consistent with the literature thus far and provide additional food for 
thought—for school reformers, education advocates, parents, students, teachers, and 
everyone interested in children’s education.  

In many ways, our findings provide evidence of a relationship between school exclusion and 
criminal justice involvement for youth. That said, the strongest predictors of negative 
outcomes were student race, disability status, and economic disadvantage. Student 
characteristics appear to play a larger role than school or neighborhood factors, and 
disparities persist even when incident severity is held constant.  

Our key findings regarding the relationship of race/ethnicity, sex, economic disadvantage, 
and disability status could be attributed to implicit bias among teachers and administrators, as 
well as to stereotypes and attitudes related to achievement and success among students with 
disabilities, black boys and girls, and poor children that are perpetuated in our schools. 
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Notably, historic, structural, and systemic disparities in resource allocation for schools and 
neighborhoods influence the ability of schools to address the needs of each of their 
students—and resource distribution remains a contentious issue in most large cities in 
America.  

We found that schools with high suspension rates have a strong relationship with student 
arrests after an initial incident. There are several potential explanations for this: students who 
are suspended are not in school and are therefore more likely to become involved in criminal 
activity outside of school; actions by schools, parents, students, or others are leading to 
arrests for school-based incidents in which students received suspensions; students in high-
suspending schools are more likely to engage in misbehavior both inside and outside of 
school; or high-suspending schools exist in neighborhoods with high crime or high police 
presence, resulting in more student arrests. Further research to disentangle the complex 
relationship between high suspension rates in school and arrest rates outside of schools is 
needed.  

Restorative justice may provide one framework for addressing the disparities and negative 
consequences of punitive discipline, but as with many whole-school approaches, 
implementation is challenging, and full transformation of schools takes time. The evidence 
base in support of this approach has not yet been fully established, leading some to express 
skepticism until further research establishes positive results. Even with supporters in 
education administration, building momentum for rethinking discipline in education is 
difficult—especially in the face of ever-increasing demands on teachers and students to focus 
on test performance.  

Given the current push towards decarceration in states and cities across the country, with 
support from politicians and policymakers across political parties and groups, we can seek 
solutions to address social exclusion and criminal justice involvement where it begins: in 
schools and with young people who are dealing with multiple layers of disadvantage and are 
being excluded from education. While many of the school-level factors that predicted poor 
student outcomes signal a need for resource reallocation and greater investment and supports, 
school administrators, principals, teachers, parents, and students must think critically about 
the underlying factors that are causing black students—particularly black boys—and poor 
students to be disproportionately disciplined, even in schools with positive school climates 
and low suspension rates.  
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New York City, Los Angeles, and other school systems around the country are taking steps 
to reform punitive policies—such as banning suspensions for certain infractions and 
increasing mental health resources—while also investing in new models, such as resource-
rich community schools. However, much of the thinking around school disciplinary policies 
continues to mirror the punitive approach of criminal justice. Just as the justice system 
incarcerates individuals who commit crimes—removing them from the community—
exclusionary discipline practices remove students from their school community. As 
incarceration grew during the 1970s until a few years ago, so has the exclusion of students 
from schools expanded in the same time period. Not only are these two phenomena 
disproportionately affecting black and Hispanic young people, as our results highlight, but 
they are also inextricably tied together in complex ways that must be addressed holistically.  
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Appendix A. Study Model 
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Appendix B. Variables and Sources 
 

Variable Definition 
Student-Level25 

Demographics  
Age Age of the student at the time of the index event.  
Sex  
Male Binary: 1=yes, 0=no  
Race/ethnicity  
Black Binary: 1=yes, 0=no 
Hispanic Binary: 1=yes, 0=no 
Student with Disability Binary: 1, yes, 0=no. Students with an Individualized Education Program (IEP). This variable includes 

learning, emotional, and behavioral disabilities.  
English Language Learner Binary: 1=yes, 0=no. Students learning English as a second language.  
Economically Disadvantaged Binary: 1=yes, 0=no. Students who qualify for free or reduced lunch or receive social service benefits. 
Prior Behavior  
Prior Chronic Absenteeism Binary: 1=yes, 0=no. Students who missed 20 days or more or who attended less than 89% of the 

school year are considered chronically absent by the DOE. This variable was measured in the year 
prior to the initial incident.  

Prior Grade Advancement Students who had increased one grade level prior to their initial incident grade. 
Prior Disciplinary Actions The number of times a student received a principal or superintendent suspension, class removal, or 

other (e.g. alternative disciplinary action) discipline for an incident. All incidents are disciplined. 
Therefore, the number of disciplinary actions also represents the number of incidents.  

Prior Criminal Justice Involvement The number of criminal and family and juvenile court arrests prior to the initial incident. Source: NYC 
Office of Court Administration (for students16 years and older), and the NYC Juvenile and Family Court 
(for students under 16 years of age). 

Initial Incident   
Suspension Binary: 1=yes, 0=no. The student was suspended for the initial incident.  
Incident Severity Binary: 1=yes, 0=no. Incident severity includes medium and high-level incidents (levels 3-5 in the 2013 

NYC DOE Discipline Code). 

 

25 All student data was received from the NYC Department of Education (DOE) Research and Policy Support Group (RSPG). 
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Future Behavior  
Future Incidents Binary: 1=yes, 0=no. Whether a student has any incident after the initial incident.  
Future High-Level Incidents Binary: 1=yes, 0=no. Incidents classified as Level 4 or 5 by the 2013 NYC DOE Discipline Code.  
Future Violent Incidents Binary: 1=yes, 0=no. Twelve types of incidents listed in the 2013 NYC DOE Discipline Code that 

describe the incident as behavior that is aggressive with a substantial risk of injury.  
Future Disruptive/Inappropriate    
Incidents 

Binary: 1=yes, 0=no. Five types of incidents listed in the 2013 NYC DOE Discipline Code that are 
described as disruptive, disrespectful and defying authority. 

Future Absenteeism                       
Incidents 

Binary: 1=yes, 0=no. Four types of incidents listed in the 2013 NYC DOE Discipline Code that involve 
cutting class, unexcused absences, being late or leaving school early. 

Future Suspension26 Binary: 1=yes, 0=no. Whether a student has any suspension after the initial incident.  
Future Classroom Removal Binary: 1=yes, 0=no. Whether a student has any classroom removal after the initial incident.  
Future Other  Binary: 1=yes, 0=no. Whether a student has any other disciplinary action after the initial incident. The 

“other’ category is a disciplinary action that is not specifically identified in the discipline database, but it 
is not a traditional response to discipline and may involve an alternative approach.  

Grade Advancement Binary: 1=yes, 0=no. Whether a student advanced to the next grade or graduated after the initial 
incident.  

Future Arrests Binary: 1=yes, 0=no. Whether a student has an arrest after the initial incident27. Source: NYC Office of 
Court Administration (for students16 years and older), and the NYC Juvenile and Family Court (for 
students under 16 years of age). 

School-Level28 
Student Characteristics (by percent)  
Black Students Percent of Black students. Source: Demographic Snapshot. https://infohub.nyced.org/reports-and-

policies/citywide-information-and-data/information-and-data-overview 
Hispanic Students Percent of Hispanic students. Source: Demographic Snapshot. https://infohub.nyced.org/reports-and-

policies/citywide-information-and-data/information-and-data-overview 
Students with Disabilities Percent of students with an IEP (includes learning, emotional, and behavior disabilities). Source: 

Demographic Snapshot. https://infohub.nyced.org/reports-and-policies/citywide-information-and-
data/information-and-data-overview 

 

26 Principal suspension (5 days or less) and superintendent suspension (6 days or more, up to a year) were combined into one variable, 

because there were too few superintendent suspensions for a separate analysis. 
27 Students could be arrested while still enrolled in school.  
28 All publicly available school data was taken from the 2012-2013 school year. 
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English Language Learners Percent of students who are learning English as a second language. Source: Demographic Snapshot. 
https://infohub.nyced.org/reports-and-policies/citywide-information-and-data/information-and-data-
overview 

Economic Disadvantage Index An index created by the NYC DOE that includes the percent of students receiving free or reduced 
school lunch and the percent of students below poverty-level. Source: Demographic Snapshot. 
https://infohub.nyced.org/reports-and-policies/citywide-information-and-data/information-and-data-
overview 

Student-teacher ratio The average ratio of students to teachers. Source: https://infohub.nyced.org/reports-and-
policies/government/intergovernmental-affairs/class-size-reports/class-size-reports-archive 

School climate An index of 17 questions from the 2012-2013 NYC School Survey, measuring student, teacher, and 
parent perceptions of safety and respect at their school. Students were asked rate the following 
questions on a scale of one to four (1-strongly disagree; 4-strongly agree): “Most students in my school 
help and care about each other;” “Most students in my school just look out for themselves;” “Most 
students in my school treat each other with respect;” “I stay home because I don't feel safe at school;” 
“Students threaten or bully other students at school;” “Students get into physical fights at my school;” 
“Adults at my school yell at students;” “Students in my school are harassed or threatened based on 
race, color, creed, ethnicity, national origin, citizenship/immigration status, religion, gender, gender 
identity, gender expression, sexual orientation or disability;” “There is a person or program in my school 
that helps students resolve conflicts;” “Discipline in my school is fair;” “I am safe in my classes;” “I am 
safe in the hallways, bathrooms, and locker rooms at my school;” “I am safe on school property outside 
my school building;” “My school is kept clean;” “If your school has School Safety Agents: The presence 
and actions of School Safety Agents help to promote a safe and respectful learning environment.  
 
Students were also asked how often the following occurred on a scale of one to four (1-none of the 
time; 4-all of the time): “At my school, students drink alcohol, use illegal drugs or abuse prescription 
drugs while at school;” “There is gang activity in my school”  
 
Variations of the same questions were asked to parents and teachers. The current study uses the total 
survey score29, which averages and weights responses of students, parents, and teachers.30 Source: 
https://infohub.nyced.org/reports-and-policies/school-quality/nyc-school-survey/survey-archives. 

 

29 Separate statistical models tested the impact of each of the surveys on the outcome. Each of them had the same impact. Therefore, 

the total measure was used to simplify the models.  
30 For more information on the NYC School Survey Report Guide, see https://infohub.nyced.org/docs/default-source/default-

document-library/2015nycschoolsurveyguide6252015.pdf?sfvrsn=30efb133_2. 
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Incident Rate The number of incidents per school enrollment. Incidents were aggregated from the student-level 
disciplinary files for the 2012-2013 school year.  

Suspension Rate The number of suspensions (principal and superintendent) per number of incidents. Suspensions were 
aggregated from the student-level disciplinary files for the 2012-2013 school year. 

Neighborhood-Level 
Neighborhood Disadvantage The 2010 U.S. Census and the 2012-2016 American Community Survey(ACS) were used to gather 

neighborhood demographics and socio-economic characteristics within Neighborhood Tabulation 
Areas (NTAs)31 Concentrated disadvantage is an index comprised of nine items often cited and tested 
in the socio-ecological literature (Massey 1996; Sampson, Raudenbaush and Earls 1997); percent 
Black, percent Hispanic, percent Single female-headed families, percent with less than a high school 
degree, percent of households receiving food stamps/SNAP, percent unemployed, median family 
income, percent below poverty, ratio of income to poverty under .50. All items were standardized and 
the index (Cronbach’s alpha =.775). Source: https://popfactfinder.planning.nyc.gov/#12.25/40.724/-
73.9868. 

Crime Rate 2013 publicly available arrest data by precinct from the Division of Criminal Justice Services. The crime 
rate (per 100,000 people) is a composite measure of violations, misdemeanors, non-major felonies 
(i.e., possession of a stolen property, forgery/theft_fraud/identity theft, arson, sex crimes, dangerous 
drugs, dangerous weapons, criminal mischief and related felonies), and major felonies (i.e., murder, 
rape, robbery, aggravated assault, burglary, larceny, and motor vehicle theft). Source: 
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/nypd/stats/crime-statistics/historical.page.  

 

 

31 NTAs were used instead of census tracts, because there were too few schools per census tract to conduct a multilevel analysis. 

according to the NYC Department of City Planning, NTAs are “aggregations of census tracts from the 2010 census that are subsets of 

New York City's 55 Public Use Microdata Areas (PUMAs), which roughly represent the city’s Community Districts....Regarding the 

decennial census, these geographic areas offer a good compromise between the very detailed data for census tracts (2,168) and the 

broad strokes provided by PUMAs (55). For the ACS, NTAs offer a statistically reliable alternative to the high sampling error that 

renders data for most individual census tracts unusable.” Source: https://www1.nyc.gov/site/planning/data-maps/open-data/dwn-

nynta.page.  



  

Appendix C     Page 63 

Appendix C. Additional Tables 
Student and School Predictors of Future Incidents by Type and Future Discipline 

  All Incidents High-Level32 Incidents Violent Incidents Disruptive/Inappropriate Incidents 
  Odds Ratio Odds Ratio Odds Ratio Odds Ratio 

Number of Cases (Students) 87,471 87,471 87,471 87,471 
Number of Cases (Schools) 804 804 804 804 

Student-Level         
Age .814*** .808*** .771*** .866*** 
Male 1.188*** 1.108*** 1.090*** 1.220*** 
Black 1.691*** 1.822*** 1.891*** 1.686*** 
Hispanic  1.267*** 1.287*** 1.288*** 1.325*** 
English language learner  .982 .936* .997 .928* 
Student with disability 1.380*** 1.337*** 1.393*** 1.329*** 
Economically disadvantaged 1.146*** 1.137*** 1.153*** 1.102*** 
Prior grade advance .927** .973 1.002 .964*** 
Prior chronic absenteeism 1.281*** 1.215*** 1.156*** 1.210 
Number of prior disciplinary suspensions  1.521*** 1.432*** 1.375*** 1.348*** 
Initial suspension 1.040* 1.181*** 1.112*** .989 
School-Level       
% Black .997* .996** .996* .998 
% Hispanic .993*** .996* .992*** .994** 
% Students with disabilities 1.033*** 1.031*** 1.039*** 1.027*** 
% English language learners 1.004 1.001* 1.004 1.004 
% Economically disadvantaged .999 1.001** 1.004 1.000 
Student-teacher ratio .940*** .953*** .953*** .955*** 
School climate .919* 1.016 1.012 .916* 
Constant .516*** .226*** .195*** .139*** 
 
*p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
 
 
  

  

  

 

32 Models were run with low and medium-level incidents, and there were no meaningful differences.  
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  Absenteeism Incidents Future Classroom Removal Future Other Discipline 
Number of Cases (Students) 87,471 87,471 87,471 
Number of Cases (Schools) 804 804 804 

Student-Level Odds Ratios Odds Ratios Odds Ratios 
Age .924*** .726*** .832*** 
Male 1.012 1.399*** 1.123*** 
Black  1.255*** 1.541*** 1.584*** 
Hispanic  1.191*** 1.255*** 1.227*** 
English language learner  1.006 .925 .979 
Student with disability  1.236*** 1.200*** 1.366*** 
Economically disadvantaged 1.084** 1.128** 1.149*** 
Prior grade advance  .857*** .785*** .914** 
Prior chronic absenteeism  1.505*** 1.107** 1.234*** 
Number of prior suspensions 1.239*** 1.196*** 1.343*** 
Initial suspension .860*** .875*** .894*** 
School-Level 33 Odds Ratios Odds Ratios Odds Ratios 
% Black .997 .993* .996* 
% Hispanic .991*** .995 .990*** 
% Students with disabilities 1.017** 1.031** 1.030*** 
% English language learners 1.007 .995 1.004*** 
% Economically disadvantaged 1.006 1.001 1.002 
Student-teacher ratio .931*** .882*** .937*** 
School climate  .838** .946 .943 
Constant .107*** .036*** .343*** 
 

 

 

 

 



  

Appendix D  Page 65 

Appendix D. Sample Qualitative Study Protocols 
 

SCHOOL STAFF/STAKEHOLDER INTERVIEW 

 
Thank you so much for agreeing to talk with me. Just to give you a sense of how we’ll move through 
this interview, I’ll start by asking you some questions about your background in schools, then move 
into specific questions about [SCHOOL NAME] and your feelings about your work here, the 
school environment, and things like that. Do you have any questions for me before we get started?   
 
Professional Background 

First, we’d like to know about your professional background. 
1. How long have you worked in education? 

2. How long have you worked at this school? 

 

School Environment and Relationships 

Next, we’d like to know your opinions about your school environment and relationships.  
3. Tell me about your school and what it’s like to work there. 

a. What are some of the best things about your school?   
b. What are some of the most challenging things about your school?  
c. Do you think your experiences are common among other school staff?  How so? 

 
4. Next, let’s talk about relationships here. [adjust questions based on person’s role]  

a. What is your relationship like with students? What makes the relationship this 
way? 

b. What is your relationship like with parents? What makes the relationship this 
way? 
What is your relationship like with SSAs? What makes the relationship this way? 
What is your relationship like with other school staff? What makes the 
relationship this way? 
What is your relationship like with school administrators? What makes the 
relationship this way? 
 

5. What are the values of your school’s leaders (e.g. what is their vision for the school, what 
do they care about, what are they trying to do in the school community)? 

a. Do you think this vision or these values are shared by most school staff?  By 
school safety agents in the building? 

b. Why or why not? 
School Safety 

Now we have a few questions for you about school and student safety at [SCHOOL NAME]. 
 

6. Overall, do you think your school is safe?  
a. Why or why not?  In what ways? (Prompts: tone/tension vs actual crime) 
b. Is there a difference between how safe you think people are at school versus when 

traveling to/from school? 
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a. IF SCHOOL IS A CAMPUSàHow about in relation to other schools in the 
building/campus? 

 
7. [IF STAFF DO NOT DISCUSS, REVIEW LIST OF SAFETY MEASURES AT 

CHILD’S SCHOOL—E.G., METAL DETECTORS, VIDEO CAMERAS, ROLE OF 
LAW ENFORCEMENT, EMERGENCY PLANNING]:  

a. In your opinion, which of these works? Why?  
b. In your opinion, which of these don’t work? Why?  

 
Responses to Student Behavior and Resources 

Next, we’d like to hear more about discipline at [SCHOOL NAME], and your opinions about 
programs and resources at your school. Before we start I want to invite you to think back to last 
year, the whole year. Think about all the times you saw, heard about, or were involved in 
incidents in school, like kids getting in trouble or doing things that were against school rules. 
Just take a minute and try to remember those different events, and when you’re done just look at 
me so I know you’re ready. [GIVE PARTICIPANT A MINUTE]. As you think about answers to 
the next set of questions, try to answer them with ALL those events in mind. I also want you to be 
careful about sharing too much about one student’s specific situation unless you feel really 
comfortable talking about it in this interview, and as a reminder please don’t use any specific 
names here. 
 
Discipline 

8. How often do students get in trouble at your school?  
a. What kinds of things do they usually get in trouble for?  
b. What is the process after a student gets in trouble? (Prompts: what is the school’s 

response, who is involved in terms of school staff and families, how are those 
involved notified, how much do other students and parents know about what 
happens) 

c. Do you feel like these approaches to dealing with problems work? Why or why 
not?  

d. How do you think students who get in trouble are affected by school responses?  
e. Do certain groups of students seem to get in trouble more than others? (Prompts: 

e.g. students of different races, sexual orientation or gender identity, or those with 
disabilities/IEPs? Can you give examples?) 

f.  [IF PARENTS DO NOT DISCUSS] Do students ever get suspended at 
[SCHOOL NAME]? For what?  

• Do students ever get summonses or arrested at school? For what?  
• Are these approaches fair? Why or why not?  

g. Do you think your school’s disciplinary responses are similar to those at other 
middle/high schools in the city?  Why or why not? 

 
Positive Programs 

9. I’ve heard your school has a few programs that are supposed to help with problems at 
school [NAME ALL OF THEM OR PICK TOP 3]. I’d like to get your opinions about 
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them. First, let’s talk about [SPECIFIC PROGRAM; RUN THROUGH ALL 
QUESTIONS FOR EACH].  

a. How often is it used?  
b. For what kinds of things?  
c. What do you think is the goal of this program?  
d. What kind of effect do you think this program has on [whatever they think it’s 

used for]?  
e. Do you think certain groups of students and families have the same experiences in 

the program(s) (e.g., those of different race/ethnicities, sexual orientation or 
gender identity, or those with disabilities/IEPs)? Why or why not? 

f. Are there any barriers to participating in these programs?  
g. Were you around before these programs started?  

• If yes, how do you think they changed things at school? 
h. Do you have a role in implementing any of these programs?  

• If yes, have you attended trainings? Were the trainings sufficient? Would you 
like more training? 

 
Resources 

10. How does your school help or support students (e.g., help with schoolwork, help from 
teachers, guidance counselors, social workers or psychologists, clinics, any other school 
resources)?  

a. What’s available for all students (e.g., help with schoolwork, help from teachers, 
guidance counselors or any other staff, clinics or other school resources)?  

b. What’s available for students with IEPs (e.g., help with school work, help from 
teachers, guidance counselors or any other staff)?  

c. What’s available in terms of students who’ve gotten in trouble (e.g., help with 
schoolwork, help from teachers, guidance counselors, social workers or 
psychologists, clinics, any other school resources)? 
 

 
Recommendations 

Finally, we’d like to know your opinions about what should be done at your school and others to 
improve school climate, relationships and disciplinary responses. As we’ve said before, we want 
your opinions to guide the Department of Education and NYC public schools.  

 
11. You’ve mentioned that [LIST OUT CONCERNS] are issues at your school. What do you 

think would improve these?  
a. How can these be made better? 
b. What else do you think would help you or other students, parents, teachers or 

staff? 
c. Are there any key resources that you think are missing, or that would help staff or 

administrators better support students or themselves? 
12. What do you think other schools could learn from the positive interventions and supports 

that [SCHOOL NAME] has implemented? How about the process of implementation?  
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*****Thank you all so much for participating!  

STUDENT FOCUS GROUP SCRIPT  

Introduction, Consent, and Questions 

Thank you all for taking the time to meet with us. My name is ________ and this is _________.  

Before we start, we want to make sure that we have collected everyone’s signed parental consent 
forms. Can you turn in the form if you haven’t given it to us already? [Signed parental consent 
forms should be collected at student entry. Count consent forms and # of students]. 

We are handing out consent forms to you all so that you will have information about the study to 
take with you and so we can make sure you all understand why we’re here and sign the form.  

The consent forms say:   

• We are researchers from a NYC organization called the Center for Court Innovation. Our 
organization does research on a lot of topics related to youth, schools, and criminal 
justice.  

• We’re here today to learn from you about your school environment and what happens 
when kids get in trouble. This is part of a big study we’re doing across New York City to 
learn about what is going in our schools.  

• Today’s discussion group will be about an hour and will be a conversation between all of 
us about your opinions and experiences at your school. 

• You don’t have to participate. If you sign the form, you can still stop at any time or 
skip any questions that you don’t feel comfortable answering. If you want to leave at any 
time, just let us know.  

• On the consent form, you’ll find information for someone at school who can reach out to 
after the group is over, if you have any questions or concerns.  

• Your choice to participate in the research will not have any impact on your participation 
in school or school-related activities or services. 

• You will get $10 for participating, whether or not you finish the focus group.  
 
Do you all have any questions before we get started?  
 
Let’s take a few minutes for you to read the consent forms and decide what you want to do. If 
you agree to participate, sign on the last page and hand that page back to me. You should keep 
the rest of the consent form for yourself. If you’re over 18, make sure you sign on the bottom-
half of the signature page.  
 
We also want to audio-record the conversation, so if you agree to be audio-recorded, please 
initial under your signature.  
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Anyone who doesn’t want to be part of this conversation should feel free to leave. [Facilitator 
collects consent/assent forms from all students; escorts any students out who don’t want to stay] 

 

STUDENT FOCUS GROUP 
 
To get us started, I’d like to go around the room and have everyone introduce themselves. When 
it’s your turn, please say your first name only and current grade (e.g., 10th grade) and how long 
you’ve attended [SCHOOL NAME]. I’ll start. My name is [FIRST NAME]. [Go around the 
circle.] 
 
School Environment  

First, we’d like to know your opinions about the [SCHOOL NAME] environment and 
relationships (meaning how you feel about the school, students, parents and school staff).  

 
1. What’s it like to go to [SCHOOL NAME]? If a student was thinking about transferring 

here, what would you tell them to help them make their decision? 
a. What are some of the best things about your school?  [CHART ANSWERS to 

both A and B] 
b. What are some of the most challenging things about your school? 
c. Do you think your experience is similar to other students’ experiences here? How 

so?  
 
Key Relationships 

Let’s talk about relationships at your school, especially the stronger or weaker ones. Please keep 
in mind we’d like to hear about both specifics and in general. 
 

2. What are your relationships like with people at school? 
a. Other students  
b. Teachers 
c. Administrators (e.g., principals, assistant principals)  
d. School staff like guidance counselors, social workers or teacher’s aides 
e. School safety agents or other law enforcement at the school (if any) 
f. Do you think your experience is common for students at your school?  How is 

your experience similar to/different from other students’? 
 
 
School Safety 

3. Overall, do you think your school is safe?  
a. What about your school makes it feel safe? 
b. What about your school makes it feel unsafe? 
c. Is there a difference between how safe you feel in the school building versus 

coming to and from school? 
d. IF SCHOOL IS A CAMPUSàHow about in relation to the other schools in the 

same building/campus? 
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4. [IF STUDENTS DO NOT DISCUSS, REVIEW LIST OF SAFETY MEASURES AT 
CHILD’S SCHOOL—E.G., METAL DETECTORS, VIDEO CAMERAS, ROLE OF 
LAW ENFORCEMENT, EMERGENCY PLANNING]:  

a. In your opinion, which of these works to keep your school safe? Why? 
b. In your opinion, which of these doesn’t work to keep your school safe? Why?  

 
Responses to Student Behavior and Resources  
Next, we’d like to hear more about discipline at [SCHOOL NAME], and your opinions about 
programs and resources at your school. Before we start I want to invite you think back to last 
year, the whole year. Think about all the times you saw, heard about, or were involved in 
incidents in school, like kids getting in trouble or doing things that were against school rules. 
Just take a minute and try to remember those different events, and when you’re done just look at 
me so I know you’re ready. [GIVE GROUP A MINUTE]. As you think about answers to the next 
set of questions, try to answer them with ALL those events in mind. I also want you to be careful 
about sharing too much about your own specific situation unless you feel really comfortable 
talking about it in this group setting, and as a reminder please don’t use any specific names 
here. 
 
Discipline 

5. What happens when students get in trouble at [SCHOOL NAME]?  
a. What kinds of things do they usually get in trouble for?  
b. What happens after a student gets in trouble? (Prompts: what does the school 

usually do, who is involved in terms of school staff and kids’ families, how are 
those involved notified, how much do other students and parents know about what 
happens) 

c. Do you feel like these approaches to dealing with problems are work? Why or 
why not?  

d. How do you think students who get in trouble are affected by how the school 
handles the situation?  

e. Do certain groups of students seem to get in trouble more than others? (Prompts: 
do students of different races, sexual orientation or gender identity, students with 
disabilities/IEPs have the same experience? Can you give examples?)  

f. [IF STUDENTS DO NOT DISCUSS, USE PROMPT:] Do students ever get 
suspended at school? For what?  

• Do students every get summonses or arrested at school? For what?  
• Are these approaches fair? Why or why not?  

 
Positive Programs 

6. I’ve heard your school has a few programs that are supposed to help with problems at 
school [NAME ALL OF THEM OR PICK TOP 3]. I’d like to get your opinions about 
them. First let’s talk about [SPECIFIC PROGRAM; RUN THROUGH ALL 
QUESTIONS FOR EACH]. (If appropriate, do small group breakouts by program type.) 

a. Have you heard of this program or been involved in the program?  
• How did you learn about it?  
• What do you know about it (e.g., specify role, experience)? 
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• What do you think is the goal of this program?  
• What do students who go through the program have to do?    

b. Do you think the program works? Why or why not?   
c. Do you think certain groups of students have the same experiences in the 

program(s) (e.g., students of different race/ethnicities, sexual orientation or 
gender identity, or those with disabilities/IEPs)? Why or why not? 

d. Are there any barriers to participating in these programs for students and families?  
e. Were any of you around before these programs started? If yes, how do you think 

they changed things at school? 
 
Resources 

7. How do you think your school helps or supports students?  
a. What’s available for all students (e.g., help with schoolwork, help from teachers, 

guidance counselors or any other staff, clinics or other school resources)?  
b. What’s available for students with IEPs (e.g., help with school work, help from 

teachers, guidance counselors or any other staff)?  
c. What’s available for students who’ve been suspended or come back from jail 

(e.g., help with schoolwork, help from teachers, guidance counselors, social 
workers or psychologists, clinics, any other school resources)? 

 
Recommendations 

Finally, we’d like to know your opinions about what should be done at [SCHOOL NAME] and 
others to improve school climate, relationships and disciplinary responses. As we’ve said before, 
we want your opinions to guide the Department of Education and NYC public schools.  
 

8. You’ve mentioned that [LIST OUT CHARTED STUDENT CONCERNS] are issues at 
your school.  

a. What do you think would improve these?  
b. How can these be made better?  
c. Are there other things you think would help you or other students, parents, 

teachers or staff to create a positive and supportive atmosphere at the school? 
9. What do you think other schools could learn from the positive interventions and supports 

that [SCHOOL NAME] has implemented?   
 

*****Thank you all so much for participating! Here are the next steps to receive your stipend. 
[List specific steps for student participants, under 18 years old.]   
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Appendix E. Case Study Schools Positive Practices 
Strategy School 1 School 2 School 3 School 4 School 5 

Community-building (Tier I) circles Yes Yes Yes Yes Limited  
Restorative conversations: one-on-one 
informal & formal check-ins Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Staff-led mediation: Staff facilitate a 
conversation between two parties in conflict 

Main RJ approach 
(with circles) 

Used alone or 
combined with 

circles 

Main RJ 
approach 

(with circles) 

Used alone or 
combined with 

circles 

Main RJ approach      
(used with 

classroom removal)  

Tier II circles: Used for interpersonal 
conflict, harm caused 

Used with 
mediation Main RJ approach Used with 

mediation 
Main RJ 

approach None 

Tier III circles: Used for person-specific 
issues (attendance, grades, mental health, 
etc.) 

Not discussed 
explicitly Main RJ approach Not discussed 

explicitly 
Main RJ 

approach  None 

Student-led processes No specific 
programs 

Tier I circles 
Leadership Class 
Peer mentoring 

Informal peer-led 
Tier II & III circles 

PGC 
Peer Mediation 

Youth Court 
  

 
Informal peer 

mediation, 
mentoring 

RJ Advisories 
Tier I Circles 

  

Peer mediation 

Reentry processes: reentry circles, 
restorative conversations Yes Yes Yes Yes Informal 

Counseling: most of the schools have 
many avenues for students to access 
individual or group counseling 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Staff-led mentoring (formal & informal) Yes Yes Yes Yes Some informal 
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