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ABSTRACT 

In order to curb school violence and increase academic achievement, many 

parents and politicians are calling for stricter disciplining in public schools. Before policy 

changes are made, however, it is important to better understand the relationship between 

school disorder, discipline, student behavior, and student achievement. Drawing on the 

school effects research tradition, deterrence theory, social psychological concepts of 

procedural justice and Emile Durkheim's formulation of moral authority, this 

dissertation: 1) examines the behavioral and academic consequences for students who 

attend school with disorderly climates 2) empirically tests whether stricter school rules 

and punishment improve or worsen student misbehavior and academic achievement 3) 

investigates how normative processes such as moral authority and procedural justice 

mediate this relationship and 4) explores whether strict discipline differentially affects 

"at-risk" students. For the project, I employ multilevel analyses on data from the National 

Education Longitudinal Study (1988), a nationally representative, longitudinal survey 

compiled by the National Center for Education Statistics. 

As expected, students in disorderly schools tend to have higher misbehavior and 

lower achievement. Contextual effects are found for frequent disruptions and 

oppositional attitudes toward authority. For school discipline, the results indicate that 

effects are dependent on several factors including the particular outcome variable, the 

amount of disorder in the school, the perceived fairness and legitimacy of the system and 

the at-risk status of the student. The study provides evidence that stringent discipline can 
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have some beneficial effects when it is perceived as moderate, meant to improve minor 

misbehavior, and directed towards mainstream students who generally believe in the 

legitimacy of the school system. Under others circumstances, such as if discipline is 

perceived as overly strict or applied to oppositional and at-risk students, discipline may 

actually be harmful. Particularly disconcerting is the lower likelihood of graduation found 

for at-risk students in high schools with stringent discipline. 

The goal is to construct rules and regulations that are seen as moderately strict but 

fair and which produce a school environment that is safe, orderly and generally 

conducive to learning. Suggested policy directions include refocusing on socialization, 

strengthening teacher authority and implementing procedures that bolster perceptions of 

fairness. 
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CHAPTER 1 
E^TRODUCTION 

In the wake of highly publicized school violence such as that seen at 

Jonesborough, Arkansas, Littleton, Colorado and Flint, Michigan, there has been a 

growing backlash against what many consider disciplinary leniency. Many parents, 

teachers and politicians have crusaded for the implementation of stricter rules and 

sanctions, including corporal punishment in elementary and middle schools. These 

demands have met with relative success in the form of zero tolerance policies, more rules 

and harsher punishments.^ Although recently slowed down by criticisms of extremism, 

the movement to reform discipline in American schools continues to be popular in public 

and policy discourses. 

School discipline and disorder have received little attention in the sociology of 

education literature. Although issues of student control have played a central role in 

theoretical formulations of education (Apple 1982, Durkheim 1961; Bowels and Gintis 

1976) empirical examinations of school discipline are few. The attention school 

discipline and disorder do receive have often been peripheral in focus such as in the 

research on public and private schools (Bryk and Thum 1989; Coleman and Hoffer 1987) 

and in the school effectiveness research (Shouse 2002); (see Barton, Cooley, and 

Wenglinsky 1998 and DiPrete, Muller and Shaeffer 1981 for exceptions). In contract, the 

' For example, the American Federation of Teachers, which has over one million members, has advocated a 
"get-tough" approach to school discipline. The Texas branch launched a campaign that led to the passage of 
the Texas Safe Schools Act in 1995. This legislation mandates removal, expulsion, and referral to the 
juvenile justice system for more serious offenses and gives teachers the authority to permanently remove 
disruptive students from their class. In addition, the past president of AFT, Albert Shanker, has written 
several articles and letters in support of stricter discipline policies. See for example (Shanker 1997, 1995). 



following analysis places school order and discipline at its center by examining how 

school organization along these dimensions influence individual student behavior and 

academic achievement. 

Drawing on the school effects research tradition, social psychological concepts of 

procedural justice and Emile Durkheim's formulation of moral authority, this project: 

1) examines the behavioral and academic consequences for students who attend school 

with disorderly climates 2) empirically tests whether stricter school rules and punishment 

improve or worsen student misbehavior and academic achievement 3) investigates how 

normative processes such as moral authority and procedural justice may mediate this 

relationship and 4) explores how strict discipline policies and practices may differentially 

affect "at-risk" students. For the project, I perform multilevel analyses on data from the 

National Education Longitudinal Study (1988), a nationally representative, longitudinal 

survey compiled by the National Center for Education Statistics. 

Background and Developments in School Discipline 

While relatively recent, emotionally charged high profile incidents of school 

violence have sent an alarm through many school districts, public concern about school 

discipline is not new. Since 1972, lack of school discipline has consistently ranked 

towards the top concern of the Gallup/Phi Delta Kappa education opinion poll. Despite 

these concerns, school discipline practices generally became more permissive during the 

1970's and remained so during the 1980's (Arum, Beattie, Pitt, Thompson and Way 

2003). During the same time period, general school disorder appears to have increased 

(Gottfredson 1985) as test scores declined or stagnated (Campbell, Hombo and Mazzeo 
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2000).^ One popular interpretation of this correspondence is that declining school 

discipline resulted in higher levels of student misbehavior and lower academic 

achievement. Consequently, many critics called for the strengthening of school discipline 

policy (Shanker 1995; Toby 1995, 1998). 

While tragic events in themselves, media coverage of isolated cases of school 

violence tends to exaggerate the scope of the problem. Trends in overall victimization in 

schools have stabilized over the last few decades and most schools in the United States 

remain relatively safe and secure institutions of learning (Donohue, Schiraldi, Ziedenberg 

1998). When crime does occur it is usually more minor incidents such as petty theft, 

minor assault, and damage to school property. For some teachers and students, 

particularly in urban areas, however, serious crime is very real. Armed security guards 

and metal detectors are constant reminders of the threat of victimization (e.g. Devine 

1996; see Lawrence 1998 for overview). For these schools, safety issues are often 

paramount. But even for schools with less serious crime, school safety and the reduction 

of everyday disorder is an important goal. 

Many educational advocates have argued that instead of focusing on extreme 

violence in schools, which is a relatively rare phenomenon, we should focus on 

containing more general forms of school disorder. Some contend that school disorder 

such as lack of teacher respect, roaming the halls, and talking during class may not be 

serious infractions but they promote an environment that encourages the production of 

^ According to the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) long term assessment reports, 
national trends in math and science achievement declined in the 1970 with modest increases towards the 
end of the 80's and early 90's. NAEP, with the support of the U.S. Department of Education, has been 
administering comparable, standardized test to a representative sample of students since 1969. 
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more serious offenses (Wenglinsky 1999). Others have argued that general school 

disorder inhibits the process of successful learning. Education scholars suggest that 

teachers who spend much of their time maintaining order sacrifice opportunities for 

instruction and classroom chaos can make it difficult for students to concentrate on their 

schoolwork (Lotz, Poole, and Regoli 1985; Purkey 1983). 

One recent popular tactic for reducing school disorder has been the adoption of 

school uniform policies. In a 1996 survey by the National Association of Secondary 

School Principals, 70% of the 5,500 principals surveyed said they believed "requiring 

students to wear uniforms to school would reduce violent incidents and discipline 

problems" (Brown, 1998). This sentiment underlies the fact that ten states, several large 

public school systems and many local communities have recently implemented school 

uniform programs and policies (U.S. Department of Education 1996). 

Debate about whether or not we should try to minimize school violence and 

disorder is negligible. Like many discussions about social problems, disagreements tend 

to focus on how, not if, a problem should be approached once defined. Advocates of strict 

discipline policy and their initiatives have not gone without criticism. Zero tolerance 

policies have been accused of being overly harsh and discriminatory (Advancement 

Project and The Civil Rights Project 2000). Some researchers have noted that 

disadvantaged students, in particular, can become alienated and oppositional in reaction 

to school disciplinary practices (Brotherson 1996, Noguera 1995; Metz 1978; Willis 

1979). Critics have also suggested that the use of corporal punishment may actually 

induce more aggression among students (Straus 1994; Welsh 1978). Even less severe 
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methods for coping with disorder have met with some resistance. School uniforms and 

dress codes certainly have their critics. Similar to student rights cases in the 1960's, class 

action suits have been filed claiming that restrictions on student dress is a violation of 

freedom of expression.^ 

Recommendations and policy decisions regarding school disciplinary practices 

are drawn from various sources. They are often political decisions formed out of the 

desperation of school personnel or interest group pressure that relies on common wisdom 

about child discipline. In general, this national discussion has not been grounded in 

theory or empirical research. Nonetheless, many of the arguments for stricter discipline 

are reflective of either a deterrence or separation approach. Advocates suggest that if the 

costs of misbehavior outweigh the benefits then students will refrain from engaging in 

socially undesirable activities and for those who do not it may be necessary to remove 

them from the general student population. Students are viewed as rational actors, who 

choose to obey school rules to avoid heavy penalties. Harsh punishments are commonly 

thought to be the most effective way of deterring misbehavior. 

Despite all of the rhetoric surrounding school discipline and the successful 

implementation of related policies, empirical research on school discipline is inadequate. 

There is some evidence, however, that stricter disciplinary practices may be beneficial 

(Barton, Cooley and Wenglinsky 1998; DiPrete, Muller and Shaeffer 1981). There is also 

evidence that all discipline is not equal. A comprehensive examination of the Safe School 

^ In 1997, parents and students protested the implementation of a strict student dress code in Santa Barbara, 
CA. There have also been class action court cases challenging mandatory school uniform policies in Polk 
County, FL and Louisville, KY. 



Study of 1978 found that clear and consistent disciplinary policies that were perceived to 

be fair by students and teachers were associated with lower levels of victimization 

(Gottfredson 1985). 

Another possible intervening consideration is the level of authority or legitimacy 

students give schools and teachers. Contrary to the interpretation that increasing leniency 

throughout the last few decades is to blame for increases in school disorder, a historical 

examination of changes in court climates and disciplinary policy in the 1960 and 70's 

presents reduction in authority as a plausible alternative explanation. In the early 1970's 

several courts responded to student challenges to school authority by limiting the school's 

in loco parentis authority. Although not often directly prohibiting specific sanctions, the 

courts eroded the disciplinary discretion of school personnel through pro-student rulings 

on the expansion of student rights including freedom of speech, due process and privacy. 

Not only was disciplinary authority reduced but, perhaps even more importantly, the 

general authority of school personnel was challenged. These findings suggest that school 

disorder may not be due to more lenient disciplinary policies but rather both are a 

function of reduction in the authority of school personnel. Consequently, implementing 

extensive rules and harsh punishments without first addressing the issue of teacher and 

principal authority would be ineffective (Arum, Beattie, Pitt, Thompson, and Way 2003). 

School Effects Research 

The School Ejfects Tradition 

Generally, both climates of disorder and disciplinary policy are school 

organizational characteristics. Schools can be more or less disorderly, as well as have 
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harsher or more lenient disciplinary policies and practices. Underlying the current study 

of school disorder and discipline is the assumption that school characteristics can make a 

difference for student's behavior and learning. While today it is commonly accepted that 

school organization matters for how much students learn, this notion was challenged in 

the mid 1960's when James Coleman and his colleagues published the landmark study, 

Equality of Educational Opportunity Report (Coleman, 1966). One conclusion from the 

study was that family background, not school quality, is primarily responsible for student 

achievement. Although this general conclusion misrepresented the specifics of what has 

now become know as the Coleman Report, the result was that school characteristics came 

to be seen as relatively unimportant for explaining differences in student learning, leading 

many scholars to believe that changing school processes and organizations would be 

futile. Subsequent analyses also suggested that schools matter little (Jencks, Smith, 

Acland, Bane, Cohen, Gintis, Heyns and Michelson 1972). 

Over the years there were various challenges to the specific analyses in the 

Coleman Report as well as to the argument that schools are largely irrelevant for shaping 

student outcomes. Critics complained that the data and measures were insufficient for 

capturing important school organizational factors and that the statistical analyses were 

incomplete. In response, a few researchers began conducting smaller scale qualitative 

studies to look for aspects of school organization that did have an impact on student 

learning (Lightfoot 1983; Powell 1985). By closely examining schools that they deemed 

to be highly effective or comparing a few high achieving schools to low achieving 

schools, these researchers began to compile a list of organizational attributes present in 
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effective schools. School order and effective discipline were often mentioned as 

important elements of effective schools (Rutter, Mortimore, Ouston 1979, Stedman 

1985). Soon a wide range of quantitative and qualitative research began to investigate 

school effects using more sophisticated measures, statistical techniques and research 

designs such as longitudinal analysis (Gray, McPherson, and Raffe 1983). 

Today, most studies that consider how organizational aspects of schools influence 

student learning can be subsumed under the broad label of school effects research 

(Sorensen and Morgan 2000). While learning and academic achievement have been and 

still are the prevalent outcome of interest, studies that look at other outcomes such as 

student behavior and self-esteem are also found in the school effects literature (Bryk and 

Driscoll 1988; Bryk, Lee, and Holland 1993; Gottfredson 2001, Rutter, Mortimore, 

Ouston, Smith 1979). Researchers have also examined a broad scope of organizational 

characteristics. Among the results in the 1966 Coleman report was the finding that the 

socioeconomic and racial composition of the student body influenced student 

achievement. In contrast to the interpretations that discouraged examination of school 

effects, these findings helped inform subsequent directions in the school effects research 

as researchers began exploring how the composition of classmates and other contextual 

effects impact student learning (Alexander and Eckland 1975; for reviews, see Gamoran 

1992). Other substantial lines of school effects research include the influence of school 

community and climate, structural organization such as school size, and tracking. 

The extent to which school level variables such as school disorder and discipline 

may influence individual outcomes is unclear. Compared to individual characteristics, 
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such as students' own level of misbehavior, perceptions of disorder and experiences of 

victimization, the effects of school disorder may be relatively small. Previous research 

suggests that individual level variables tend to explain more of the variance than do 

school variables. In other words, there is more variation in an outcome within schools 

than there is between schools. Nonetheless, various school level variables have been 

shown to influence both student academic achievement and behavior (Welsch, Greene, 

Jenkins 1999, Gottfredson and Gottfredson 1985). 

School Disorder and Discipline 

One of the more familiar bodies of work addressing issues of school discipline 

within the school effects literature is the research on public and private, particularly 

Catholic, school achievement. When evidence surfaced in the 1980's that private school 

students were academically outperforming public school students several researchers 

began searching for explanations. Variation in school disciplinary climate was suggested 

as a possible contributing factor along with many other possible differences between 

public and private schools such as curriculum and social capital. Coleman and colleagues 

(Coleman and Hoffer 1987; Coleman, Hoffer, Kilgore 1982) argued that Catholic 

Schools were able to provide better learning environments for students in part because 

they had more effective discipline. These authors rarely delineated theoretical 

justifications for their inclusion of school discipline variables. Instead, the argument for 

inclusion was grounded in the presumption that school discipline influences misbehavior 

which subsequently influences achievement and the understanding that Catholic schools 

could more easily dispose of "troublemakers". While the interest in examining school 



discipline as an explanation for school sector effects has waned, mostly because of lack 

of evidence, the lingering question of how discipline affects student outcomes remains. 

Another well-know study that incorporates school discipline into an examination 

of school effects is Chubb and Moe's (1990) research on the institutional context of 

schools. Using the same large scale, national longitudinal data that Coleman and 

colleagues used for their study of public and private schools, High School and Beyond, 

Chubb and Moe built and tested a composite index of effective school organization 

based on four sets of organizational characteristics of schools: personnel, goals, 

leadership and practice. School disorder, measured by the amount of classroom 

disruption, and school disciplinary practices, measured by student perceived fairness and 

effectiveness were both found to differ between high and low performance schools. In a 

multivariate analysis, however, the authors did not find any evidence that discipline has 

an independent, direct effect on student test scores. 

The current study is similar in many ways to the research just outlined. This 

project uses data from the 1988 National Education Longitudinal Study (NELS: 88), a 

large nationally representative, longitudinal data that is designed to be the successor to 

the High School and Beyond Study used by Coleman et al. and Chubb and Moe. In 

addition, my analysis similarly examines how school organization and practices, 

constructed from teacher, student and administered survey questions and controlling for 

individual background factors, influence individual student outcomes. I examine both the 

traditional test score outcome variable as a measure of school achievement as well as 

other achievement and behavioral outcomes, including likelihood of graduating, average 



grades, classroom disruption, educational commitment and frequency of fighting. This 

project does not, however, try to examine such a broad range of factors. Instead, I focus 

on two types of organizational factors, school disorder and school discipline. School 

disorder is conceptualized as a dimension of a school's climate. Consequently, Chapter 3, 

which examines the influence of school disorder, is situated within a subset of the school 

effects literature focusing on the influence of school climate, culture and environmental 

milieu. Like the preceding studies, school discipline, in Chapter 4, is considered an 

organizational practice or policy. Unlike the preceding studies, this study measures 

school discipline based on school rule and punishment policies reported by the school 

administrator. Administrator reports promise to better capture the specific aspects of 

discipline policy than previous measures that define discipline practices as the average 

student perception of discipline as fair and effective. Instead, this study uses student 

perceptions of discipline at the individual level to explore how social psychological 

factors may mediate the relationship between disciplinary policy and student outcomes. 

In addition to situating the analysis within the school effects literature, I pull heavily from 

theoretical frameworks outside of the sociology of education, specifically, mid-level 

theories from criminology and the sociology of law. 

General Conceptual Model 

In addition to the school effects tradition, another underlying thread is the 

interconnected relationship between disorder, discipline, behavior and achievement. The 

various relationships can be difficult to unpack. In particular, the direction of causality is 

obscured and in many cases probably reciprocal. For example, while the student body 
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may react to school discipline, the policy itself is in part a reflection of the amount of 

student misbehavior within the school, as school personnel impose rules and harsh 

punishments as a means to curtail misbehavior and maintain order. Keeping these 

problems of endogeneity in mind, I constructed a general conceptual model, based on 

previous empirical and theoretical research, to help guide this research project (see Figure 

1.1). Although not shown in the figure, the model assumes individual background 

characteristics precede and influence student behavior and achievement. These 

background characteristics are included in the statistical models as controls. Also, not all 

relationships depicted in Figure 1.1 will be directly examined. Figures 1.2 though 1.4 

show the specific relationships that each of the empirical chapters explores. 

lO'ii Grade 
Misbehavior 

School Composition 
And Climate 12<h Grade 

Academic 
Achieve 

Segregation 

School Discipline 

Figure 1.1—General Conceptual Model 



The general conceptual model depicted in Figure 1.1 illustrates the assertion that 

school organization, in the form of discipline practices and school climate, influences 

individual level outcomes. School discipline is believed to have both direct and indirect 

effects on student misbehavior and academic achievement. As shown in the model, 

school discipline indirectly influences academic achievement by first influencing 

misbehavior and by separating misbehaving students from the general student population. 

In addition, changes in individual misbehavior combine to subsequently change the 

school climate, affecting academic achievement and behavior for all students within the 

school, not just those personally affected by a policy or disciplinary action. Discipline 

that separates students, a common result of sanctions that tend to punish students through 

out-of-school and in-school suspension, will both alter the school climate and most likely 

have a direct impact on the achievement of the sanctioned individual. 

Relationship Between Misbehavior and Achievement 

The relationship between an individual's behavior in school or delinquency more 

generally and academic achievement has been well documented (Jenkins 1997; Maguin 

and Loeber 1996; Meyers, Milne, Baker, Ginsburg 1987). Misbehaving juveniles have 

lower test scores and grades and are more likely to dropout of high school before 

graduating. The interpretation of this finding has varied considerably, however. Some 

researchers have proposed that low academic achievement follows misbehavior when 

delinquent activities detract from schoolwork. Conversely, others have proposed that 

youth who do not do well in school, act up as a result of the frustration they experience 

due to their poor performance. They become alienated from the educational experience 



and consequently lose interest in performing academically well. They may even become 

frustrated and act out against school-based authority (Cohen 1955; Stinchcombe 1964). 

The relationship between behavior and achievement is most likely reciprocal, starting 

early in children's educational careers. This project addresses the relationship between 

achievement and misbehavior in two ways. First, all models include 8'^ grade measures of 

both behavior and achievement as controls. This provides baseline levels and helps 

account for various factors that have shaped individuals behavior and achievement. 

Second, the study models the relationship between 10^*^ grade misbehavior and 12"' grade 

outcome by including lO"' grade behavior as a possible mediating variable in the 

achievement models. As the target of most discipline policy, student behavior should be 

more responsive to school discipline than student achievement, which may take time to 

develop. 

Overview of Analyses and Theoretical Rationales 

Six student level behavioral and academic outcomes, including frequency of in-

school fighting, degree of classroom disrupting, educational commitment, grades, test 

scores and graduation from high school, are the dependent variables for all of the 

analyses. School disorder moves from being the independent variable of interest in 

Chapter 3 to serving as a control variable in subsequent analyses. The remainder 

multivariate analyses examine the relationship between school discipline policy and 

student behavior and achievement. Chapter 4 explores how student perceptions of 

discipline and authority mediate this relationship and Chapter 5 considers the potential 

for harsh discipline practices to have a negative impact on students who are at risk of not 
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completing their high school diploma. Each of the empirical chapters, Chapters 3-5, 

draws upon specific theories and areas of research. Below I briefly describe the three 

empirical chapters and the theories used to inform the various analyses. 

School Climates of Disorder 

Chapter 3 examines the relationship between disorderly school environments and 

individual student misbehavior and academic achievement (see Figure 1.2). For the safety 

and general well-being of young people and teachers, we have an indisputable stake in 

maintaining order in schools. While there are a few schools that are chaotic and 

dangerous, most schools are relatively safe, particularly when compared to surrounding 

communities. Nonetheless, schools do vary in the amount of general disorder, including 

both indicators of serious disorder such as carrying weapons, stealing and assault and 

more mundane indicators such as graffiti, talking in class and tardiness, that can be found 

within their walls. Beyond arguments for general safety and well-being, educational 

advocates have pointed to school orderliness as an important component of successful 

student learning. 

Misbehavior 

Scliool Composition 
And Climate 

Academic 
Achieve 

Figure 1.2—Effects of School Disorder on Individual Student Outcomes 
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Contextual Effects 

While student characteristics may help us understand why certain types of 

students are more likely to act out or perform poorly in school, they do not capture why 

students with similar characteristics may behave differently. School organizational 

theorists argue that examining the situation at the individual level only gets at part of the 

story (Owens 1991). Individual students are also situated in varying types of communities 

and schools and these environments influence individual behavior. There are many 

factors within an organization that can influence individual members. In addition to a 

formal organization, schools also have informal contexts. Contextual influences on 

student outcomes have been studied in a variety of ways. One important similarity, 

however, is the focus on the environment as a source of influence. 

Generally, contextual effects research examines the composition of the student 

body."^ For example, researchers have consistently found significant effects for average 

student socioeconomic status. Other reported compositional, or peer, effects include 

racial composition, percentage of students at risk, students' average academic proficiency 

and high concentration of students from single-parent homes (Bryk and Thum 1989; Lee 

and Bryk 1989; Pong 1998). Various mechanisms have been proposed for how peer 

composition affects youth, including peer group norms (Coleman 1961; Wentzel and 

Caldwell 1997), modeling (Biddle, Bask and Marlin 1980; Felmlee, Eder and Tsui 1985), 

and social capital (Pong 1998). 

" Compositional effects are also referred to in the literature as peer effects because the composition of the 
student body is an indicator of the type of peers with whom students will come into contact. 



Another line of research focuses on the influence of the organizational climate. 

Anderson (1982) describes the organizational climate of the school as the feel of the 

school, as perceived by those who work or attend school there. Similarly, Welsch (2000) 

reminds us that schools, like people, have their own characteristic personalities. This 

phenomenon has been referred to in several ways including school culture, climate, and 

ethos. Researchers who study school climate tend to use global indices to tap into various 

dimensions of school climate. For example, Bryk and colleagues have constructed a 

series of measures they claim represent the degree to which schools are communitarian 

(Bryk, Lee, and Holland 1993). 

Disorderlv School Environments 

School disorder can be conceptualized as a dimension of the school environment. 

Disorderly school environments exist in schools where there is a general sense of 

disciplinary chaos and disorganization and where the socially approved authority 

relationship between students and teachers has broken down. The concentration of 

disorder in the school is a factor of the cumulative effects of individual level misconduct 

and attitudes. The more misconduct in a school, either because there is a higher 

concentration of misbehaving students or because each student misbehaves more often, 

the more negative individual student behavior and achievement net of the student's own 

prior misbehavior. 

Youth who attend schools with disorderly environments may be more likely to 

engage in misconduct as they model the behavior around them or feel that teachers and 

students do not care. Hirshi's control theory (1969) suggests that respect for teachers and 
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bonding to the school are important factors in restraining misbehavior. According to this 

theory, youth who do not feel attachment to or believe in the moral order of social 

institutions, such as the school, will naturally tend toward delinquency. Social pressures 

and controls from the community are necessary to enforce appropriate behavior. Disorder 

in the school can become a signal to students that teachers or other authority figures are 

not in control and educational processes have generally been compromised. Low social 

control should leave students more free to misbehave and neglect their schoolwork. 

Disorder in schools should also translate into less learning opportunities for 

students. Numerous scholars have established a link between opportunities to learn and 

achievement (e.g., Alexander and Cook 1982; Barr and Dreeben 1983). Opportunities to 

learn include both the amount and quality of exposure to new material (Kilgore and 

Pendleton 1993). Both the amount of material and the quality of instruction could be 

compromised if teachers are preoccupied with classroom disruptions. Even when 

opportunities to learn are available students may not benefit from them. Competing 

preoccupations can prevent students from engaging in the material (Yair 2000). 

Disruptions and concern about safety can make it more difficult for students to 

concentrate on instructional activities and consequently, less likely to learn. 

School Discipline 

Chapter 4 examines how school discipline influences individual student 

misbehavior and academic achievement (see Figure 1.3). As well as investigating how 

school discipline directly and indirectly influences student outcomes, this chapter 

explores potential complexities that social psychological processes may add. Specifically, 



I consider how students' perception of fairness and belief in the legitimacy of school 

authority help structure the relationship between school discipline and behavioral and 

academic outcomes. The possibility that levels of school disorder will alter the 

relationship is also considered. 

Figure 1.3—Direct Effects of School Discipline on Individual Student 
Outcomes and Indirect Effects Through Misbehavior 

All schools implement rules and sanctions as a way to control and socialize the 

student body. Some control of students is necessary if the process of instruction and 

learning is to occur. In addition, the socialization of youth into productive adult citizens 

has long been one of the goals of public education (Durkheim 1925/1961). While there is 

some evidence that school discipline does influence student behavior (Barton, Cooley and 

Wenglinsky 1998; DiPrete et al. 1981) the direction of the relationship has been debated. 

Educational reformers who are concerned with school disorder often propose 

Misbehavior 

Academic 
Acfiieve 

School Discipline 



strengthening disciplinary policy as a way to increase control over students and the 

school environment. As suggested above, an orderly environment can be an important 

factor for school effectiveness. This logic assumes that more rules and harsher 

punishments lead to lower misbehavior and subsequently more learning. Others, 

however, have suggested that stricter discipline may instead have an adverse effect on 

student outcomes (Dewey and McLellen 1895/1964; Hollingsworth, Lufler and Clune 

1984). 

Deterrence 

Research on school discipline is most common within the criminological 

literature, particularly in the study of juvenile delinquency (Gottfredson 2001; Lawrence 

1998). Research in deterrence theory regards school discipline as one mechanism by 

which delinquent youth are sanctioned. According to the theory, punishment can deter 

misbehavior either specifically through directly experiencing a sanction or generally 

through the knowledge about the punishments others have received and the fear of 

consequences for inappropriate behaviors (Gibbs 1975). There is a significant body of 

literature utilizing the deterrent approach. When early studies examining the relationship 

between objective measures and crime rates generally failed to find a relationship, the 

focus shifted to individual perceptions and experiences of behavior (see Paternoster 1987 

for review). Perceptual and experiential deterrence are more often the focus of deterrence 

research today (e.g.. Paternoster and Piquero 1995; Foglia 1997). Most researchers, 

including many of those working within the deterrence tradition, recognize that student 

misbehavior is also a function of normative orientations. Internalized norms, such as 
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whether individuals believe that certain behaviors are wrong, are commonly included in 

deterrence models as controls (Paternoster 1987; e.g., Gertz and Gould 1995). 

Deterrence theory and research has typically focused on punishment. The rules 

themselves may also influence misbehavior, however. The establishment of rules sets 

expectations about what is appropriate behavior and what is not. Rules regarding student 

dress codes, smoking, leaving school ground and the need for hall passes, help to 

establish the differential status of adolescents in relation to the adult status of school 

personnel. This may in effect bolster the authority of teachers and principals, reducing 

student misbehavior. Adherence to such rules, even if obeyed by only some students, may 

also help to construct an orderly school climate, setting a tone that discourages general 

misbehavior and perhaps even more serious offenses. Recent scholarship from the law 

literature, which has been referred to as social norm theory or the new path of deterrence, 

has attempted to merge the more economic model of deterrence with attention to social 

norms. Social norm proponents suggest the regulating more mundane behavior such as 

loitering and littering has an influence on general disorder. Reduction in disorder then has 

the effect of reducing more serious offenses. One focus of this research is that laws can 

be used to regulate norms (Kahan 1997). 

Normative Orientations and Perceptions 

Research in the sociology of law has examined how normative commitment to 

authority influences obedience to the law. Although this research has not often been 

applied to schools, information about why laws are obeyed more generally may help us 

understand why students misbehave in schools and classrooms. According to a normative 



34 

perspective, people obey the law because of personal morality or legitimacy. When 

people base compliance on personal morality they obey the law because they feel the law 

is just. When people base compliance on legitimacy they obey the law because they feel 

the enforcing authority has a right to do so. There is evidence that perceptions of fairness 

play an important role in compliance, morality and legitimacy (Paternoster, Brachman, 

Brame and Sherman 1997; Tyler 1990). 

Discussions exploring the relationship between obedience and norms can be 

traced back to classical sociology where both Emile Durkheim and Max Weber 

developed theories of authority. While Weber talks about authority and obedience 

generally, Durkheim relates authority specifically to the schools. According to Durkheim 

(1925/1961), one of the most important roles for the school is the socialization of 

children. Schools should not only teach socially appropriate behavior but must also 

inculcate a general respect and obligation towards social rules. He refers to the social 

authority of rules as moral authority. Students who have internalized moral authority will 

respect and even appreciate the structure that discipline provides. Because it is 

internalized, moral authority facilitates self-control. For Durkheim, a successful school is 

one that does not need to enforce rules and dole out heavy punishment because students 

do not challenge the authority of the rules in the first place. More current researchers 

have found empirical evidence for this claim. Based on findings from the Safe School 

Study, Wu and colleagues (1982) find that well governed schools do not suspend 

frequently. They argue that high suspension rates appear to be indications that less severe 

control mechanisms have failed. 
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Another important early educational scholar, John Dewey, had a different 

philosophy on the process of educational socialization. Like many educators of his time, 

including Durkheim, Dewey viewed the school as an important location for childhood 

socialization. He saw the aim of education as "the building of a free and powerful 

character," which he viewed as necessary for citizens of a democratic society (Dewey and 

McLellan, 1895). For Dewey, however, "free" character development was stimulated not 

through the internalization of authority but rather by providing students with interesting 

and challenging experiences. Consequently, restricting students could have negative 

repercussions. 

It appears likely that normative commitments to the traditional moral order and 

perceptions of school discipline will mediate the relationship between strict discipline 

and student outcomes. When students view school personnel as legitimate agents of 

discipline, see discipline as fair and respect the moral authority of rules they will be likely 

to comply. On the other hand, there may be limits to compliance if discipline is viewed as 

too strict. In his writings, Durkheim implies that moral authority is a relatively stable 

attribute acquired through early childhood socialization. Other scholars, however, have 

described the internalization of norms as an ongoing process. Tyler (1990) suggests that, 

in addition to reducing compliance, feeling that treatment or law are unfair can also lead 

to a reduction in the legitimacy of authority figures. This presents the possibility that 

schools with the highest levels of strict discipline may be undermining compliance by 

inducing feelings of unfairness and reducing legitimacy. 
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Deferential Effects: Defiance and Disorder 

Another way of regarding the role of normative commitment is to consider how 

individuals who view the social, or in our case school, order as illegitimate might react 

under the same circumstances compared to those who view it as legitimate. It is probable 

that these two types of students would react differently to the same environment. 

Sherman (1993) suggests that this is why research on sanctioning has produced mixed 

results. 

While some studies find that sanctioning has a deterrent effect, reducing 

recidivism, other studies find sanctioning is actually related to increasing incidents of 

crime. He posits a theory of "defiance" to help explain the conditions under which this 

happens. The effects of sanctioning depend on how the individual views the situation. 

According to Sherman, defiance occurs when offenders experience sanctioning as 

illegitimate. Offenders who experience the punishment as legitimate will be deterred 

from future participation, while those who see the punishment as unjust may react against 

the sanction and become even more likely to re-offend. Extending this logic to deterrence 

more generally, individuals who do not believe in the legitimacy of the rules and 

sanctions, or those charged with making and enforcing them, may be oppositional rather 

than compliant. Chapter 4 explores defiance theory by examining whether school 

discipline policy influences students who are less inclined to respect the authority of 

school rules and teachers differently than more respectful students and if so, is the 

reaction oppositional. 



The possibility of differential school discipline effects based on levels of disorder 

in the school is also explored. Strict discipline may create a different response in 

relatively orderly schools than it does in disorderly schools. Orderliness should bolster 

the legitimacy of the moral order of the school so that students will be more inclined to 

follow the rules. Any positive compositional effect that school discipline might have in 

orderly schools, however, should be small because the climate of the school is already 

conducive to good behavior and learning. Since disorder within a school is reflective of a 

breakdown in the traditional authority structure, students in disorderly schools may view 

strict discipline to be ineffective, further undermining feelings of legitimacy and fairness. 

If this is the case, the effect of strict discipline in disorderly schools is likely to be 

negative. These predictions are based on the assertion that discipline effects are at least in 

part driven by student perceptions of fairness and authority. If, instead, strict discipline 

functions primarily as a deterrent then students in disorderly schools should benefit from 

strict discipline. 

Discipline and At-Risk Students 

Chapter 5 examines how strict discipline policies and practices may differentially 

affect students who are at risk of not completing high school. Since "troublemakers" and 

"at-risk" youth are often one and the same, at-risk students are more likely to be the 

recipients of get tough policies that remove students from the educational process such as 

suspension and expulsion. Separation of students from opportunities to learn will likely 

influence their ability to graduate (see Figure 1.4). These marginalized youth are also the 

students most likely to react in an oppositional manner. Consequently, students who are 
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at-risk for dropping out may be more likely to drop out of schools with harsher discipline 

policy and practices than their counterparts in more lenient and sympathetic schools. 

Misbehavior 

Graduation 

Segregation 

School Discipiine 

Figure 1.4—Indirect Effects of School Discipline on Likelihood of Graduation 
through Segregation of Misbehaving Students 

Schools have both an indirect and direct influence on whether students stay in 

school and receive a high school diploma. Indirectly, policies and practices of schools 

can lead to students voluntarily withdrawing from school or choosing to stay. For 

example, by influencing student engagement, organizational factors can contribute to a 

student's decision to leave school before graduation. Schools can also influence student 

dropout directly by engaging in practices that discharge students from school 

involuntarily. In this way school discipline policies come to shape patterns of school 

completion and stratification more generally. 



"At-risk" Students 

Much of the Uterature on youth who do not complete secondary school focuses on 

individual student predictors. Research indicates that males, racial or ethnic minorities, 

students from lower socioeconomic status and single parent families, low academic 

achievers, students who frequently misbehave in school, and students who transfer 

schools are less likely than their peers to graduate from high school (Frase 1989; 

Rumberger 1987; Rumberger and Larson 1998). The tendency by researchers and 

educational professionals to identify potential dropouts and label them "at-risk" reflects 

this focus on individual level correlates. While researchers have been able to point to 

various individual background and personal characteristics that have a strong relationship 

to school failure, the success of interventions to help ameliorate these relatively fixed 

student attributes has been modest at best. In contrast, a few studies have explored how 

schools can influence high school completion. 

According to at least two ethnographic studies of large urban high schools, school 

personnel sometimes push "dropouts" out of school by discharging students against their 

will (Bowdich 1993; Fine 1991) or at the least, encouraging them to withdraw (Martinez 

1986). At one of the schools approximately Va of the dropouts claimed that they were 

pushed out. Bowdich's work on high school discipline offices suggests that discharging, 

either coercively or with passive consent, students who are defined as troublemakers is a 

means for schools to "get rid of problem students. Bowdich points out that the students 

who come to be defined by school personnel as "troublemakers" have the same 

characteristics as youth who are typically defined as "at-risk" for dropping out and in 



40 

need of intervention by other professionals concerned with adolescent well-being. This 

work helps illuminate the ways in which school personnel can come to define youth as 

either students worthy of assistance or as offenders to be controlled. In part because many 

working class parents are not aware of their children's legal right to an education, these 

forced discharges primarily happen to working class and minority youth. 

Other authors have also pointed out contradictions of an educational system that 

pushes students out of school while simultaneously verbalizing a commitment to ending 

the dropout problem (Dorn 1996). In his examination of how dropping out of high school 

came to be defined as a social problem, Dorn argues that the dropout prevention 

programs that were developed to help ameliorate withdrawal from high school failed to 

address the kinds of school practices or policies, including suspension and expulsion, that 

pushed students out of schools. For these authors, school discipline and incidents of 

student dropout are intertwined and consequently should be considered in conjunction 

with each other. 

An organizational perspective helps illuminate apparent inconsistencies between 

stated goals to reduce dropouts and practices that actually produce dropouts. In general, 

schools, as organizations, have had to respond to external pressures from the general 

public, employees and governmental contingencies. School dropout programs can serve 

as symbolic efforts to achieve a reduction in school dropout rates. At the same time 

schools may have rational reasons for wanting to discharge certain students. As 

standardized testing and accountability policy force schools to increase test scores, 

schools may feel compelled to limit their membership to students who will help them 
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meet these institutional goals (Riehl 1999). Zero tolerance and school safety legislation 

may allow schools to dispose of students who impede these goals. If students are 

considered at-risk and in need of help, discharging them is less socially desirable than if 

they are considered delinquents who need to be eradicated for the sake of the learning 

environment. At the same time there are social pressures from parents, teachers and 

school districts to provide safe/orderly environments. Demands for safe, academically 

successful schools often compete with public education's democratic mandate to educate 

all children. 

The Separation Argument 

Strict rules and harsh punishments provide a way to remove disruptive youth from 

classrooms and schools. In contrast to deterrence theory which views discipline as a 

means to control behavior, the separation perspective argues that separating 

"troublemakers" from the general student population is an effective way to improve the 

school environment so that the educational process can run more smoothly. In his 

ethnographic account of gangs in three high schools, Brotherton (1996) describes how 

school personnel attempted to "quarantine the culture of the deviant and to stop the 

pollution of the mainstream body" (pg 110) via removal and transference. Troublesome 

students were segregated into alternative schools and classes or simply allowed to drift 

away. 

Parallel logic can be found in classical utilitarian arguments for the incapacitation 

of criminal offenders. When individuals are physically restricted, usually in prisons, 

opportunities to engage in antisocial behaviors are limited (Zimring and Hawkins 1995). 



n the case of the justice system, the goal is to protect society from the individual. In the 

case of the school, the goal is to protect other students and teachers within the school. 

When "troublemakers" are physically removed from the school premises or incapacitated 

in in-school suspension rooms they are unable to have direct influence on the school 

environment. However, separation also takes students away from educational activities. 

Consequently, sanctioned students are likely to suffer academically in the long run. From 

this perspective, suspension and expulsion policies fail. In general, proponents and critics 

of such policies tend to talk past one another by focusing on different outcomes. 

Proponents concentrate on the potential of strict policy to produce order within the school 

and consequently improve the safety and academic achievement of students. Opponents, 

on the other hand, often point to potential harmful effects such policy can have on "at-

risk" students. 

The separation perspective predicts that the isolation of misbehaving youth will 

improve the school environment for other students and school personnel so that it is more 

orderly and conducive to learning. The flip side is that those youth who are separated 

from the general school population are likely to suffer academically and become 

increasingly alienated from the educational process. In addition, at-risk students are more 

likely to be harmed by such an approach given their higher likelihood of being sanctioned 

and their marginalized position. If this is the case, at-risk students will be less likely to 

graduate from high schools with stricter discipline than they will be from schools with 

more lenient discipline. 
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Outline of Dissertation 

Using the theoretical perspectives outlined above, this dissertation analyzes the 

effects of school organizational factors related to school disorder and discipline on 

individual level student behavior and academic outcomes. Chapter 2 presents the data and 

methodology used to explore the proposed relationships, as well as presenting a 

description of the various school and student variables. Chapter 3 investigates how 

behavior and academic achievement are shaped by the disorderliness of the schools that 

student's attend. Chapter 4 examines how another organizational feature of schools, 

disciplinary policy, influences these same student outcomes. Social psychological 

variables related to students' perceptions of fairness and their respect for the authority of 

rules and teachers are included as potential mediating factors. In addition, this chapter 

addresses the possibility that oppositional students will be differentially affected by strict 

discipline. Chapter 5 considers whether the separation of misbehaving students through 

suspension, expulsion and transfer will negatively affect at-risk students likelihood of 

graduating from high school. Finally, Chapter 6 summarizes the overall picture of what is 

found regarding the influence of school discipline and disorder on individual student 

behavioral and academic outcomes. Policy, as well as the theoretical implications of the 

study, is discussed. 



CHAPTER 2 
DATA AND METHODS 

Data 

For my analysis, I use a longitudinal, nationally representative survey compiled 

by the National Center for Education Statistics. The National Education Longitudinal 

fh 
Study (NELS: 1988) includes a national two-stage probability sample of over 25,000 8 

grade students distributed across 1,052 schools (Haggerty, Dugoni, Reed, Cederlund, and 

Taylor 1996). Since a detailed methodological report is available from NCES, the survey 

will only be briefly described here (Ingels, Taylor, Owings, and Quinn 1998). In addition 

to a lengthy student survey, achievement tests were administered and transcript data were 

collected for a sub-sample of study. Surveys were also given to corresponding school 

administrators, teachers, and parents. The base year survey was administered in 1988 

when the students were in 8th grade. Subsequent follow-up surveys were administered in 

1990 when most students were in 10th grade, in 1992 when most students were in 12th 

grade, and again in 1994 when most students were no longer in high school. In the 

following analysis, responses from the 1988,1990,1992, 1994 student questionnaires, 

the 1988 and 1990 teacher questionnaires, the 1990 administrator questionnaire, 1990 

transcript data and scores from tests administered in 1988 and 1992 are utilized to 

construct relevant variables. 

Many of those students surveyed are not included in this analysis. If students did 

not participate in all three of the waves of the survey or have missing answers on the 

outcome or explanatory variables, they are excluded. If individuals are missing values for 



one or more of the control variables, however, they are not excluded, hi this case, I 

substitute the mean value calculated from all non-missing responses. I then include in the 

model a durrmiy variable for each of the means substituted variables, indicating whether 

or not the value was originally missing. This is a common method for handling missing 

data (Allison 2002). Transfer students were also excluded from the analysis. If 

respondents were enrolled in school but not in the same school in lO"^ and 12'^ grade then 

they were considered transfer students. 

Although students who dropped out of high school continued to be surveyed with 

a separate instrument, they are not included in the test score and grades analyses since 

youth who did not attend school were not tested. Dropouts are included in the graduation 

analysis, however. In addition, some students are excluded because their schools do not 

meet certain criteria. Since many of the school-level variables are constructed from the 

aggregated responses of the students within the school and because of methodological 

concerns associated with the use of Hierarchical Linear Modeling, students in schools 

with less than five sampled students are removed from the sample. The resulting sample 

includes 13,371 students from 877 schools. Because the base-year NELS oversampled 

private schools and minority students, it was necessary to use a design weight in all of the 

analyses. The weight provided by NCES for students who were are included in all three 

waves is used. 

Methods 

Until relatively recently, the inclusion of school-level effects into student level 

analysis has been particularly problematic. First, due to the fact that students are nested 



within schools, the assumption that observations are independent from one another, a 

necessary condition for traditional OLS regression analysis, does not hold for multilevel 

data. Because the NELS survey data is collected in clusters within schools, outcomes for 

students within the same school are dependent. In addition, when group and individual 

data are mixed in the same model, the standard errors of the higher-level coefficient are 

too small, producing misleading significance tests. Consequently, I use a multilevel 

statistical procedure to account for the dependence between students in the same school 

and artificially deflated standard errors. This multivariate analysis, frequently called 

hierarchical linear modeling, allows me to enter both individual and school-level 

predictors in the same model.^ Another advantage of multilevel modeling is the ability to 

partition the total variance into within- and between-school components. This allows us 

to determine what portion of the explained variance is attributable to individual 

differences and what portion is attributable to differences between schools. 

In this study, multilevel modeling involves simultaneously solving for two 

equations, a within- and between-school model. There are two levels. At level 1 are the 

individual students who correspond to the within-school model. Since students within a 

school are exposed to the same organizational factors, differences in the dependent 

variable are attributed to characteristics of the individual students. For example, variation 

in test scores within a school is often attributed to differences in student ability; some 

children may be more intellectually endowed than others. Specific to this project, 

variation at the student or within-school level is modeled as a function of a student's 

' See (Bryk and Raundenbush 1992) for a detailed description of this technique. 
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demographic and family background, prior school experiences and social psychological 

perceptions of the school. 

At the second level are the schools in which students are clustered. Here we are 

concerned with modeling variation on the dependent variable between schools. Similar to 

students who have individual characteristics, schools have organizational characteristics 

that can influence student outcomes. Following the test score example, variation in 

schools would translate into differences in mean test scores. The school characteristics of 

interest in this project include school discipline policy and disorder. In addition, the 

model includes a series of second level school variables that function as controls such as 

size and student body composition. 

Instead of discussing models with all of the individual and school-level covariates 

included it is helpful to first illustrate the multi-level approach through two simple 

unconditional equations (Singer 1998). At level-1 (the student level), the following 

equation expresses a student's outcome (Fy) as the sum of an intercept for the student's 

school (fioj) and a random error (rij) associated with the i''' student in the j'** school. 

Yij = /3oj + nj 

At level-2 (the school level), the following equation expresses the school intercept as the 

overall mean of the intercepts (yoo) and a random error (mq/ ) associated with the 

school. 

fioj = Too + UQJ 

When we merge the two equations the following multilevel model occurs: 

Yij = 700 + UQj + Tij 



where uoj ~N (0,too) and ~ N (0,(T ^ )  

A student's outcome (Fy) is the sum of the overall school mean (yoo), their 

school's deviation from the overall mean (the school effect of the school, uoj), and the 

residual for the student (the individual effects of the i'** student in the j"' school, r,)). The 

variation between school means is represented by tqo and the variation among students 

within schools by cr . Unlike a typical linear model, which only has one random effect, 

the individual residual, the multilevel model includes an additional random effect 

associated with the student's school. 

In multivariate hierarchical analysis, the unconditional model is often estimated 

first to determine the within- and between- school variance components for each 

dependent variable. This is performed later in this chapter for each of the student 

outcome variables. For the multivariate analyses to be estimated in the following 

empirical chapters, the above multilevel unconditional equation is modified to include the 

individual and school-level predictors and control variables. For illustration, we will take 

one student level variable, perceptions of discipline fairness (FAIR), and one school-level 

variable, school rules (RULES), and insert them into the equation: 

Yij = 7qo + yoiRULESj -I- yioFAIR,/ + uoj + rij 

This general equation expresses a mixed model with fixed coefficient parameters and 

random intercepts so that school mean values on the dependent variables are allowed to 
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statistically vary around the grand mean. The analyses performed in the following 

chapters uses this general equation with the full set of covariates outlined below.® 

Measures 

Dependent Variables 

I examine the influence of school disorder and discipline on six different 

dependents variables. Three of the outcomes are behavioral outcomes: educational 

commitment, classroom disrupting, and in-school fighting. The other three outcomes are 

academic achievement variables; test scores, grades, and likelihood of graduating from 

high school. See Table 2.1 for a description of all variables and Table 2.2 for N's, Means 

and Standard Deviation of all variables. The behavioral outcomes are measured in the 

lO'^ grade (1990), while the achievement outcomes are measured in the 12* grade (1992), 

or in the case of graduation up to two years later. 

Table 2.1 
Description of All Variables 

Variables Description of Variables 

Dependent Outcome Variables 

Academic Achievement (12th Grade) 

Test Score 
IRT Score on NELS math and reading 12"' grade test. Combined and 
standardized 

Grades Average determined from transcript data based on 13 point scale. English, 
math science and social studies grades combined and standardized. 

® I use SAS Proc Mixed to model test scores, grades, educational commitment, classroom disruptions and 
in-school fighting. Because graduation is a dichotomous variable, it was necessary to use a SAS macro 
called GLIMMIX that uses Wolfinger and O'Connell's (1993) refinement of generalized linear models, 
allowing Proc Mixed to perform non-linear mixed models (Suzuki and Sheu 1999). The graduation models 
use a logit link function instead of the identity link used for the other dependent variables. Restricted 
Maximum Likelihood (REML) is the estimation technique used in all of the analyses. 
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Variables Description of Variables 

Graduation transcript data or 1994 self report that student received high school 
diploma 

Behavior (10th Grade) 

Educational Composite of student response to how often 1. completes homework 2. forgets 
Commitment supplies 3. absent 4. tardy to class 

Classroom Disruption Teacher response to how often student is disruptive in class 

In-School Fighting Student response to number of in-school fights in previous semester 

Disorder Variables 

Individual Level Disorder 

Unsafe Individual student response regarding whether student feels safe in school 

Classroom Disruptions Individual student response to degree there are student disruptions 

OK to Disrespect Composite of student response to whether it is often, sometimes, rarely or 
Authority never okay to 1. talk back to teachers 2. disobey rules. 

School Level Disorder 

Composite based on teacher assessment of whether verbal and physical abuse 
School Disorder of teachers, alcohol and drug use, vandalism, theft, gangs, physical conflicts, 

cutting class, absenteeism and tardiness are problems. Standardized. 

Unsafe Aggregated student responses to the question asking students if they feel safe 
in school 

Classroom Disruptions Aggregated student responses to question asking about classroom disruptions 

Students Disrespect Aggregated student responses to question asking students if it is okay to 1. talk 
Authority back to teachers 2. disobey rules. 

Discipline Variables 

School Policy 

School administrator report as to the punishment given for the first offense of 
Severity of the following: cheating, skipping class and school, profanity, disruptions. 
Punishment injury to student, abuse of teacher, selling drugs, weapons, substance use or 

possession. 
Standardized composite weighs harsher punishments more 

School Rules School administrator report as to existence of rule pertaining to: profanity, 
student dress, hall passes, leaving school grounds and smoking. Summated. 

Student Perceptions 

Strictness of Rules Degree of student agreement with the statement that rules for behavior are 
strict at school: l=strongly disagree, 2=disagree, 3=agree, 4=strongly agree 
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Variables Description of Variables 

„  .  ^  .  . . .  D e g r e e  o f  s t u d e n t  a g r e e m e n t  w i t h  t h e  s t a t e m e n t  t h a t  d i s c i p h n e  i s  f a i r  a t  s c h o o l :  
Fairness or Discipline o x, , 

l=strongly disagree, 2=disagree, 3=agree, 4=strongly agree 

Legitimacy of 
Authority 

At Risk Indicators 

Poverty 

Low S"" Grade Test 
Scores 

Low S"* Educational 
Commitment 

Composite of student response to whether it is often, sometimes, rarely or 
never okay to 1. talk back to teachers 2. disobey rules. 

Dummy variable (coded 1) for living in poverty. Household family income of 
$15,000 or below in 1988 (8th Grade) 

Students scored in the lowest quartile for combined reading/math IRT scores 

Dummy variable (coded 1) if composite of 8th grade student response to how 
often 1.completes homework 2.forgets supplies 3.absent 4.tardy is in lowest 
quartile 

Reasons for Dropping Out 

Non-School Related 

Family 

Employment 

Friends 

Travel 

Student left school because wanted to have a family, was pregnant, became a 
parent, had to support family, had to care of family member, or got/planned to 
get married 

Student left school because got a job or couldn't work and go to school at 
same time 

Student left school because friends had dropped out 

Student left school because wanted to travel 

School Related Reasons 

Disciplinary Sanctions Student left school because expelled or suspended 

Academic Problems 

Alienation 

Poor Teacher 
Relations 

Safety 

lO"* Grade Sanctions 

In-School Suspension 

Student left school because was failing school or couldn't keep up with 
schoolwork 

Student left school because didn't like school, didn't feel like he or she 
belonged, or couldn't get along with other students 

Student left school because couldn't get along with teachers 

Student left school because did not feel safe at school 

Dummy variable (coded 1) if received in-school suspension at least once 
during the previous semester-student report 
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Variables Description of Variables 

Out-of-School 
Suspension 

Controls 

Dummy variable (coded 1) if received out-of-school suspension at least once 
during the previous semester-student report 

8th Grade Behavior and Achievement 

Test Score 

Grades 

Misbehavior 

Educational 
Commitment 

Classroom Disruptions 

In-School Fighting 

Standardized composite of math and reading test scores from 8' grade 

Average determined from 8th grade student report of average grades in 
English, math, science and social studies grades combined and standardized. 

Dummy variable (coded 1) if parent indicated their child had behavioral 
problems in school in 8th grade 

Composite of 8th grade student response to how often 1. completes homework 
2. forgets supplies 3. absent 4. tardy to class 

Dummy variable (coded 1) if student if 8th Grade Teacher indicates student is 
frequently disruptive in class 

8th grade student response to number of in-school fights in previous semester 

Individual Level Variables 

Male 

African American 

Hispanic 

Two parent household 

Siblings 

Dummy variable (coded 1) for males 

Dummy variable (coded 1) for African-Americans 

Dummy variable (coded 1) for Hispanic-Americans 

Dummy variable (coded 1) for individuals hving with both parents 

Number of siblings, including adopted, half and step 

c . • ^ Standardized Composite of mother s education, father s education, parent 
Socio-economic Status . 

occupation, and family income logged 

English Second 
Language 

Academic Track 

Vocational Track 

Spoke another language besides English before school 

Student indicated high school program as academic. If student response 
missing then program determined from transcript 

Student indicated high school program as vocational. If student response 
missing then program determined from transcript 
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Variables Description of Variables 

School Level Variables 

School Disorder 

Public School 

Private School (Non-
Catholic) 

Catholic School 

Suburban 

Urban 

Rural 

% Teachers White 

% Teachers African 
American 

% Teachers Hispanic 

% School Dropouts 

% School Black 

% School Hispanic 

% School Poor 

School Size (log) 

Student-Teacher Ratio 
(sqroot) 

Socio-economic Status 
of School 

Aggregated and combined student and teacher responses to questions 
assessing degree verbal and physical abuse of teachers, alcohol and drug use, 
theft, vandalism, gangs, physical conflicts, cutting class, absenteeism and 
tardiness are problems. 

Dummy variable (coded 1) if high school is public 

Dummy variable (coded 1) if high school is a non Catholic, private school 

Dummy variable (coded 1) if high school is Catholic school 

Dummy variable (coded 1) for high school in suburban area 

Dummy variable (coded 1) for high school in urban area 

Dummy variable (coded 1) for high school in rural area 

Number of full time White teachers divided by total full time teachers 

Number of full time African American teachers divided by total full time 
teachers 

Number of full time Hispanic teachers divided by total full time teachers 

Percent of students who enter 10* grade and drop out before graduation 

Percent of 10 graders in school who are African American 

Percent of 10 graders in school who are Hispanic 

Percent of 10 graders in school who receive free or reduced price lunches 

Total student enrollment 

Number of students at school divided by number of teachers at school. Square 
root of measure used to deal with outliers. 

Aggregated from SES measures for individual students within the same school 
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Table 2.2 
N's, Means, and Standard Deviations for All Variables 

Variables N Mean SD 

Dependent Outcome Variables 
Academic Achievement (12th Grade) 

Test Score 10,997 0 1 

Grades 12,911 0 1 

Graduation 10,541 0.889 0.314 

Behavior (10th Grade) 
Educational Commitment 13,368 0 1 

Classroom Disruption 11,860 0.634 0.744 

In-School Fighting 13,008 0.185 0.458 

Disorder Variables 
Individual Level Disorder 

Personally FeelUnsafe 13,013 1.618 0.682 

Disruptions in Classroom 13,030 2.836 0.731 

Ok to Disrespect Authority 13,029 1.675 0.713 

School Level Disorder 
School Disorder 12,912 0 1 

School Unsafe 13,371 -0.071 0.966 

Disruptive Classrooms 13,349 -0.031 0.989 

Students Disrespect Authority 13,349 1.675 0.228 

Discipline Variables 
School Policy 

Severity of Punishment 10,490 0 1 

School Rules 11,466 3.515 0.738 

Student Perceptions 
Strictness of Rules 13,033 2.771 0.738 

Fairness of Discipline 13,254 2.688 0.684 

Legitimacy 13,243 3.325 0.713 
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Variables N Mean SD 

At Risk Indicators 
Poverty 12,959 0.174 0.379 

Low 8th Grade Test Scores 12,869 0.264 0.441 

Low 8th Grade Educational Commitment 12,879 0.263 0.440 

10th Grade Sanctions 

In-School Suspension 13,260 0.111 0.314 

Out-of-School Suspension 13,260 0.066 0.249 

Reasons for Dropping Out 

Non-School Related 
Family 906 0.372 0.484 

Employment 914 0.362 0.481 

Friends 902 0.081 0.273 

Travel 900 0.062 0.242 

School Related Reasons 
Disciplinary Sanctions 900 0.194 0.396 

Academic Problems 905 0.465 0.499 

Alienation 912 0.513 0.500 

Poor Teacher Relations 909 0.263 0.440 

Safety 901 0.065 0.248 

Controls 
8th Grade Behavior and Achievement 

Test Score 12,869 0 1 

Grades 13,253 0 1 

Misbehavior 13,350 0.232 0.422 

Educational Commitment 12,879 0 1 

Classroom Disruptions 12,711 0.168 0.374 

In-School Fighting 13,184 0.223 0.502 

Individual Level Variables 
Male 13,371 0.498 0.500 
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Variables N Mean SD 

African American 13,371 0.087 0.282 

Hispanic 13,371 0.116 0.320 

Two parent household 13,371 0.716 0.448 

Siblings 13,371 2.498 2.046 

Socioeconomic Status 13,371 0 1 

English Second Language 13,371 0.115 0.314 

Academic Track 13,371 0.387 0.487 

Vocational Track 13,371 0.099 0.299 

School Level Variables 
School Disorder 13,371 -0.087 0.943 

Public School 13,371 0.873 0.333 

Private School (NonCatholic) 13,371 0.079 0.270 

Catholic School 13,371 0.048 0.214 

Suburban 13,371 0.397 0.489 

Urban 13,371 0.260 0.439 

Rural 13,371 0.342 0.475 

% Teachers White 13,371 91.288 13.247 

% Teachers African American 13,371 4.848 9.303 

% Teachers Hispanic 13,371 2.702 7.822 

% School Dropouts 13,371 0 1 

% School Black 13,371 10.462 18.575 

% School Hispanic 13,371 9.816 20.399 

% School Reduced School Lunch 13,371 18.776 20.286 

School Size 13,371 6.854 0.680 

Student-Teacher Ratio 13,371 3.950 0.562 

Socioeconomic Status of School 13,371 0 1 
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Variables N Mean SD 

Missing Variables 
Missing Siblings 13,371 0.002 0.048 

Missing 2nd Language 13,371 0.029 0.167 

Missing Two Parent 13,371 0.012 0.110 

Missing 8th Grade Misbehavior 13,371 0.002 0.040 

Missing Male 13,371 0 0 

Missing High School Track 13,371 0 0 

Missing Race 13,371 0.000 0.021 

Missing Individual SES 13,371 0.000 0.009 

Missing Urban/Rural 13,371 0 0 

Missing School Sector 13,371 0 0 

Missing Size 13,371 0 0 

Missing Student/Teacher Ratio 13,371 0.001 0.024 

Missing Teachers White 13,371 0.195 0.396 

Missing Teachers African American 13,371 0.189 0.392 

Missing Teachers Hispanic 13,371 0.190 0.393 

Missing Dropout 13,371 0.004 0.066 

Missing School Lunch 13,371 0.001 0.033 

Missing % School Minority 13,371 0.001 0.033 

The reader should note that this research focuses on a narrow slice of socialization 

and learning processes that span children's educational careers. The interchange between 

student behavior, school responses, and academic achievement is complex and most 

likely reciprocal, with many of the relationships examined in this study occurring 

throughout elementary and middle school. Ideally, the data would begin with children's 
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first experiences in the educational system and follow them at least through departure. 

Unfortunately, such extensive data is not available. Although not ideal, the NELS survey 

allows us to take a step in that direction by providing survey data for a set of students 

who first took the survey in the eighth grade and again when most students were in tenth 

grade, twelfth grade, and two years later. Even limited longitudinal data has an advantage 

over cross-sectional surveys by providing an opportunity to observe changes over time. 

Because the analysis limits observation of long-term relationships to 4 years, large effects 

are unlikely. Finding even small significant relationships, however, is an important step 

towards evaluating potentially important processes that accumulate throughout school. 

Including eighth grade achievement and behaviors in the models provides a base 

point before the respondents are exposed to their high school's environment. Student 

behaviors are measured in 10 rather than 12 grade for two reasons. First, although 

school discipline and disorder are also measured when the students are in 10^'' grade, 

these organizational factors would have been present upon entry into high school. Ideally, 

the school-level variables would have been captured at the time respondents entered high 

school and subsequently measured yearly to ascertain changes. Unfortunately, this 

information is only collected in 1990. The second reason is theoretical. The direct 

influence of school disorder and policy on student behavior should be more immediate 

for student behavior than for student achievement. In fact, the rationale behind strict 

discipline is that it will have an influence on student behavior. Even if the reaction to 

strict discipline were negative, however, opposition would most likely come in the form 

of active or passive resistance. Changes in academic achievement in the form of grades, 
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th test scores and graduation should take longer to manifest. Measuring behavior in the 10 

grade and achievement later also allows us to test the hypothesis that school-level 

variables influence student achievement both directly and indirectly through student 

misbehavior. When the dependent behavior variables are entered into the academic 

achievement models as mediating variables, it is important that the behavior precedes the 

achievement outcome. 

All six dependent variables are used in Chapters 3 and 4. Because the focus is on 

youth who are at risk for dropping out of high school only the graduation dependent 

variable is examined in Chapter 5. 

Academic Achievement 

Academic, political and popular discourses tend to focus on standardized test 

scores as a measure of students' academic achievement. While test scores might give us 

some indication of student learning, they do not capture other elements of academic 

success. Therefore, in addition to test scores, grades and likelihood of graduating from 

high school are also examined. Grades reflect not only what knowledge a student is able 

to demonstrate on a particular test day but rather evaluation over time. Formally, grades 

represent academic achievement. In reality, however, grades also reflect noncognitive 

factors and have been associated with attendance, disruptiveness, work habits and 

appearance (Farkas, Grobe, Sheehan and Shuan 1990). In addition, some observational 

researchers suggest that teacher's may exchange better grades for behavioral cooperation 

in the classroom (Sedlak, Wheeler, Pullin and Cusick 1986). The NELS dataset provides 

subject area grade averages. Averages are calculated by assigning a score of one through 



thirteen to the grade given for each class on the student transcript. Grades are then 

grouped and averaged for each subject. By calculating grade average based on transcript 

grades and not simply taking the official grade average, problems created by the extra 

points that some schools give for honors courses are avoided. The grade averages for 

English, math, science and social studies are combined and standardized to obtain 

measure used in the analyses. 

While graduating from high school may indicate some of the same attributes as 

grades, a high school diploma also functions as a credential. Students who receive a high 

school diploma are more successful in the labor force than those who do not. The 

graduation variable is a dummy variable and reflects the status of the respondent as of the 

1994 follow-up, approximately 2 years after most respondents graduated from high 

school. If this information was not available, 1992 transcript or survey data was used. 

Students who graduated with a high school diploma are coded 1 and all others are coded 

0. Because research indicates that students who receive General Educational 

Development diplomas (GED's) or certificates do not perform better in the labor market 

than those without any credentials (Cameron and Heckman 1993), these students are 

counted as non-high school graduates. By 1994, 88.9 percent of those who were surveyed 

had graduated from high school. 

Test scores are a composite score of the reading and math sections of the tests 

administered as part of the NELS survey. Because multiple test forms were used raw 

scores are not comparable. Consequently, NLES provides scores that employ Item 

Response Theory (IRT), which uses response patterns and question difficulty to place 



each student on a continuous ability scale. IRT scoring makes comparisons across the 

four-year time span, as well as across students, possible. After combining reading and 

math IRT scores the composite scores is standardized with a mean of 0 and a standard 

deviation of 1 across schools. 

Behavioral Outcomes 

The behavioral outcome variables include educational commitment, classroom 

disruptions and in-school fighting. For educational commitment, I look at behavior 

associated with relatively minor transgressions regarding attendance and schoolwork. A 

standardized composite variable (cronbach alpha =.66) is constructed from questions 

asking students how often they completed homework, forgot supplies, cut class or were 

tardy in the previous semester. Disregard for basic school activities often precedes more 

general school failure. According to some criminological research, failure to connect with 

school activities may result in student non-conformity to social norms more broadly 

(Jenkins 1997, Hirschi 1969). In addition, failure to do homework and attend class on 

time can have negative academic consequence by reducing learning opportunities and 

grades. 

Frequency of fighting in school is based on student self reports. Students are 

asked how often they got into a physical fight in the previous semester. Possible 

responses are none, once or twice, and more than twice. On a scale from 0 to 2 the mean 

is .19, with 15.6 percent engaging in at least one physical fights in school and only 2.94 

percent engaging in more than two. Frequency of classroom disruptions is taken from 

teacher assessments of the respondents' behavior in their classrooms. In most cases, two 
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of the student's teachers answer the question "How often is the student disruptive in 

class?" Possible answers include never, rarely, some of the time, most of the time, and 

always. The answers are averaged if there are responses from two teachers. On a scale 

from 0 to 4 the average is 1.63, falling between rarely and some of the time. Again, most 

of the students are well behaved with teachers reporting that 44.31 percent of the students 

were never disruptive and an additional 37.41 percent were rarely disruptive. 

Although recent reports about public high schools conjure up images of rebellious 

and disrespectful youth, the majority of students in the sample were well behaved. Of 

course, even a few incidences of fighting and classroom disruption may influence student 

learning. Nonetheless, overall school disorder does not appear to be rampant. I also 

examined whether these incidents of fighting and disruption were concentrated in a few 

schools. Various studies have suggested that crime and disorder is more prevalent in poor 

inner-city schools (Devine 1996; National Center for Education Statistics 1991; Sheley, 

McGee and Wright 1995). While the urban schools with a high percentage of poor 

students in the sample do have a higher proportion of respondents who are disruptive in 

class and fight in school, this difference is not large. In these schools 18.87 percent of 

respondents were in fights, compared to 15.6 percent, and 77.78 percent, compared to 

81.72 percent, never or rarely disrupted class. 

Independent Variables 

School Disorder 

There are two sets of disorder variables used as independent variables in the 

chapter on the effects of school disorder on student outcomes. One set is at the individual 
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level. These include questions asking students about safety, classroom disruption, and 

attitudes about the authority of teachers and school rules. These responses represent 

individual perceptions and experiences with disorder in the school. While students' 

feelings of safety and perceptions of disruption are subjective and may not reflect the 

experience of other students in the school, they can have an important influence on that 

particular student. Being disrupted and feeling unsafe in school may distract from 

educational goals. Also, such students may be more likely to retaliate by fighting or 

bringing weapons to school for protection. Alternatively, they may stay home from 

school altogether, adversely effecting their education. Perception of classroom disruption 

is determined from a question asking students how much they agree that other students 

often disrupt class. Possible answers are strongly agree, agree, disagree and strongly 

disagree. The mean answer is 2.84 on a scale from 1 to 4, indicating a tendency for 

students to agree that other students often disrupt class. Perceptions of safety is similarly 

constructed from a 1 to 4, strongly agree to strongly disagree scale. The mean is 1.61 

with only 7.31 percent agreeing that they feel unsafe in their schools. "Okay to disrespect 

authority" is a composite measure made up of two survey questions (Cronbach 

Alpha=.73). The questions ask student respondents if they think it is okay to talk back to 

teachers and whether they think it is okay to disobey rules. Possible answers are often, 

sometimes, rarely, and never. The two answers are coded so that a higher score represents 

more disrespect toward authority, added together, and divided by two. The mean answer 

on a scale from 1 to 4 is 1.68, suggesting that youth do not harbor oppositional attitudes 

toward school rules and personnel. 



The second set of disorder variables is at the school level. Some school-level 

measures such as school size, student/teacher ratios, and the percentage of children who 

are nonwhite or live in poverty are relatively easy to measure by simply counting and 

then calculating the percent or ratio. Several of these types of school-level measures are 

included in the analysis as control variables and are outlined below. Researchers have 

used similar indicators to capture the amount of disorder in a school. Counts of school 

records and self-reports of suspensions, incidents, and security responses have been 

frequently used as measures of disorder (for reviews, see Gottfredson and Gottfredson 

1985). Measures that try and capture more abstract latent variables such as disorderly 

environments can be more complicated, however. 

In the education literature, school disorder is most often conceptualized as a 

dependent variable, as being influenced by school climate variables as opposed to being a 

dimension in itself (Welsch 2000; Gottfredson and Gottfredson 1985). The 

conceptualization of school disorder for this study, however, more closely resembles the 

definition of an organizational climate. While acts of misbehavior and delinquency reflect 

levels of disorder, this research tries to capture the degree to which there is a general 

environment of order or disorder. To achieve this result, I incorporate a variety of school-

level disorder indicators. 

The practice of aggregating individual responses within an organization, in our 

case the school, to obtain a measure of organizational climate is common (for reviews, 

see Anderson 1982; Welsch 2000). Theorists have argued that individual responses or 

perceptions taken together are an important element of climate (Owens 1991). In order to 



help determine the statistical appropriateness of using aggregated teacher data as an 

indicator of school climate, Rowan, Raudenbush and Kang (1991) examined the 

psychometric properties of measures, including a classroom order scale, constructed from 

teacher responses from the High School and Beyond Survey, the precursor to the 

National Education Longitudinal Study. They conclude that teachers' perceptions of 

climate can be aggregated to produce reliable measures of school organization. 

Corresponding to the individual level variables mentioned above are school-level 

safety, disruption and disrespect for authority variables that have been constructed from 

the individual responses. Within each school, individual responses are aggregated and 

averaged to come up with one measure that represents general feelings of safety, 

perceptions of disruption and an average level of disrespect for authority. Each 

aggregated value is then given to all students within the school. 

When examining issues of safety, it is important to recognize the line between 

perpetrator and victim is often blurred. As mentioned above, for some students, 

absenteeism may be a reaction to what is perceived as unsafe conditions at school and 

fighting or carrying a weapon may be viewed as a means of protection. While dividing 

students into good or bad youth may be analytically tempting, it is far from accurate. 

Disorderly climate measurements are less vulnerable to this problem. When victimization 

and delinquency are used as indicators of school disorder, the rationale behind their 

occurrence is less important. 

The other indicator of school-level disorder is constructed from teacher responses. 

Teachers are asked to what degree various student behaviors are a problem within the 
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school. These behaviors include drug and alcohol abuse, absenteeism, class cutting, 

tardiness, physical and verbal abuse of teachers, physical fights, theft, gangs, weapons 

and vandalism. As with the individual student responses, all teacher responses within a 

school are aggregated and averaged. 

The aggregation of student attitudes toward authority represents the degree to 

which students in the school do not respect the authority of school rules or teachers. I 

consider this measure to be an indicator of an oppositional subculture. In general, a 

subculture is a group of individuals who have developed norms that differ from the norms 

that exist in the wider, dominant culture. Coleman and others have suggested that there is 

a general youth subculture whose values differ from those of the larger adult society 

(Coleman 1960; Schwendinger and Schwendinger 1985) In this case, the subculture is 

considered oppositional because the measured value held by the group of students within 

the school is the belief that it is okay to disobey school rules and talk back to teachers. 

While the belief that students should follow school rules and respect their teachers as 

adult authority figures has loosened somewhat over the last few decades, the wider 

society still views this as the legitimate moral order of schooling. 

School Discipline Policv 

The analysis of school discipline policy in Chapter 4 uses two school discipline 

policy measures: punishment severity and number of school rules. Number of school 

rules is calculated from the administrator's response to questions asking whether the 

school has a rule that regulates specific student behaviors, including student dress, the 

need for hall/visitor passes, leaving school grounds and smoking. Each affirmative 



response is counted as one rule for a possible range of zero to four school rules. While the 

questionnaire asked administrators about more behaviors than these four, the vast 

majority of schools indicated they had rules regarding the more serious offenses. The 

rules included in the measure all refer to status offenses and are meant to be reflective of 

the general orientation of the school towards structuring mundane student behaviors. 

Even so, the majority of the students, 64.33 percent, attend a school that has rules for all 

four items. Another 27.43 percent go to schools with three of the four rules. 

Similarly, punishment severity is determined from administrator responses. The 

responding administrator is asked whether detention, in-school suspension, suspension, 

transfer and expulsion are given to students for various first offenses. A punishment scale 

is composed based on the punishment given for each of 16 potential offenses with harsher 

punishment weighted more. The 16 scores are summated and standardized to achieve the 

final punishment severity measure. 

Student Perceptions of Discipline and Authority 

Chapter 4 also examines the role of student perceptions of school discipline and 

authority. Specifically, student perceptions of the strictness of school discipline, the 

fairness of school rales, and attitudes regarding the legitimacy of teachers and school 

rules are considered. All of these measures are taken from the 1990 student questionnaire 

when most students are in 10^'' grade. 

Disciplinary strictness is the response to a question asking students if they agree 

that school discipline is strict. Possible responses include strongly agree, agree, disagree 

and strongly disagree. I assume that most students will interpret the term strict to mean 
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stringent or rigorous application of rules and or punishments. The mean response for 

perception of strictness is 2.77, on a scale of one to four. These results indicate a 

tendency towards strictness. It appears that while many adult critics of public school 

discipline lament school leniency, their student counterparts believe their school to be 

moderately strict. Only 36.34 percent of students think their school is lenient. Similar to 

perception of strictness, the measure for perceptions of fairness is the response to a 

question asking students whether they agree that school rules are fair. On average 

students view their school's rules as more fair than unfair with a mean response of 2.69 

on a scale of one to four. The majority of students, 63.99 percent, agree that the school 

rules are fair. 

It is also informative to look at the relationship between perceptions of strictness 

and perceptions of fairness. From the survey, 41.7 percent of students either strongly 

agree or agree that discipline is strict and rules are fair. For these students, strict 

discipline and fair rules go together. The remaining students are primarily split between 

those who think that discipline is lenient and rules are fair, 28.13 percent, and those that 

think that discipline is strict and rules are unfair, 21.94 percent. Few students view 

discipline as both lenient and rules as unfair, 8.22 percent. 

The authority measure is the same composite variable described above with the 

school disorder variables. Authority is a composite measure made up of two survey 

questions, correlated at .58, asking student respondents if they think it is okay to talk back 

to teachers and whether they think it is okay to disobey rules. This variable is reverse 

coded so that a higher score represents a higher level of authority, instead of a higher 
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level of disrespect. The variables are coded different for the difference analyses in order 

to be consistent with other variables. The average response is 3.33 on a 4-point scale with 

1 being always and 4 being never, indicating that on average students adhere to 

traditional notions of authority. 

Students who do not think it is okay to talk back to their teachers or disobey rules 

view the school system and their teachers as legitimate sources of authority and hence are 

scored higher. Although the legitimacy given to rules, discussed as moral authority, has 

been outlined above as a theoretically distinct concept from the authority given to 

teachers, discussed as legitimacy, they are combined in the analysis to form one measure 

of legitimacy. This is for both methodological and conceptual reasons. First, the answers 

to the two questions are correlated at .59, introducing possible problems with 

multicollinearity. Second, the predicted relationships are the same. Third, separating them 

out would not contribute significantly to the analysis. Therefore, although it may be 

possible to unpack the relative importance of these two concepts, it is not attempted in 

this research. 

At-Risk Status 

Chapter 5 examines how school discipline might differentially influence students 

who are at-risk of dropping out of high school. There are multiple factors placing 

students "at-risk" for dropping out of school and multiple criteria which researchers and 

educators have used to determine which students are placed in this category (McNeal 

1995; Rumberger 1998). For this analysis, four dummy variables are created to capture 

four different categories of students who are at-risk of dropping out. These include youth 
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who live in poverty, youth who are in the bottom quartile in 8 grade educational 

commitment, youth who are in the bottom quartile in S"' grade test scores and youth who 

frequently disrupt class in the lO'^ graded Analyses are performed on each of the four 

variables. The complexity associated with the at-risk label described above renders 

attempts to define youth as at-risk for empirical purposes problematic. While it would be 

possible to combine various indicators of at-risk status into one index, I choose instead to 

treat the four measures as independent in order to better specify what group of youth are 

influenced by school discipline. The poverty measure is included because youth from 

families that live in poverty are clearly vulnerable in terms of educational outcomes 

(Biddle 2001). Students residing in families with household incomes below $15,000 are 

considered to be living in poverty. Although the official poverty threshold for a family of 

four at this time was closer to $13,000, it is necessary to round up because the survey 

data reports an income range. Given this definition, 17.4 percent of the youth were living 

in poverty in their 8^*^ grade year. 

Two of the other variables, poor prior test scores and a history of low educational 

commitment, identify youth who entered high school with characteristics associated with 

later school problems. These specific measures are used because they are consistent with 

the general focus of the project on student misbehavior and achievement. Students who 

th 
scored in the lowest quartile based on the combined 8 grade reading and math tests were 

defined as having low prior test scores. Students who were in the bottom quartile of the 

^ Although typically considered disadvantaged, I do not consider racial or ethnic minority status as an 
indicator of being at-risk. Much of the increase in the likelihood of dropping out, at least for African 
American youth, is due to high level of poverty found amongst this group. When socioeconomic 
background factors are taken into consideration African American youth are often found to be more likely 
to graduate than white students. 
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educational commitment measure, which is a composite of student reported homework 

completion, forgetting supplies, cutting class and teirdiness in the S"' grade, are considered 

to have had prior behavior problems. 

The final at-risk indicator, youth who frequently disrupt class in the 10^'^ grade, 

attempts to capture students who are typically considered "troublemakers" by other 

students and staff. Under the separation argument, these youth disrupt the learning 

environment for other students and should consequently be removed from the classroom 

if their behavior does not improve. 

Reasons for Departure 

Chapter 5 also discusses some of the reasons that students leave school without a 

diploma. Dropouts are asked to indicate whether or not reasons for dropping out often 

given by other people apply to them. Reasons were combined to form nine categories, 

four non-school related and five school related. The non-school related categories are 

family, employment, friends and travel. Starting a family includes getting married, 

wanting to start a family, becoming a parent, caring for a family member or support 

family. Employment includes getting a job and not being able to work and go to school at 

the same time. The friend category includes dropping out because ones friends dropped 

out and travel is leaving because he or she wants to travel. 

The school related categories are discipline problems, academic problems, 

alienation and poor teacher relations. If students indicate they dropped out because they 

were suspended too many times or expelled they were counted as having discipline 

problems. Academic problems include not being able to keep up with school work and 



failing school. Responses included in the alienation category are feeling like one doesn't 

belong, not liking school and not getting along with other students. Finally, poor teacher 

relations is not getting along with teachers. 

10^'' Grade Sanctions 

Measures of student suspension are included as potential mediating variables in 

the at-risk analyses in Chapter 5. Students are asked how often they were placed on in-

school and out-of-school suspension in the previous semester. If the student indicates that 

he or she was suspend at least once then the corresponding variable is coded one. If the 

student was not suspended the variable is coded 0. While the majority of students were 

not placed on suspension, 11.1 percent were place on in-school suspension and 6.6 

percent were place on out-of-school suspensions. Both types of suspension are positively 

correlated with each of the at-risk measures. 

Control Variables 

Control variables are included in all of the models to account for other factors that 

may influence why individuals are academically successful. Including these factors in the 

analysis statistically holds these factors constant for all respondents, compensating for 

their potential effects on the dependent variable. Similar to the predictor variables, there 

are two levels of control variables in the analysis, individual and school. 

Individual Level 

Individual controls are characteristics that are related to a particular individual, 

such as their demographic and family background, and which have previously been 

shown to influence student achievement and behavior. Individual-level control variables 



include measures of gender, race or ethnicity, family background such as whether they 

are living with their biological parents, how many siblings they have, whether English is 

a Second Language, family socioeconomic status, and educational track. The analyses 

also control for prior achievement and behavior. Eighth grade test score is the indicator 

for prior academic achievement and 8th grade misbehavior problems as indicated by the 

student's parent is the indicator of prior misbehavior, hi effect, inclusion of the eighth 

grade test score transforms the meaning of the twelfth grade test score outcome measure 

to a metric of change in test scores between the eighth and twelfth grade. Including eighth 

grade test scores also helps to reduce the degree to which earlier academic performance 

drives the results instead of the predictor variables. The student's educational track is 

included because of evidence that curriculum track is an important determinate of 

subsequent high school achievement (Gamoran 1987). 

School Level 

School-level control variables are characteristics of the school that may influence 

the dependent variable of interest. The school-level variables included are school 

disorder, school sector and location, student and teacher composition of the school, size, 

and student/teacher ratio. School disorder is the only school-level control that is not 

included in all of the analyses. This is because various measures of disorder are used as 

predictor variables in the Chapter 3 disorder analysis. Because we are not specifically 

interested in school disorder after Chapter 3, one index of school disorder is created as a 

control for subsequent chapters. This school disorder variable is a standardized composite 

of both teacher responses to questions asking if various student behaviors are a problem. 
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as well as student responses to similar questions (cronbach alpha=.91). School disorder is 

included as a control variable not only because of the hypothesis posited in Chapter 3, 

that school disorder influences student outcomes, but also because school disorder is 

likely to be related to school discipline policy and practices. Disorderly schools are more 

likely to have harsher punishments and more rules. Consequently, controlling for school 

disorder helps to reduce confounding effects with school discipline. 

The school administrator survey provides much of the information for the other 

school-level control variables. The exception is average student socioeconomic status 

(SES), which is an aggregate of the individual student SES. Many of the variables 

included as control variable are interesting influences on student outcomes in their own 

right and have been studied as such in other research. Since this project is focused on the 

effects of school discipline and disorder, however, the primary purpose of these variables 

is to help isolate the influence of these explanatory variables. 

Unconditional Models 

Before implementing the multivariate analyses in each of the empirical chapters, 

it is informative to separate the variance of each dependent variable into within- and 

between-school components. Estimating models without any of the predictor or control 

variables accomplish this. Table 2.3 presents the results. 
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Table 2.3 
Variance Component of Linear Dependent Variables 

Dependent Variables 

Grade 
Test Scores Average Educational Classroom In-School 

Between-school variance (Tqo) 0.196 0.184 0.094 0.053 0.010 
Within-school variance (a^) 0.697 0.765 0.847 0.464 0.196 
Intraclass correlation 
(Xoo/too+O^) 

0.220 

N=10,997 

0.194 

N=12,911 

0.100 

N=13,368 

0.102 

N= 11,860 

0.049 

N=13,008 

As a reminder from above the combined equation for the multilevel unconditional 

model is 

Yij = 7oo+ mq/ + rij 

where uoj ~N (0,TOO) and nj ~ N (0,a^) 

The between-school variance is represented by Too and the within school variance is 

represented by cr , An intraclass correlation can be calculated from the two variances. The 

intraclass correlation is the proportion of the total variance (TQO + cr^) that can be 

accounted for by the between-school variance (TOO). For example, the intraclass 

correlation for test scores is .22, indicating that 22 percent of the total variance can be 

explained by differences between schools. This leaves the remaining 78 percent to be 

explained by individual level factors. Overall, it is clear that the majority of variance in 

student outcomes is within schools, rather then between schools. The school predictors 

can only be evaluated based on the proportion of the total variance that is between 

schools. Nonetheless, the proportion of between-school variance is adequate for the 

modeling of school effects. 
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In addition, the results suggest that there is a sufficient amount of clustering. 

Consequently the use of hierarchical statistical techniques is warranted. One exception is 

in-school fighting which only has an intraclass correlation of .049. If I were only 

interested in modeling school effects, I would be concerned that there is not enough 

between-school variation to warrant an examination of how school organizational factors 

influence student propensity to engage in physical fights with other students. Because I 

am also interested in social psychological processes and individual experiences with 

school disorder, in-school fighting will remain as a dependent variable in the multivariate 

analyses that follow in Chapters 4 and 5. 

Summary 

The following three chapters will investigate the relationship between school 

disorder and discipline and individual student outcomes using data from the National 

Education Longitudinal Study of 1988 and the above described multilevel modeling. In 

addition, the role of various social psychological and at-risk student measures that were 

outlined in this chapter will be examined. Intraclass correlations indicate that there is a 

range in the amount of between school variance that can be explained by school-level 

predictors. While approximately 22 percent of the test score total variance can be 

account for by between-school differences, only 5 percent of the in-school fighting total 

variance is attributable to between-school differences. 
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CHAPTER 3 
EFFECTS OF DISORDERLY CLIMATE ON STUDENT BEHAVIOR AND 

ACHIEVEMENT 

Much of the research on school violence and disorder focuses on the causes of 

school crime and disorder. In these cases, school disorder is examined as a dependent 

variable (Gottfredson and Gottfredson 1985; Ingersoll 1996; Welsh 2000). For example, 

Gottfredson and Gottfredson's (1985) analysis of the 1976 Safe School Study, the only 

nationally representative survey of students, teachers and administrators specifically on 

school disorder, examines school factors related to school victimization rates. They found 

18 percent of teacher victimization and 6 percent of student victimization rates in 

secondary schools could be explained by school characteristics. Student beliefs in social 

rules, perceptions of fairness and clarity of school rules were among the significant 

factors. More recently, Welsch and colleagues studied how school climate and culture 

mediate disruption and violence in 11 Philadelphia Middle Schools (1996). 

Alternatively, disorder can be regarded as having its own influence on students' 

educational experiences. The idea that disorder in schools is detrimental for schooling is 

often taken for granted. Consequently, theoretical formulations and empirical 

examinations have generally been lacking. This research attempts to fill this gap by 

examining the effects of school disorder on the behavior and academic achievement of all 

students who are exposed to it. I will briefly recap from Chapter 1 the theoretical 

reasoning behind the prediction that school disorder will have a positive influence on 

individual student misbehavior and a negative influence on student achievement. 
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Subsequently, I will touch upon the measures and logic of the modeling design before 

presenting the results. 

Theoretical Recap 

Social Control 

Simply stated, general misbehavior and disorder are believed to beget more 

misbehavior and disorder. Some scholars have speculated that high levels of disorder 

reduce the student body's confidence in the authority of the school personnel (Toby 

1995). Jackson Toby argues that in schools where "students wander the halls when they 

should be in class, where candy wrappers and empty soft-drink cans have been discarded 

randomly, and where graffiti can be seen on most walls, teachers don't feel in control, 

and students don't perceive them as being in control" (Toby 1998, pg. 71). Lack of social 

control then tempts students to further test behavioral limits. 

Similarly, the popular "broken windows" theory of community policing argues 

that even mundane disorder in neighborhoods must be controlled in order to prevent 

deterioration into more serious levels of crime. According to the analogy, one unrepaired 

broken window in a building will eventually lead to multiple broken windows. Disorder 

signals that no one cares and so more disorder has little cost. Extending this logic to 

schools, if disorder signals low social control and lack of concern then youth are more 

likely to misbehave than they would be in a more orderly environment. Even for youth 

who generally accept the moral order of the school, seeing a significant number of others 

breaking rules presents the practice as a viable consideration. 
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Given the strong relationship between individual misbehavior and low academic 

achievement (Jenkins 1997, Meyers, Milne, Baker, Ginsburg 1987), if high levels of 

disorder result in more misbehavior, academic achievement may also suffer. In this case, 

disorder has an indirect effect on academic achievement through its influence on 

behavior. Alienation engendered by disorderly environments may also unfavorably 

influence both behavior and achievement if an inhospitable school environment reduces 

attachment and commitment to school (Hirschi 1969). Students may be less inclined to 

put effort toward attending class, finishing homework, and studying. 

Peer Ejfects 

While a disorderly climate may signal waning social control, it is also suggestive 

of the type of students who make-up the student body. In this study, disorderliness is 

primarily defined by student activities. Disorderly schools are schools in which there are 

more incidents of students engaging in delinquent, disruptive or generally inappropriate 

behavior. Therefore, students who attend disorderly schools are exposed to more 

undesirable peers. Peer group influence is an important determinate of student outcomes 

(Felmlee and Eder 1983; Steinberg 1996). Student/teacher interactions, particularly in the 

classroom, can influence other student's behavior and achievement. There is evidence 

that challenges to school authority from only a few influential youth can shape the 

attitudes and behavior of their peers (Hollingworth, Lufler and Clune 1984; McFarland 

2001). 

Peer effects based on the composition of the student body have been found along 

a number of dimensions, including racial composition (Coleman et al. 1966), proportion 
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of high achievers (Summers and Wolfe 1977), average socioeconomic status (Alexander 

and Eckland 1975), and gender composition (Hoxby 2000).^ Peer effects have also been 

found in qualitative studies (Felmlee and Eder 1983). Generally, peer influence research 

has drawn on normative reference group theory or role theory (Kemper 1968). In 

normative reference group theory, peer groups help define norms, values and standards 

for youth. In contrast, role theory stresses the imitation, or modeling, of peers. There is 

some evidence that peers are more likely to influence adolescents through modeling than 

through norms (Biddle, Bank and Marlin 1980). 

Individual normative values can be aggregated for use as compositional measures 

in peer effects analysis (Felson, Liska, South and McNulty 1994). Felson and colleagues' 

(1994) analysis of school subcultures of violence finds that aggregated group values 

influence youth behavior independent of the youth's own values. The authors suggest that 

behavioral reactions to group norms can involve public compliance and impression 

management processes, rather than the internalization of peer group norms. This 

conclusion is contrary to typical subcultural explanations of youth behavior that rely on 

socialization effects (i.e. that youth internalize values of the reference group and behave 

accordingly). 

Opportunities to Learn 

There is evidence suggesting that general levels of student misbehavior or 

disorder within a school can influence academic achievement independent of the 

student's own misbehavior (Chubb and Moe 1990; Coleman, Hoffer, Kilgore 1982). 

^ Peer effects research based on measures of the composition of the student body are also discussed as 
contextual effects. 
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There is a broad consensus among education scholars that opportunities to learn are 

central to student's achievement (Barr and Dreeben 1983; Cook 1982; Kilgore and 

Pendleton 1993). Disorder may reduce academic achievement directly by curtailing 

opportunities to learn as teachers spend most of their time disciplining and classroom 

disorder distracts other students. Maintenance of classroom order takes time away from 

teacher's instructional tasks, and unruly students can make it difficult for others to 

concentrate on their schoolwork (Lotz, Poole, Regoli 1985, Purkey and Smith 1983). 

Therefore, by reducing the amount of exposure and quality of academic material, school 

disorder should have an adverse effect on academic achievement. Test scores should be 

particularly sensitive to opportunities to learn since test scores rely more on detailed 

knowledge acquisition than grades or graduation. 

Disorderly school environments are clearly harmful to youth when they 

compromise student safety. It is also potentially harmful if these types of climates 

encourage misbehavior and reduce academic achievement. The following analysis 

explores this possibility using various indicators of school disorder, including teacher 

reports, student perceptions and student attitudes regarding authority. In addition, I 

explore the role that individual perceptions and attitudes may play in school level effects. 

Design and Methodological Notes 

The following analysis is concerned with the potential negative effects that school 

environments marked by disorder may have on students' behavioral and academic 

outcomes. In order to examine the extent to which school disorder explains the individual 

variance in behavior and achievement, it is first necessary to find a way to gauge the level 



of disorder within the school. The analysis includes four different indicators of school 

disorder. The first indicator is teachers' estimation of what undesirable activities and 

behaviors are problems in the school. The second and third indicators consist of student 

perceptions of the amount of student disruption and safety. The fourth, an indicator of 

oppositional subculture, is constructed from individual student attitudes toward school 

authority, including whether students think it is okay to disobey rules and talk back to 

teachers. Three of these measures are constructed from student or teacher perceptions of 

the school environment. The average response across students or teachers represents the 

general level of disorder in the school as perceived by its members. This technique is 

commonly used to ascertain school climates. 

The measure of oppositional subculture is similar to variables used for traditional 

contextual research, including peer effects, where student characteristics are aggregated 

to obtain measures of student body composition. As mentioned above, many researchers 

have found that aggregate characteristics of the student body have an effect on students 

independent of the student's own status (see Gamoran 1992 for review). Similar to Felson 

and colleagues' study of the subculture of violence, instead of school composition based 

on typical student demographic and background factors this study examines group value 

orientation as a contextual effect. Specifically, I am interested in the concentration of 

students who hold oppositional attitudes toward school-based authority. As a higher 

proportion of students believe that it is okay to disobey rules and talk back to teachers, it 

is predicted that other students will be more inclined to misbehave and suffer 

academically regardless of their own attitudes toward authority. 
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While the focus of the analysis is school-level effects, individual-level effects are 

also examined. Individual measures of school level variables are included in model three 

and five in order to investigate further whether school disorder and oppositional 

subcultures influence students independent of their personal values. The coefficients for 

the individual level variables are also discussed. 

Analyses 

Instead of including all variables in one statistical model, I run six models for 

each of the dependent variables. All models include the controls outlined in Chapter 2, 

including 8^'^ grade behavior and achievement, student demographic and family 

background, and non-disorder school level characteristics. The only variation in the 

control variables is between the set of models for the each of the dependent variables. 

Each dependent variable includes an S"^ grade equivalent. For example, when the 

dependent variable is the frequency of the student's classroom disruptions in the lO"^ 

grade, an 8'^ grade measure of student disruption is included. Similarly, when educational 

commitment is the dependent variable, a measure of 8*'^ grade educational commitment is 

included. The general measure of achievement and behavior included for all dependent 

variable is 8'^ grade test scores and parent notification of S"' grade behavioral problems 

respectively. 

The first model is a baseline control model. The second model examines the 

teacher derived school climate variable. The third model includes the two student derived 

climate variables, perceptions of classroom disruptions and safety. The fourth model adds 

the individual perceptions of classroom disruptions and safety along side the aggregate 
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measures. Because teacher and student perceptions of disorder are meant to capture the 

same phenomenon (i.e., disorderly climate), including them in the same model could 

result in a problem with multicollinearity, rendering the individual variables insignificant 

even if overall disorderly climate has an effect. Separating these variables reduces the 

probability that this will occur. An examination of zero order correlations indicates that 

all of the disorder climate variables used in the analysis are positively correlated at 

p<=.001. The independent variable in the fifth model is the oppositional subculture 

variable, to which is added the individual attitude towards authority in the sixth model. 

Including individual perceptions with aggregate measures helps unpack individual 

from group effects. If significant aggregated measures become insignificant when the 

individual values are added then individual values are mediating group effects. The 

inclusion of the individual-level variable provides insight into whether student 

perceptions matter. While the aggregation of student perceptions is an indicator of the 

school climate or group values, individual values reflect personal experiences. Personally 

feeling unsafe in school can create psychological stress. Students who fear victimization 

may react with increased absenteeism and disruptive protective behavior (Lockwood 

1997, Toby 1995). Personal oppositional attitudes towards rules and teachers are likely to 

translate into oppositional behaviors and rejection of academic goals. 

Results 

The results of the multilevel regression analysis are presented in Tables 3.1 

through 3.6, which are located at the end of the chapter. Again, I am trying to ascertain 

whether school disorder influences the following six student outcomes: grades. 
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graduation, test scores, educational commitment, classroom disruptions and fighting. 

Before discussing multivariate results, however, I discuss the variance components. In 

order to assess the fitness of the models, the amount of variance explained by the 

specified predictor variables is listed at the end of each table. Percentages are given for 

school and individual level variances. The figures given are the percentage that the added 

variables help to explain. Only school-level variables are able to contribute to the 

between-school variance component and only individual-level variables are able to 

contribute to the within-school variance. 

Recall from Chapter 2 that each dependent variable has an unconditional within-

school (individual-level) and between-school (school-level) variance, which are shown in 

Table 2.3. As variables are added to the model it is possible to determine how much of 

the variance is explained by computing how much the variance components diminish. 

First, it is helpful to determine what proportion of variance is explained by the control 

variables. The variance explained for Model 1 shows what percentage of the within and 

between-school variance is explained by the control variables. Explained between-school 

variance ranges from 6.8 percent for grades to 89.9 percent for test scores. Explained 

within-school variance ranges from 18.5 percent for in-school fighting to 70.6 percent for 

test scores. Note that these figures are a percentage of the explainable variance, not the 

total variance. The explainable variation is obtained from the intraclass correlation 

calculated in Chapter 2, which tells us what portion of the total variance occurs between 

schools. The amount of total variance that occurs between-schools is 22 percent for test 
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score, 19.4 percent for grades, 10 percent for educational commitment, 10.2 percent for 

classroom disruptions and 4.9 percent of in-school fighting (see Table 2.3). 

Consequently, the 89.9 percent of the between-school variance that is explained 

by the control variables in the grades analysis is 89.9 percent of the 22 percent of the total 

variance. 

Overall, the independent variables account for very little of the remaining 

variance, either within or between schools. The exception is the educational commitment 

analysis. In this case, school disorder explains 5.3 percent and oppositional subculture 

explains 12.1 percent of the between-school variance. Of the within-school variance, 

oppositional attitudes explain 9 percent. 

School and Individual Background Factors 

Consistent with previous work that suggests African American students have 

more positive attitudes toward school than white students (Ainsworth-Darnell and 

Downey 1998), African American respondents have higher educational commitment. 

Also supported in the education literature, being African American is associated with 

lower test scores and grades but higher likelihood of graduation, net of other background 

and school factors. Latinos similarly performed low on test scores and grades but unlike 

African Americans are not significantly more or less likely to graduate from high school. 

This is after taking into consideration whether English is usually spoken in the home. 

Interestingly, while the more common argument is that children who speak English as a 

second language are handicapped in school, our analysis suggests that living in a 

household in which another language is usually spoken may be an asset. Speaking 
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another language in the home is associated with higher grades and higher test scores. This 

academic advantage may be due in part to more traditional approaches to authority, social 

capital and academic values found in immigrant communities (Zhou and Bankston 1998). 

The results are also consistent with previous research on gender. Males are more 

likely to engage in antisocial behaviors (Lawrence 1998) have lower grades and higher 

test scores (Mickelson 1989). When individual attitudes regarding authority are 

controlled, boys have higher educational commitment and likelihood of graduation than 

girls and their grade disadvantage is reduced. This suggests that boys' oppositional 

attitudes towards authority play an important role in their educational achievement 

relative to girls. 

Track placement at school is also an important predictor of student outcomes. 

Academic track captures exposure to more rigorous academic coursework and 

expectations as well as possible labeling by others students, teachers and parents. 

Students in the vocational track have lower test scores. This is not surprising given that 

test scores are often criteria for being placed in this track. Both of these are in comparison 

to placement in the general educational track. Vocational students also engage in more in-

school fights. 

Individual background effects are in the expected direction. Living in a two-

parent family, higher socioeconomic status and having fewer siblings is associated with 

better outcomes. Parental ability to provide social and economic resources appears to 

facilitate educational achievement. While not as prevalent, family background also has 

some influence over behavioral outcomes. Having fewer siblings is associated with 



higher educational commitment and lower incidents of fighting, perhaps at least partially 

explaining higher academic achievement. Students from higher SES families and those 

who live with both parents have higher educational commitment. In addition, children 

from two parent homes are less disruptive. 

School characteristics also influence student outcomes. Students from Catholic 

schools have significantly higher test scores and are more likely to graduate than students 

who attend public schools. Students in Catholic schools tend to have lower grades, 

however. This is more than likely due to tougher grading standards within Catholic 

schools. There is no evidence that attending a non-Catholic private school confers any 

benefit. 

Students in larger schools have lower grades, are less likely to graduate and have 

lower educational commitment. These findings suggest that large schools foster a sense 

of alienation that in turn affects academic achievement. One surprising result, however, is 

that students in larger schools are less disruptive according to their teachers. Also, 

students who attend larger schools have higher test scores. This could be due to a larger 

selection of courses that are offered by bigger schools. Higher student teacher ratios are 

associated with lower test scores, higher disruption, and lower educational commitment. 

Higher average grades, however, are associated with higher student/teacher ratios. 

The socioeconomic composition of the student population in the school also 

matters for student outcomes. The average socioeconomic status reflects the social class 

composition of the student body. Consistent with the general hypothesis that peers matter, 

attending school with students who on average have higher average socioeconomic status 
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is associated with higher test scores, higher grades and a higher likelihood of graduating. 

This is net of students' own family socioeconomic status. 

Not surprisingly, the strongest and most consistent effects were for the 

corresponding prior measure. Eighth grade classroom disruptions, in-school fighting, 

educational commitment, grades and test scores are all positively associated with their 

and 12'*^ grade equivalents. The same factors influencing 8'^ grade behavior and 

achievement are still around two and four years later. In addition, general prior 

achievement and behavior have strong effects across all the dependent variables so that 

prior behavior is associated with later academic achievement and prior achievement is 

associated with later behavior. The only exception is for educational commitment. Eighth 

grade test scores are not related to 10'^ grade educational commitment. Overall, these 

findings are consistent with most previous research demonstrating a negative correlation 

between misbehavior and achievement. These strong effects found for the 8'^ grade 

controls also reassure us that these measures help isolate the possible effects of the 

independent variables. 

School Disorder 

Teacher Reports of School Disorder 

All of the independent school variables have a significant effect in the expected 

direction on at least one of the student outcomes. Focusing on the second model, we see 

that students in schools with higher disorder are disadvantaged. All of the school disorder 

coefficients are in the expected direction but only two significant negative effects. 

Students who attend schools with disorderly climates have lower educational 



commitment and are less likely to graduate. High rates of disorder may be signaling to 

individual students that it is acceptable to be tardy, absent or not complete their 

homework. In schools where disorder is more pervasive, smaller transgressions may be 

overlooked in relation to more serious forms of disorder such as interpersonal violence. 

Another possibility is that students are imitating or learning from peers that certain 

behaviors are acceptable. For those students who are at-risk of dropping out of high 

school, disorderly climates may have less holding power. 

There is some evidence to support assertions that more orderly environments help 

Catholic schools out perform public schools (Lee and Bryk 1989). When school disorder 

is added to the equation the positive effect for likelihood of graduating and test scores 

associated with attending Catholic school is significantly reduced. 

Student Reports of School Disorder 

For the disorderly climate variables constructed from student perceptions of 

classroom disruptions and safety in Model 3, we find similar results. In schools where 

students on average do not feel safe and are often disruptive, students tend to experience 

less favorable outcomes than students in more orderly schools. Disruptive environments 

are associated with lower test scores, a lower likelihood of graduating, and a higher 

frequency of classroom disruptions, while lack of a safe environment is associated with 

lower test scores. The lack of significant findings for safety in all analyses but test scores 

could be attributed to aggregate perceptions of safety being a weak indicator of disorder. 

Average perceptions of safety may be related less to any objective risk in the school and 

more to factors such as how safe the school is relative to the community. 
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When the corresponding individual level measures are added in Model 4, the 

relationship between unsafe environments and lower test scores becomes insignificant, 

suggesting that personal feelings are the driving force behind lower test scores. This does 

not necessarily negate a conclusion that an unsafe school environment has a negative 

effect. Unsafe, disorderly schools are likely to engender feelings of personal threat or fear 

of victimization. What is clear from the analysis, however, is that feelings regarding 

safety are an important factor influencing student's behavior and achievement. Feeling 

unsafe significantly affects all six of the outcome variables in the expected direction. 

When students do not feel safe in their schools they misbehave more and have lower 

achievement. Activities such as skipping school and fighting may be reactions to feeling 

unsafe and being victimized in school. Students who are being bullied or feel vulnerable 

may either withdraw from school or fight back to protect themselves. In addition, feeling 

safe appears to be an important precursor to academic success. The exact cause of the 

association between safety and academic achievement, however, is unclear. One 

possibility is that these students are distracted from learning because they are more 

concerned with their personal safety. Another explanation is that these students are 

engaging in activities that are contrary to academic achievement. Given evidence that 

achievement and misbehavior are strongly related, safety is probably at least partially 

influencing achievement indirectly through behavior. 

The effects of attending a school with a disruptive environment remain steady and 

actually increase in magnitude for graduation and disruptions when individual 
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perceptions are added. Youth who themselves perceive others as frequently disrupting 

class have a significantly lower educational commitment, and higher in-school fighting. 

Attitudes Toward Authority 

Oppositional subculture has a statistically significant contextual effect on only 

one of the student outcomes, educational commitment. While several of the other 

dependent variables, including in-school fighting, test scores and classroom disruptions, 

show a significant effect for school levels of disrespect in Model 5, this effect disappears 

when an individual measure of disrespect for authority is added in Model 6. Only 

educational commitment retains the significant result, although considerably reduced, 

indicating that an oppositional subculture influences students independent of their own 

attitudes toward authority. For the other dependent variables, school level effects are 

mediated by individual attitudes. Unsurprisingly, Model 6 also shows that an individual's 

attitude toward authority is an important predictor of both behavior and achievement. 

Individual disrespect is associated with higher misbehavior and lower achievement across 

all dependent variables. 

Discussion 

This research supports the assumption that many researchers have made about the 

relationship between school disorder and student outcomes. School disorder appears to 

adversely influence both behavior and achievement. Not surprisingly, individual 

perceptions and experiences with school disorder are also shown to affect students. 

Personally feeling unsafe and harboring oppositional attitudes toward school authority 

have significant effects on all outcome variables. When students feel unsafe, experience 
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disruption and are oppositional toward authority their behavior is counterproductive and 

educational achievement suffers. Although, students who go to disorderly schools may be 

able to escape negative effects of disorder to some degree, such as through measures that 

minimize personal experience with disruptions and unsafe conditions, they are unlikely to 

avoid the negative effects entirely. Attending a disorderly school in itself appears to 

reduce academic achievement, regardless of personal experiences with disruption or 

feeling unsafe. School disorder matters not only for misbehaving students and their direct 

victims but for all members of the school community. 

Although the analysis does not attempt to directly test detailed mechanisms 

associated with opportunities to learn, the findings are supportive of this perspective. The 

association found between disruptive classrooms and lower test scores, in particular, 

suggests that disruptive peers influence the learning environment in such a way that 

students acquire less knowledge. This may be because teachers turn their attention toward 

disciplining students and hence have less time to devote to the curriculum or because 

disruptions are distracting for other students. 

While likelihood of graduating may also be influenced by reductions in 

opportunities to learn, it is more likely that the negative relationship found for disorder 

and disruption and high school graduation is due to less social control and alienation 

engendered by disorderly schools. Graduating from high school is often more about the 

inclination to stay and finish than it is about obtaining knowledge of the curriculum. If 

the school is an inhospitable place to be, then students, particularly those at-risk, will be 

less likely to attend and eventually graduate. The negative relationship between school 
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disorder and educational commitment also supports the assertion that students in 

disorderly schools may be less attached to the moral order of the school, signaling a 

general lack of commitment to educational goals. 

Authority relations appear to be one of the more important factors for school 

success. As mentioned above, various scholars have pointed to the authority relationship 

between teachers and students as a key component of student behavior and achievement 

(Hirschi 1969; Metz 1978; Grant 1988; Toby 1995). Early in the 20th century, Durkheim 

suggests in Moral Education (1961/1925) that teachers play a key role in inculcating and 

maintaining the moral authority that guides children's behavior and transforms them into 

productive citizens. The results from this analysis suggest that authority relations between 

students and teachers are a key factor in the school social order. Students with more 

oppositional attitudes toward authority have more negative behavior and lower academic 

outcomes then similar youth with less oppositional attitudes. In addition, schools with 

high average oppositional values are associated with higher classroom disruption, lower 

test scores, more in-school fighting, and lower educational commitment. 

When many students in a school believe that it is okay to disregard authority, an 

oppositional subculture may influence all youth exposed to it. Typically, subcultural 

theories argue that individuals come to internalized deviant norms of the group and 

subsequently behave in a way consistent with those norms. Because of the intense 

interaction and influence of peers, the acquisition of oppositional values is not unlikely in 

an environment where such norms are pervasive. Consistent with normative reference 

group theory, students learn and internalize values from an oppositional subculture they 
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encounter in the high school. After making these values their own, students subsequently 

behave in ways that are counter to the moral order of the school. The mediating effects of 

individual oppositional attitudes on school level oppositional attitudes found for all of the 

dependent variables except educational commitment are consistent with this subcultural 

hypothesis. An alternative possibility, however, is that oppositional students select into 

high schools and combine to create statistically significant school level coefficients. If we 

had a measure of students' values before they were exposed to the high school 

environment, we could look at changes as an indicator that students were internalizing the 

values of the oppositional culture. Because an 8^** grade measure of attitudes toward 

authority is not available, it is not possible to directly test this hypothesis. 

The contextual oppositional subculture effect found for educational commitment, 

however, lends support for the argument that the organizational environment is 

influencing student outcomes. Similar to the finding for the other outcomes, students in 

schools with more oppositional climates have lower educational commitment than 

students in schools where more students adhere to the traditional notions of authority. 

The difference is that the effect remains after the students' own beliefs are taken into 

account, indicating both direct and indirect effects. Imitation and interaction among 

friends can in itself be the impetus behind youth behavior (McFarland 2001). Whether it 

is because of peer pressure or just going along with classmates, students' behavior may 

not directly follow from their private values. Although the analysis does not allow us to 

determine the specific role of authority, it does point us in an important direction of 

inquiry. The role of moral authority is further explored in the following chapter. 
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The significant effects found are likely due to a combination of direct and indirect 

effects of individual experiences and school level climates. As peers disrupt the learning 

environment and exert formal and informal pressures to misbehave or hold 

counterproductive values, both socialization and academic achievement are 

compromised. At the same time disorderly schools signal that school personnel are not 

invested in the educational development of students and the traditional moral order of the 

school is not intact. 



Table 3.1 
Coefficients from Multivariate Analyses of School Disorder on Classroom Disruption (N=10,643) 

1990 Classroom Disruptions 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

Intercept 0.781** 0.86** 0.872** 0.861** 0.532** 0.533** 
(0.137) (0.146) (0.14) (0.143) (0.158) (0.158) 

School Level Disorder (Teacher Reports) 
School Disorder 0.025 

(0.015) 
School Level Disorder (Student Reports) 
School Classrooms Disruptive 0.029* 

(0.011) 
0.031** 
(0.011) 

School Unsafe 0.02 
(0.012) 

0.014 
(0.012) 

Individual Report of Disorder (Student) 
Classroom Disruptions -0.009 

(0.009) 
Feel Unsafe 0.023* 

(0.01) 
Oppositional Subculture 
School Disrespect of Authority 0.132** 

(0.042) 
0.026 

(0.043) 
Individual Disrespect of Authority 0.118** 

(0.01) 
8th Grade Behavior and Achievement 
8th Grade Test Scores -0.122** -0.126** -0.121** -0.12** -0.122** -0.129** 

(0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) 
8th Grade Disruptions 0.502** 0.545** 0.501** 0.501** 0.501** 0.481** 

(0.019) (0.018) (0.019) (0.019) (0.019) (0.018) 
8th Grade Misbehavior 0.261** 0.152** 0.26** 0.259** 0.258** 0.228** 



1990 Classroom Disruptions 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 
(0.017) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017) 

Individual Background 
Male 0.192** 0.229** 0.192** 0.191** 0.191** 0.17** 

(0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) 
Hispanic 0.008 -0.001 0.008 0.009 0.01 0.015 

(0.031) (0.031) (0.031) (0.031) (0.031) (0.031) 
African American 0.143** 0.157** 0.147** 0.149** 0.145** 0.152** 

(0.029) (0.029) (0.029) (0.029) (0.029) (0.029) 
Live with both parents -0.076** -0.077** -0.077** -0.077** -0.077** -0.074** 

(0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) 
# of Siblings 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 

(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) 
English as a Second Language 0.014 0.019 0.015 0.016 0.012 0.019 

(0.028) (0.028) (0.028) (0.028) (0.028) (0.028) 
Socioeconomic Status 0.013 0.019* 0.013 0.013 0.013 0.016 

(0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) 
Academic Track -0.072** -0.075** -0.072** -0.071** -0.072** -0.06** 

(0.015) (0.016) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) 
Vocational Track -0.02 -0.015 -0.019 -0.019 -0.02 -0.018 

(0.022) (0.022) (0.022) (0.022) (0.022) (0.022) 
School Characteristics 
Private School 0.09 0.104 0.113 0.112 0.092 0.087 

(0.062) (0.064) (0.062) (0.062) (0.062) (0.062) 
Catholic School -0.084 -0.049 -0.085 -0.084 -0.103 -0.106* 

(0.053) (0.055) (0.052) (0.052) (0.053) (0.053) 
Rural -0.011 -0.009 -0.008 -0.008 -0.004 -0.006 

(0.025) (0.025) (0.025) (0.025) (0.025) (0.025) 
Urban -0.023 -0.025 -0.018 -0.017 -0.019 -0.018 

(0.028) (0.029) (0.028) (0.028) (0.028) (0.028) 



1990 Classroom Disruptions 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 
Student/Teacher Ratio 0.046* 0.044* 0.04 0.04 0.052* 0.053* 

(0.021) (0.021) (0.021) (0.021) (0.021) (0.021) 
School Size -0.065** -0.075** -0.075** -0.075** -0.065** -0.067** 

(0.02) (0.021) (0.021) (0.021) (0.02) (0.02) 
% Students African American -0.002* -0.002** -0.002** -0.002** -0.002* -0.002* 

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
% Students Hispanic -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
% Students receive free lunch 0 0 0 0 0 0 

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
% Students dropout 0.01 0.006 0.009 0.009 0.011 0.011 

(0.011) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) 
Ave. School Socioeconomic Status -0.013 -0.007 -0.001 -0.001 -0.012 -0.013 

(0.016) (0.016) (0.016) (0.016) (0.016) (0.015) 
% Teachers African American 0 0 0 0 0 0 

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
% Teachers Hispanic 0 0 0 0 0.001 0 

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 

Variance Explained: Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

School Level (%) 31.40% 31.80% 33.00% 33.10% 32.90% 32.30% 
Student Level (%) 21.00% 20.90% 21.00% 21.00% 21.00% 22.10% 



Table 3.2 
Coefficients from Multivariate Analyses of School Disorder on In-School Fighting (N= 11,627) 

1990 In-School Fighting 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

Intercept 0.141* 0.165* 0.17* 0.049 -0.017 -0.02 
(0.071) (0.075) (0.073) (0.076) (0.082) (0.082) 

School Level Disorder (Teacher Revorts) 
School Disorder 0.008 

(0.008) 
School Level Disorder (Student Reports) 
School Classrooms Disruptive 0.006 

(0.006) 
0.002 

(0.006) 
School Unsafe 0.008 

(0.006) 
-0.002 
(0.007) 

Individual Report of Disorder (Student) 
Classroom Disruptions 0.017** 

(0.006) 
Feel Unsafe 0.044** 

(0.006) 
OoDositional Subculture 
School Disrespect of Authority 0.082** 

(0.022) 
0.001 

(0.022) 
Individual Disrespect of Authority 0.093** 

(0.006) 
8th Grade Behavior and Achievement 
8th Grade Test Scores -0.04** -0.04** -0.04** -0.037** -0.041** -0.046** 

(0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) 
8th Grade In-School Fighting 0.275** 0.275** 0.275** 0.272** 0.274** 0.259** 

(0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) 
8th Grade Misbehavior 0.102** 0.102** 0.102** 0.1** 0.1** 0.077** 



1990 In-School Fighting 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

Individual Backeround 
Male 0.129** 0.129** 0.129** 0.128** 0.128** 0.113** 

(0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) 
Hispanic -0.015 -0.015 -0.015 -0.012 -0.014 -0.012 

(0.019) (0.019) (0.019) (0.019) (0.019) (0.019) 
African American -0.025 -0.025 -0.024 -0.021 -0.025 -0.02 

(0.018) (0.018) (0.018) (0.018) (0.018) (0.018) 
Live with both parents -0.012 -0.012 -0.012 -0.012 -0.012 -0.01 

(0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) 
# of Siblings 0.006** 0.006** 0.006** 0.005** 0.006** 0.005** 

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 
English as a Second Language 0 0 0 0.002 -0.001 0.005 

(0.017) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017) 
Socioeconomic Status -0.01 -0.01 -0.011 -0.011 -0.01 -0.008 

(0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.005) 
Academic Track -0.027** -0.028** -0.027** -0.024* -0.027** -0.018 

(0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) 
Vocational Track 0.041** 0.041** 0.041** 0.04** 0.041** 0.044** 

(0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) 
School Characteristics 
Private School 0.009 0.014 0.014 0.012 0.012 0.01 

(0.033) (0.033) (0.033) (0.033) (0.033) (0.033) 
Catholic School -0.038 -0.031 -0.037 -0.036 -0.049 -0.052 

(0.028) (0.029) (0.028) (0.028) (0.028) (0.028) 
Rural -0.019 -0.018 -0.019 -0.019 -0.015 -0.016 

(0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) 
Urban -0.005 -0.007 -0.005 -0.005 -0.003 -0.003 

(0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) 



1990 In-School Fighting 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 
Student/Teacher Ratio -0.007 -0.008 -0.009 -0.009 -0.004 -0.003 

(0.01) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) (0.01) (0.01) 
School Size -0.005 -0.008 -0.009 -0.008 -0.005 -0.006 

(0.011) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) 
% Students African American 0 -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 0 0 

(0) (0) (0) (0) (0) (0) 
% Students Hispanic 0 0 0 0 0 0 

(0) (0) (0) (0) (0) (0) 
% Students receive free lunch -0.001 -0.001* -0.001* -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 

(0) (0) (0) (0) (0) (0) 
% Students dropout 0 -0.001 0 0 0.001 0.001 

(0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) 
Ave. School Socioeconomic Status -0.011 -0.009 -0.007 -0.007 -0.01 -0.011 

(0.008) (0.008) (0.009) (0.009) (0.008) (0.008) 
% Teachers African American 0 0 0 0 0 0 

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
% Teachers Hispanic 0 0 0 0 0 0 

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 

Variance Explained: Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

School Level (%) 32.70% 32.80% 32.80% 32.50% 35.20% 32.80% 
Student Level (%) 18.50% 18.50% 18.50% 19.00% 18.50% 20.30% 



Table 3.3 
Coefficients from Multivariate Analyses of School Disorder on Educational Commitment (N=ll,578) 

1990 Educational Commitment 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

Intercept 0.669** 0.338 0.596** 0.78** 1.662** 1.684** 
(0.175) (0.178) (0.179) (0.183) (0.189) (0.185) 

School Level Disorder (Teacher Reports) 
School Disorder -0.116** 

(0.018) 
School Level Disorder (Student Reports) 
School Classrooms Disruptive -0.017 

(0.014) 
-0.01 

(0.014) 
School Unsafe -0.02 

(0.015) 
-0.005 
(0.016) 

Individual Revert of Disorder (Student) 
Classroom Disruptions -0.028* 

(0.012) 
Feel Unsafe -0.062** 

(0.013) 
Oppositional Subculture 
School Disrespect of Authority -0.522** 

(0.05) 
-0.129* 
(0.05) 

Individual Disrespect of Authority -0.442** 
(0.012) 

8th Grade Behavior and Achievement 
8th Grade Test Scores 0.004 0.003 0.003 -0.001 0.007 0.034** 

(0.011) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) (0.01) 
8th Educational Commitment 0.365** 0.363** 0.365** 0.362** 0.361** 0.29** 

(0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) 
8th Grade Misbehavior -0.289** -0.288** -0.288** -0.285** -0.277** -0.178** 



1990 Educational Commitment 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 
(0.021) (0.021) (0.021) (0.021) (0.021) (0.02) 

Individual Backsround 
Male -0.02 -0.021 -0.019 -0.018 -0.015 0.067** 

(0.017) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017) (0.016) 
Hispanic 0.001 0.001 0.001 -0.003 -0.006 -0.023 

(0.039) (0.039) (0.039) (0.039) (0.039) (0.037) 
African American 0.306** 0.302** 0.303** 0.299** 0.304** 0.294** 

(0.037) (0.037) (0.037) (0.037) (0.037) (0.035) 
Live with both parents 0.116** 0.116** 0.117** 0.117** 0.119** 0.111** 

(0.019) (0.019) (0.019) (0.019) (0.019) (0.018) 
# of Siblings -0.014** -0.014** -0.014** -0.014** -0.014** -0.014** 

(0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) 
English as a Second Language 0.068 0.066 0.068 0.063 0.071* 0.037 

(0.036) (0.036) (0.036) (0.036) (0.035) (0.033) 
Socioeconomic Status 0.044** 0.045** 0.044** 0.045** 0.043** 0.032** 

(0.011) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) 
Academic Track 0.172** 0.173** 0.172** 0.168** 0.172** 0.135** 

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.019) 
Vocational Track 0.023 0.023 0.023 0.025 0.025 0.002 

(0.028) (0.028) (0.028) (0.028) (0.028) (0.027) 
School Characteristics 
Private School 0.007 -0.064 -0.007 -0.005 -0.004 0.015 

(0.078) (0.077) (0.078) (0.078) (0.074) (0.072) 
Catholic School 0.024 -0.083 0.022 0.02 0.099 0.127* 

(0.066) (0.067) (0.067) (0.067) (0.063) (0.061) 
Rural 0.093** 0.073* 0.091** 0.091** 0.065* 0.07* 

(0.032) (0.031) (0.032) (0.032) (0.03) (0.029) 
Urban 0.009 0.034 0.007 0.008 -0.006 -0.005 

(0.035) (0.035) (0.035) (0.035) (0.033) (0.032) 

h-* 
o 



1990 Educational Commitment 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 
Student/Teacher Ratio -0.053* -0.046 -0.049 -0.049 -0.077** -0.077** 

(0.026) (0.025) (0.026) (0.026) (0.024) (0.024) 
School Size -0.084** -0.042 -0.075** -0.075** -0.083** -0.08** 

(0.026) (0.026) (0.026) (0.026) (0.024) (0.024) 
% Students African American -0.002* -0.001 -0.002 -0.002 -0.003** -0.003** 

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
% Students Hispanic 0 0 0 0 -0.001 0 

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
% Students receive free lunch 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 0 0 

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
% Students dropout -0.019 -0.004 -0.018 -0.018 -0.023 -0.025 

(0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.013) (0.013) 
Ave. School Socioeconomic Status -0.023 -0.046* -0.032 -0.032 -0.029 -0.028 

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.019) (0.018) 
% Teachers African American 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 
% Teachers Hispanic -0.002 -0.003 -0.002 -0.002 -0.003 -0.003 

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 

Variance Explained: Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

School Level (%) 40.90% 46.20% 41.20% 40.40% 55.70% 53.00% 
Student Level (%) 20.90% 20.90% 20.90% 21.20% 20.90% 29.90% 



Table 3.4 
Coefficients from Multivariate Analyses of School Disorder on Grades (N=ll,528) 

1992 Grades 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

Intercept 0.79** 0.746** 0.718** 0.783** 0.496* 0.431 
(0.162) (0.169) (0.165) (0.167) (0.221) (0.22) 

School Level Disorder (Teacher Revorts) 
School Disorder -0.015 

(0.017) 
School Level Disorder (Student Revorts) 
School Classrooms Disruptive -0.014 

(0.013) 
-0.016 
(0.013) 

School Unsafe -0.023 
(0.014) 

-0.009 
(0.014) 

Individual Revert of Disorder (Student) 
Classroom Disruptions 0.009 

(0.008) 
Feel Unsafe -0.056** 

(0.009) 
Oppositional Subculture 
School Disrespect of Authority 0.095 

(0.049) 
-0.01 

(0.049) 
Individual Disrespect of Authority 0.119** 

(0.009) 
8th Grade Behavior and Achievement 
8th Grade Test Scores 0.347** 0.347** 0.346** 0.344** 0.347** 0.359** 

(0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) 
8th Grade Grades 0.396** 0.396** 0.397** 0.395** 0.396** 0.384** 

(0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) 
8th Grade Misbehavior -0.162** -0.162** -0.162** -0.159** -0.161** -0.126** 



1992 Grades 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 
(0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) 

Individual Background 
Male -0.159** -0.159** -0.159** -0.157** -0.158** -0.137** 

(0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) 
Hispanic -0.061* -0.061* -0.061* -0.065* -0.061* -0.067* 

(0.028) (0.028) (0.028) (0.028) (0.028) (0.028) 
African American -0.056* -0.056* -0.057* -0.062* -0.056* -0.06* 

(0.027) (0.027) (0.027) (0.027) (0.027) (0.026) 
Live with both parents 0.093** 0.093** 0.093** 0.095** 0.093** 0.09** 

(0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) 
# of Siblings -0.002 -0.002 -0.002 -0.002 -0.002 -0.002 

(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) 
English as a Second Language 0.118** 0.118** 0.118** 0.116** 0.119** 0.111** 

(0.026) (0.026) (0.026) (0.026) (0.026) (0.026) 
Socioeconomic Status 0.084** 0.084** 0.084** 0.084** 0.083** 0.081** 

(0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) 
Academic Track 0.148** 0.148** 0.147** 0.145** 0.148** 0.139** 

(0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.014) 
Vocational Track 0.002 0.002 0.001 0.002 0.002 -0.001 

(0.021) (0.021) (0.021) (0.021) (0.021) (0.021) 
School Characteristics 
Private School -0.083 -0.094 -0.099 -0.098 -0.085 -0.083 

(0.068) (0.069) (0.068) (0.068) (0.067) (0.067) 
Catholic School -0.173** -0.188** -0.177** -0.179** -0.16** -0.155* 

(0.06) (0.062) (0.06) (0.06) (0.06) (0.06) 
Rural 0.036 0.033 0.033 0.033 0.031 0.032 

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.029) 
Urban 0.055 0.058 0.054 0.054 0.052 0.053 

(0.032) (0.032) (0.032) (0.032) (0.032) (0.032) 



1992 Grades 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 
Student/Teacher Ratio 0.13** 0.131** 0.133** 0.133** 0.125** 0.126** 

(0.024) (0.024) (0.024) (0.024) (0.024) (0.024) 
School Size -0.197** -0.192** -0.189** -0.189** -0.197** -0.197** 

(0.024) (0.025) (0.024) (0.024) (0.024) (0.024) 
% Students African American -0.002* -0.002 -0.001 -0.001 -0.002* -0.002* 

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
% Students Hispanic 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
% Students receive free lunch 0.001 0.001 0.001 0 0 0 

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
% Students dropout 0.008 0.011 0.01 0.011 0.008 0.007 

(0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) 
Ave. School Socioeconomic Status 0.053** 0.05** 0.043* 0.044* 0.052** 0.053** 

(0.018) (0.018) (0.018) (0.018) (0.018) (0.018) 
% Teachers African American 0 0 0 0 0 0 

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 
% Teachers Hispanic 0 0 0 0 0 0 

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 

Variance Explained Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

School Level (%) 6.80% 6.80% 6.70% 6.80% 6.70% 6.60% 
Student Level (%) 56.50% 56.50% 56.50% 56.60% 56.50% 57.20% 



Table 3.5 
Coefficients from Multivariate Analyses of School Disorder on Test Scores (N= 9,885) 

1992 Math/Reading Test Scores 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

Intercept -0.167 -0.205 -0.258* -0.176 -0.03 -0.028 
(0.102) (0.107) (0.103) (0.106) (0.118) (0.117) 

School Level Disorder (Teacher Reoorts) 
School Disorder -0.013 

(0.011) 
School Level Disorder (Student Reports) 

School Classrooms Disruptive -0.026** 
(0.008) 

-0.024** 
(0.008) 

School Unsafe -0.019* 
(0.009) 

-0.011 
(0.009) 

Individual Report of Disorder (Student) 
Classroom Disruptions -0.009 

(0.007) 
Feel Unsafe -0.034** 

(0.008) 
Oppositional Subculture 

School Disrespect of Authority -0.072* 
(0.031) 

-0.041 
(0.032) 

Individual Disrespect of Authority -0.034** 
(0.007) 

8th Grade Behavior and Achievement 
8th Grade Test Scores 0.704** 0.704** 0.703** 0.701** 0.705** 0.708** 

(0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) 
8th Grade Grades 0.116** 0.116** 0.117** 0.115** 0.116** 0.112** 

(0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) 
8th Grade Misbehavior -0.069** -0.069** -0.068** -0.066** -0.067** -0.057** 



1992 Math/Reading Test Scores 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 
(0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) 

Individual Backsround 
Male 0.056** 0.056** 0.057** 0.057** 0.057** 0.063** 

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 
Hispanic -0.068** -0.068** -0.067** -0.069** -0.069** -0.071** 

(0.024) (0.024) (0.024) (0.024) (0.024) (0.024) 
African American -0.108** -0.108** -0.111** -0.112** -0.108** -0.109** 

(0.022) (0.022) (0.022) (0.022) (0.022) (0.022) 
Live with both parents 0.022 0.022 0.022 0.023* 0.023 0.022 

(0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) 
# of Siblings 0 0 0 0.001 0 0.001 

(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) 
English as a Second Language 0.046* 0.046* 0.044* 0.042* 0.047* 0.045* 

(0.022) (0.022) (0.022) (0.022) (0.022) (0.022) 
Socioeconomic Status 0.058** 0.058** 0.058** 0.059** 0.058** 0.057** 

(0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) 
Academic Track 0.119** 0.119** 0.119** 0.116** 0.119** 0.117** 

(0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) 
Vocational Track -0.126** -0.126** -0.127** -0.126** -0.126** -0.127** 

(0.017) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017) 
School Characteristics 
Private School 0.059 0.051 0.045 0.045 0.057 0.057 

(0.046) (0.046) (0.045) (0.045) (0.045) (0.045) 
Catholic School 0.087* 0.075 0.087* 0.086* 0.098* 0.099* 

(0.039) (0.04) (0.038) (0.038) (0.039) (0.039) 
Rural -0.002 -0.004 -0.004 -0.005 -0.006 -0.005 

(0.019) (0.019) (0.018) (0.018) (0.019) (0.018) 
Urban -0.014 -0.012 -0.018 -0.017 -0.017 -0.016 

(0.021) (0.021) (0.021) (0.021) (0.021) (0.021) 



1992 Math/Reading Test Scores 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 
Student/Teacher Ratio -0.049** -0.048** -0.044** -0.044** -0.052** -0.052** 

(0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) 
School Size 0.041** 0.045** 0.051** 0.051** 0.041** 0.04** 

(0.015) (0.016) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) 
% Students African American -0.001 0 0 0 -0.001 -0.001 

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
% Students Hispanic 0.001* 0.001* 0.001 0.001 0.001* 0.001* 

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
% Students receive free lunch 0 0 0 0 0 0 

(0) (0) (0) (0) (0) (0) 
% Students dropout -0.004 -0.003 -0.003 -0.003 -0.005 -0.005 

(0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) 
Ave. School Socioeconomic Status 0.031** 0.028* 0.019 0.02 0.031** 0.031** 

(0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) 
% Teachers Afi-ican American 0 0 0 0 0 0.001 

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
% Teachers Hispanic -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 

Variance Explained Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

School Level (%) 89.90% 89.90% 89.90% 90.30% 90.40% 90.10% 
Student Level (%) 70.60% 70.60% 70.60% 70.60% 70.60% 70.60% 



Table 3.6 
Coefficients from Multivariate Analyses of School Disorder on Likelihood of Graduation (N=9,091) 

High School Graduation 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

Intercept 4.725** 4.452** 4.47** 4.74** 5.617** 5.525** 
(0.751) (0.793) (0.776) (0.805) (0.887) (0.899) 

School Level Disorder (Teacher Revorts) 
School Disorder -0.161* 

(0.075) 
School Level Disorder (Student Reports) 
School Classrooms Disruptive -0.169** 

(0.062) 
-0.188** 
(0.065) 

School Unsafe -0.085 
(0.063) 

-0.023 
(0.066) 

Individual Report of Disorder (Student) 
Classroom Disruptions 0.066 

(0.046) 
Feel Unsafe -0.244** 

(0.046) 
OvDositional Subculture 
School Disrespect of Authority -0.342 

(0.225) 
0.045 

(0.233) 
Individual Disrespect of Authority -0.372** 

(0.046) 
8th Grade Behavior and Achievement 
8th Grade Test Scores 0.55** 0.517** 0.512** 0.505** 0.521** 0.549** 

(0.055) (0.055) (0.055) (0.054) (0.055) (0.055) 
8th Grade Grades 0.586** 0.568** 0.57** 0.574** 0.567** 0.55** 

4.725** (0.039) (0.04) (0.039) (0.039) (0.039) 
8th Grade Misbehavior -0.671** -0.55** -0.549** -0.537** -0.544** -0.456** 



High School Graduation 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 
(0.073) (0.074) (0.075) (0.073) (0.075) (0.075) 

Individual Backsround 
Male 0.159* 0.111 0.116 0.118 0.118 0.199** 

(0.069) (0.07) (0.07) (0.069) (0.07) (0.07) 
Hispanic 0.161 0.148 0.149 0.151 0.147 0.17 

(0.135) (0.137) (0.137) (0.135) (0.137) (0.136) 
African American 1.091** 0.891** 0.885** 0.879** 0.895** 0.947** 

(0.136) (0.138) (0.139) (0.136) (0.139) (0.139) 
Live with both parents 0.578** 0.541** 0.541** 0.556** 0.541** 0.554** 

(0.069) (0.07) (0.07) (0.069) (0.07) (0.07) 
# of Siblings -0.039** -0.042** -0.042** -0.041** -0.042** -0.038* 

(0.014) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) 
English as a Second Language 0.17 0.151 0.149 0.123 0.154 0.127 

(0.132) (0.132) (0.133) (0.13) (0.132) (0.131) 
Socioeconomic Status 0.429** 0.388** 0.387** 0.389** 0.387** 0.395** 

(0.047) (0.048) (0.048) (0.047) (0.048) (0.048) 
Academic Track 0.671** 0.727** 0.728** 0.722** 0.727** 0.699** 

(0.105) (0.108) (0.108) (0.106) (0.108) (0.108) 
Vocational Track 0.056 0.018 0.014 0.006 0.02 0.011 

(0.09) (0.09) (0.09) (0.088) (0.09) (0.09) 
School Characteristics 
Private School 0.05 -0.124 -0.053 -0.1 -0.071 -0.085 

(0.575) (0.565) (0.567) (0.565) (0.563) (0.562) 
Catholic School 2.163** 1.845** 2.043** 2.001** 2.06** 2.01** 

(0.672) (0.65) (0.65) (0.64) (0.648) (0.639) 
Rural 0.051 0.028 0.048 0.045 0.034 0.031 

(0.127) (0.129) (0.129) (0.132) (0.129) (0.132) 
Urban 0.072 0.109 0.037 0.029 0.053 0.039 

(0.146) (0.152) (0.15) (0.153) (0.15) (0.152) 



Predictor Variable 

High School Graduation 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 
Student/Teacher Ratio -0.027 -0.028 -0.011 -0.003 -0.052 -0.033 

(0.114) (0.115) (0.115) (0.117) (0.115) (0.117) 
School Size -0.301** -0.246* -0.252* -0.262* -0.313** -0.315** 

(0.111) (0.117) (0.115) (0.117) (0.113) (0.114) 
% Students African American -0.014** -0.009* -0.009* -0.009* -0.011** -0.012** 

(0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) 
% Students Hispanic -0.003 -0.001 -0.003 -0.003 -0.002 -0.003 

(0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) 
% Students receive free lunch 0.005 0.004 0.004 0.004 0.004 0.004 

(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) 
% Students dropout -0.019 -0.009 -0.024 -0.027 -0.033 -0.035 

(0.053) (0.056) (0.056) (0.057) (0.055) (0.056) 
Ave. School Socioeconomic Status 0.463** 0.44** 0.418** 0.425** 0.464** 0.482** 

(0.089) (0.093) (0.093) (0.095) (0.091) (0.093) 
% Teachers African American 0.006 0.001 0.002 0.002 0.002 0.002 

(0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) 
% Teachers Hispanic 0 0 0.001 0.001 0 0 

(0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) 
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CHAPTER 4 
EFFECTS OF SCHOOL DISCIPLINE ON STUDENT BEHAVIOR AND 

ACHIEVEMENT 

The desire to reduce violence and disorder in schools is understandable. Orderly, 

safe environments are important goals in their own right. Furthermore, the findings in the 

previous chapter indicate that disorder in schools encourages misbehavior and translates 

into low achievement. Students who attend disorderly high schools are found to have 

higher levels of misbehavior and lower academic achievement than similar students in 

more orderly schools. For many critics, the answer to disorder in public schools has been 

stricter discipline policies. Many safe school acts and zero tolerance policies were 

implemented in the 1990's (for review see Barton, Cooley and Wenglinsky 1998). 

There is some evidence that more rules and harsher punishments curtail student 

misconduct. In a cross-sectional analysis of the National Center for Education's High 

School and Beyond Survey, Diprete and colleagues (1981) find that schools where a 

higher proportion of misbehaving sophomores are disciplined have lower levels of senior 

misbehavior. In addition, a more recent report by Educational Testing Services suggests 

that students in schools with harsher punishments and restrictive school rules are less 

likely to misbehave (Barton et al. 1998). On the other hand, other research suggests that 

school discipline can have a negative effect. In their study of five junior and senior high 

schools Hollingsworth, Lufler and Clune (1984) find evidence of a "self-destructive 

disciplinary culture" that is characterized by distrust and overreaction. The authors claim 

that excessive discipline generates more student disruption and resistance. In addition, 

Brotherton's (1996) study of gang suppression in three inner-city high schools finds that 
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attempts to promote a positive learning environment through the implementation of bans 

on gang clothing, curfews, drug searches and electronic monitoring had the unintended 

consequence of inducing a "culture of incarceration", eroding teacher/student 

relationships and increasing resistance. Another qualitative study presents examples of 

negative classroom dynamics where teachers' use of sanctions resulted in diminished 

authority and control (McFarland 2001). 

In this chapter, I empirically examine the relationship between school disciplinary 

policy and some of the educational outcomes it is designed to influence. Like school 

disorder in Chapter 3, school discipline policy is an organizational characteristic and its 

potential influence on student outcomes is considered a school effect. Also similar to the 

preceding chapter is the acknowledgement that organizational factors often work in 

concert with individual-level perceptions and experiences. Consequently, the analysis 

begins with an examination of how school discipline policy, in terms of rules and 

punishments, may influence youth and then incorporates student perceptions of discipline 

and authority as potential competing or complicating factors. Specifically, drawing from 

Durkheim's conceptualization of moral authority and normative theories in the sociology 

of law, I explore the role of students' perceptions of fairness and teacher and school 

authority. This analysis examines the same six outcome variables as the school disorder 

analysis in Chapter 3: classroom disruptions, in-school fighting, educational commitment, 

grades, test scores, and likelihood of graduating from high school. The possibility that the 

effects of school discipline policy vary according to the amount of disorder in the school 

is also considered. Similar to Chapter 3, after reviewing the theoretical background 
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described in Chapter 1,1 outline the structure of the analysis, including hypotheses, and 

present the results. 

Theoretical Recap 

Deterrence 

Derived from principles of rational choice and utilitarian philosophies, deterrence 

approaches to school discipline look toward strict sanctions as an efficient way to control 

student misbehavior. According to deterrence theory, socially inappropriate behavior can 

be prevented by making noncompliance costly for individuals. In the case of schools, 

students are expected to comply with the norms and rules of the school as a way to avoid 

negative consequences. Students in effect choose to obey rules and teachers because the 

costs associated with misbehavior outweigh the benefits. 

Deterrence has the potential to affect academic achievement in two ways. In 

addition to improving academic achievement by reducing individual misbehavior, school 

discipline practices may also influence academic achievement by reducing student 

misbehavior generally, improving the general climate of disorder. Similar to the influence 

of peer composition based on socioeconomic status or ability (Coleman 1966), behavioral 

composition of the student body may influence general levels of student academic 

achievement. This analysis does not directly model the relationship between school 

discipline and school order. Instead, the focus is on how these organizational factors 

influence individual level outcomes. A logical extension, however, is that influences on 

individual components will alter the composition. If strict school discipline decreases 

individual misbehavior then the average level of misbehavior will be lower and the 
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environment will be more orderly. Of course, if responses to school discipline vary by 

student, with some students increasing misbehavior and others decreasing misbehavior, 

then there may not be a change in levels of school disorder. 

While the deterrence logic often underlies public calls for stricter discipline, the 

empirical support for the basic premise that harsher punishments curtail delinquent or 

criminal behavior is weak (for review see Paternoster 1987). Since Gibb's (1975) seminal 

piece, researchers have transformed the work on deterrence to take into consideration 

different mitigating factors, including individual's perceptions, attitudes and values. 

Given the general lack of evidence that harsh punishments in themselves result in socially 

approved behavior, strong, beneficial effects for schools with severe punishment are not 

expected. In line with the more current focus in the deterrence literature on perceptions of 

sanctions, student perceptions of the strictness of school discipline are expected to be a 

better predictor. 

Normative Orientations and Perceptions 

In a recent essay on the social psychology of schooling, Charles Bidwell (2000) 

makes a claim that the classic concept of the "definition of the situation" can be 

productively applied to the study of schooling. In general, a social psychological 

approach raises questions about how individuals' perceptions mediate social contexts and 

individual outcomes. In this case, I examine if and how youth's normative evaluations of 

school discipline and teacher authority influence student behavior and achievement. 

Research in the sociology of law literature suggests that individuals obey the law, 

not simply because they want to avoid punishment, but because they have a normative 
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commitment to do so (Tyler 1990). Individuals are more likely to comply with the law if 

they believe it is just or if they believe that the system or individual has the authority, or 

legitimacy, to make and enforce the rules. While sociology of law researchers discuss 

commitment to the larger social order, others have discussed students' commitment to the 

more specific social order of the school. Emile Durkheim's essay "On Moral Education" 

(1925) not only looks to the school as the location where moral authority, the belief in the 

legitimacy of social rules and order, is internalized but also acknowledges the importance 

of adherence to the authority of the teacher and the school. More recently, Metz (1978) 

describes a moral order within schools in which participants have traditionally taken for 

granted that teachers are legitimate holders of authority. While adherence to this moral 

order continues today, the strength of the legitimacy of school rules and teacher authority 

appears weaker and more variable among students and parents. I predict that students 

who are more committed to the moral authority of schools and teachers and view the 

rules as fair will be less likely to misbehave and will perform better academically. 

Furthermore, I expect that more committed students will be more receptive to potential 

deterrent effects of strict discipline policies as they accept the rules and punishments as 

legitimate. In contrast, there are those youth who adhere less to the traditional moral 

order and may instead have oppositional attitudes toward adult authority. 

Deferential Effects: Defiance and Disorder 

Acknowledging that empirical evidence on sanctioning is inconsistent, Lawrence 

Sherman (1993) posits that sanctioning has deferential effects depending on the 

conditions under which it is applied. His theory of defiance delineates when sanctioning 
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activity should produce compliance and when sanctioning will instead result in further, or 

escalated, noncompliance. According to the theory defiance occurs when an offender 

defines a criminal sanction as unfair, the offender is poorly bonded to the sanctioning 

agent or community the agent represents, and the offender refuses to acknowledge the 

shame the sanction has caused. This theory suggests that school discipline effects may 

vary with student differences. When punishments and rules are relatively high, students 

who are not as strongly committed to the authority structure of the school should be more 

likely to view the discipline system as unfair and consequently resist with more 

disruptive, noncompliant behavior instead of less. Those who believe in the moral order 

of the school, however, should be more responsive to strict discipline as a legitimate 

control. 

School discipline may also have a differential influence on students in different 

types of schools. Strict or lenient discipline may have different meanings for students 

depending on the amount of disorder in the school. In disorderly high schools, as severe 

punishment policy translates into high levels of suspensions and expulsions it is a sign 

that school authority is already out of control. When disorder brings the moral order of 

school into question the reaction to strict discipline will more likely be negative. In 

orderly schools there will be less need to put the discipline policy into use and the 

authority relations between school personnel and students should be strengthened by the 

relatively smooth functioning of the school. 
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Strategy and Design 

Similar to Chapter 3, multiple models are run for each of the dependent variables 

with the first model being a baseline control model. In Model 2,1 examine the utility of 

deterrence theory by empirically testing whether students who go to schools with more 

rules, stricter punishments, and higher perceptions of strict discipline have lower levels of 

misbehavior and higher academic achievement. In order to examine the various 

components of deterrence, both official and perceptual measures of school discipline are 

used. Second, in Model 3, as an alternative to the instrumental approach of deterrence 

theory, I examine how normative processes, including moral authority, fairness, and 

teacher authority, influence behavioral compliance and academic success. Specifically, I 

test how perceptions of fairness and beliefs in the authority of school personnel in the 

tenth grade are related to behavior and academic achievement in the twelfth grade. These 

variables are added to the above models to discern possible mediating effects, 

determining if discipline policy, real and perceived, has an effect when normative 

considerations are taken into account. 

In order to explore the possibility that some of the variables are mediators, I 

compare the statistical results of similar models before and after the inclusion of the 

mediating variables. A variable is mediating a relationship when a prior relationship 

between an explanatory and outcome variable is significantly reduced when the third 

variable is included in the model. This indicates the existence of indirect effects (Baron 

1986). There are six sets of nested models, one set for each of the dependent variables. 



122 

Each model adds one or more variables representing various concepts or theoretical 

orientations introduced above. 

School Discipline Policy and Perceptual Deterrence 

First, I explore the deterrence hypothesis that strict discipline leads to lower levels 

of misbehavior. Along with the control variables all deterrence variables, both policy and 

perception, are included within Model 2. School policy measures, number of school rules 

and the severity of punishment reflect objective deterrence while perceptions of strictness 

reflect perceptual deterrence. Policy measures are considered objective because they are 

based on criteria outside the subjective interpretation of the student, not because they are 

more accurate. 

The deterrence approach to school discipline predicts better academic 

achievement outcomes for students in schools with more severe punishments. Each 

involves utilizing discipline to produce more instructionally conducive school 

environments by reducing the level of disorder within the school. Deterrence works to 

accomplish this by dissuading students in these schools from participating in disorderly 

conduct. Similar to the prediction for the school disciplinary policy measures, deterrence 

theory predicts that perceptions of strictness will have a positive relationship with 

academic achievement and a negative relationship with student misbehavior; the stricter 

the perception of discipline the less misbehavior and the higher student achievement. 

Past research on deterrence suggests that perceptual indicators of deterrence are 

better predictors of behavior than official rules and sanctions (Paternoster 1987). Most 

people react to what they believe a situation to be not to some "objective" reality such as 
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the number and type of school rules or punishments. Although deterrence researchers 

proclaim perceptional measures to be a more precise and accurate indicator of deterrence, 

they still imply that objective and perceptual measures are related. There is some 

evidence, however, that beliefs about social control may only be loosely informed by 

official measures of enforcement (Scheider 2001). In the current analysis, student 

perceptions of strict discipline are unrelated, or at the most loosely related, to the 

administrator's account of school discipline. A zero order correlation shows that 

perception of strictness is not significantly related to punishment. While number of 

school rules is positively correlated with perceived strictness, the coefficient is low (.04). 

Consequently, I expect that any effects found for school policy and perceived strictness 

will be independent of one another. 

Deterrence effects may not be linear. In general, even when sanctions dampen 

socially undesirable behavior, a point of diminishing return is expected (Friedman 1975). 

For example, while implementing a one day suspension for students who are tardy may 

increase compliance we would not expect equal returns in compliance for increasing the 

punishment from one day to two. Eventually, at the upper end of the scale, making 

punishments more severe will not add to the level of compliance. Deterrence is expected 

to be most effective at moderate levels. Qualitative observations of school discipline and 

disorder have suggested that excessive discipline can be counterproductive and engender 

student resistance (Hollingsworth, Lufler and Clune 1984). In addition, research on 

parental discipline suggests that both permissive and authoritarian parenting styles may 

have negative consequences for children (Phillips 1993). Both explanations suggest the 
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possibility of curvilinear effects. For this reason, I run an additional model with linear 

and quadratic effects for each of the dependent variables with punishment, school rules 

and perceptions of strictness. If the quadratic effect (included as the variable squared) is 

significant for a particular dependent variable, I include it in the remaining models; 

nonsignificant quadratic effects are deleted from the analysis. 

Recall from above that some critics have argued that harsh discipline may lead to 

alienation or opposition. When this occurs students react against authority and may 

purposely misbehave or underachieve (Fordham and Ogbu 1986; Willis 1979). If this is 

the case, then discipline evaluated as strict may have a harmful effect on students instead 

of a beneficial effect. For some, the presence of strict rules may be positive, while for 

others it is negative. 

Normative Theories of Behavior 

Next, in Model 3,1 explore the consequences of students' normative evaluations 

of school discipline by including students' perceptions of the fairness of school rules. 

Given the normative commitment literature mentioned above, we expect that notions of 

fairness should increase compliance to school rules and hence reduce negative behavior. 

Overall, since fairness is always a positive normative response, I predict that it will have 

a positive influence on academic achievement and may spill over into other positive 

attitudes towards the school. In addition, the inclusion of this variable helps establish 

whether student evaluation of the fairness of school discipline mediates any school 

discipline effects found in Model 2.1 then introduce the authority variable into the Model 

3. Drawing on Durkheim's conception of moral authority and the literature on procedural 
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justice, students who indicate they respect traditional notions of authority will be less 

likely to misbehave and will have higher achievement.^ 

The subsequent addition of an interaction between authority and perceptions of 

strictness in Model 4 addresses the theoretical concern introduced by defiance theory. 

Defiance theory suggests that for students who view authority as illegitimate, perceiving 

discipline as strict may increase misbehavior. If school authority is seen as legitimate, 

then the predictions of deterrence theory may be more likely to prevail. The initial 

deterrence model (Model 2) can establish the existence of a positive relationship between 

perceptions of strictness and misbehavior, indicating student opposition rather than 

compliance. It does not, however, address the issue that students may differentially 

evaluate strictness and hence exhibit different relationship between strictness and 

behavior. The inclusion of the interaction allows us to determine if the effect of strictness 

on the dependent variable varies according to attitudes about authority. 

Indirect Ejfects of Discipline 

In order to differentiate between direct effects of school discipline and indirect 

effects mediated through student behavior, the 10'^ grade behavior measures are added in 

Model 5 of the academic achievement equations. Coleman's examination of public and 

private schools indicates that the effects of discipline climate on academic achievement 

are mediated by the behavioral climate. While the behavioral climate of a school had a 

' The variable measuring the legitimacy of school authority is the same variable that is used in Chapter 
Three. In Chapter Three, however, the variable is reverse coded so that the variable represents that degree 
to which students are oppositional toward authority. This is done so that the variable is consistent with the 
other variables in the analysis. Although this variable has different covariates, it is expected that the 
relationship between individual attitudes toward authority and student behavior and achievement will be 
consistent between the two chapters. 
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direct effect on the average test score, the students' perceptions of the school discipline 

had an indirect effect through behavioral climate. This finding suggests that school 

discipline and school disorder are related and have an influence not only on student 

behaviors but also on student achievement (Coleman 1982). 

Interactions with School Disorder 

Finally, the school discipline variables, punishment, school rules, and perceptions 

of strictness are interacted with measures of school disorder for each of the dependent 

variables. This is Model 5 for the behavior dependent variables and Model 6 for the 

academic achievement dependent variables. Significant interaction terms will indicate 

that school discipline influences the student bodies differently depending on the how 

much disorder in school. 

Results 

The results of the multilevel regression analysis are presented in Tables 4.1 

through 4.6, which are located at the end of the chapter. Each table includes the results of 

all models for a specific dependent variable. Table 4.1 includes the results for classroom 

disruptions and the following tables include the results for in-school fighting, educational 

commitment, grades, test scores and high school graduation respectively. Since the 

findings for the individual and school level control variables are similar to those 

described in Chapter 3,1 will not repeat the results here. The only difference in the base 
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line models between the two chapters is the current analysis includes a control for school 

disorder. 

Deterrence 

School Disciplinary Policy 

Severity of the punishment does not have a significant influence on any of the 

dependent variables. The number of school rules has a significant impact on educational 

commitment (Table 4.3) and test scores (Table 4.5). In both cases the coefficient remains 

relatively steady across the models. Students in schools with more school rules have 

lower test scores but higher educational commitment. These results suggest that 

restricting student behavior may increase compliance on basic day-to-day school specific 

activities such as completing homework, bringing supplies and arriving on time or at all. 

Routine activities such as these appear to be more amenable to regulation than more 

active misconduct. The relationship may be based on a relatively close correspondence 

between the category of rule and behavior. Restricting student movement by requiring 

students to have hall passes and remain on campus may reduce the opportunities for 

students to come late or skip class. Contrary to the educational commitment results, 

students in schools with more school rules tend to have lower test scores than students in 

schools with fewer rules, suggesting that restrictive environments may in some way 

suppress academic achievement. 

The school disorder control variable used in this analysis is similar to the school disorder independent 
variable used in Chapter 3. In addition to using teacher responses to questions asking the extent to which 
various activities are problems within the school, this variable also includes student responses (Cronbach's 
alpha=.913). 
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Overall, these results suggest that school discipline policy does not have much 

influence on individual students' behavior or academic achievement. When effects were 

found the results were inconsistent. In one of the two cases in which school discipline 

policy effects were significantly different from zero, the effect was counterproductive and 

in the other it was beneficial. Although more rules may reduce relatively mundane forms 

of disorder and raise the level of educational commitment, this did not translate into 

higher test scores. One possible explanation is that increasing regulation of students can 

actually stifle intellectual development. 

Strictness 

Individual perceptions of strictness have a significant effect on all of the student 

outcomes in model 2. Contrary to the prediction from deterrence theory, students who 

view school discipline to be strict in tenth grade tend to have higher disruptive behavior 

(Table 4.1), relative to their S"' grade level.For the remaining five student outcomes, 

1 ^ 

perception of strictness has a curvilinear effect. If youth perceive discipline as too 

lenient or too strict then educational commitment (Table 4.3), grades (Table 4.4), test 

scores (Table 4.5) and likelihood of graduation (Table 4.6) are lower, while fighting 

(Table 4.2) is higher. Overall, students who view their schools as moderately strict have 

the best outcomes. In order to facilitate the interpretation of curvilinear coefficients, I 

Recall that because 8th grade disruptive behavior is included in the analysis, the results reflect a change 
in disruptive behavior from 8th to 10th grade. Also, it is also possible that the relationship reflects a smaller 
reduction instead of a larger increase in disruptive behavior. 

I considered the possibility that punishment severity and the number school rules might also have 
curvilinear relationships by running each of the regressions with a squared term for school rules. There was 
no evidence of a curvilinear relationship for any of the dependent variables. Consequently, these results are 
not shown. 
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1 
have plotted the predicted probabilities in Figures 4.1 through 4.7. For educational 

commitment (Figure 4.3), grades (Figure 4.5) and graduation (Figure 4.7) the slope has a 

steeper decline as it moves toward stricter discipline than the incline moving away from 

disciplinary leniency, suggesting repressive discipline is somewhat more harmful than 

overly permissive discipline. Although statistically significant, it is evident in the in-

school fighting graph (Figure 4.1) that the effect of perceptions of strictness is small, 

changing less than .1 on a scale from 0 to 2. 
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Figure 4.1—Effects of Strictness of Discipline 
on In-School Fighting: Model 2 

These graphs are based on calculations of predicted probabilities using the regression coefficients. This is 
true for all of the figures in this chapter. 
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Figure 4.3—Effects of Strictness of Discipline 
on Educational Commitment: Model 2 
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Figure 4.4—Effects of Strictness of Discipline 
on Educational Commitment: Model 4 
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Figure 4.5—Effects of Strictness of Discipline 
on Grades: Model 2 
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Figure 4.6—Effects of Strictness of Discipline 
on Test Scores: Model 2 
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Figure 4.7—Effects of Strictness of Discipline 
on Likelihood of Graduation: Model 2 
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The effect for perceptions of strictness is significantly reduced when fairness is 

added in model 3, or fairness and authority is added in model 4. Strictness effects are 

reduced to nonsignificance for grades (Table 4.4), test scores (Table 4.5) and graduation 

(Table 4.6). The magnitude of the coefficients for disruptions, in-school fighting and 

educational commitment decreases but remains significant. Figures 4.2, 4.4, and 4.6 show 

the reduced curvilinear effects from Model 4 for each of these variables. These reductions 

suggest that the effect of perceptions of strictness is at least partially due to the 

correlation between the strictness of discipline and student's normative evaluations. 

Normative Commitment 

Fairness 

As predicted, perception of fairness is an important factor for student outcomes. 

Perception of fairness has a significant effect in the predicted direction for all outcome 

measures. When students perceive school to be fair, they are less likely to be disruptive 

(Table 4.1) and to fight in school (Table 4.2). In addition, on average, they have higher 

educational commitment (Table 4.3), grades (Table 4.4), test scores (Table 4.5) and are 

more likely to graduate from high school (Table 4.6). 

The inclusion of legitimacy of authority in Model 4 reduces the effects of fairness 

for many of the dependent variables. Similar to the results described above for perception 

of strictness, perceptions of fairness are mediated by authority, indicating that fairness 

has both direct and indirect effects on these dependent variables. While causal 

relationships cannot be ascertained, this finding presents the possibility that feelings of 

unfairness may reduce the legitimacy of rules and teachers. 
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Theoretically fairness should be more situational than attitudes about talking back 

to teachers and disobeying rules since authority is considered an internalized norm. 

Unfortunately we do not have measures of authority over time to help unpack the 

relationship between perceptions of fairness and authority and determine whether the 

indirect effects are a result of correlation or causation. 

Legitimacy of Authority 

Students' belief in the legitimacy of authority has significant independent effects 

on all of the behavioral and academic outcomes. As predicted and consistent with the 

findings in Chapter 3, the stronger a student's belief that it is not okay to disobey teachers 

and school rules, the more likely the student is to behave and the higher his or her 

achievement. Classroom disruptions (Table 4.1) are relatively less and frequency of in-

school fighting (Table 4.2) is lower. Academic achievement, including grades (Table 

4.4), test scores (Table 4.5) and likelihood of graduation (Table 4.6), is associated with 

higher beliefs in the legitimacy of authority. 

The last model focuses on whether perceptions of school discipline have a 

different effect depending on whether the student is oppositional toward authority.'"^ 

There is some evidence that this is the case. Interaction effects are found for in-school 

fighting (Table 4.2) and educational commitment (Table 4.3). Because interaction terms 

can also be difficult to interpret from table results, I have plotted predicted probabilities. 

Figure 4.8 and 4.9 are plots of the effects of strictness on in-school fighting and 

I also tested for an interaction between authority and the other deterrence variables, school rules and 
punishment, based on the same theoretical logic. Since all of these interactions were found to be non
significant, I only include the perceptions of strictness analysis in the paper. 
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educational commitment respectively. The lines in the figures illustrate how the predicted 

slopes change as students view school authority to be more or less legitimate. The overall 

trend for those who view authority as more illegitimate is increasing misbehavior and 

decreasing educational commitment when perceptions of strictness reach a moderate 

level and increase. The gap between those who view authority to be legitimate and those 

that do not increases as students view discipline to be stricter. For in-school fighting, the 

pattern is generally the same across students; incidents of fighting decrease as perceptions 

of strictness go from lenient to low or moderately strict and then fighting begins to 

increase. The difference is that the lines for those who view authority to be less legitimate 

begin increasing at lower levels of strictness and rise faster than for those who view 

authority to be more legitimate. 
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Figure 4.8—Effects of Strictness on In-School Fighting 
by Beliefs in the Legitimacy of Authority 
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Figure 4.9—Effects of Strictness on Educational Commitment 
by Beliefs in the Legitimacy of Authority 

Those who are most compliant toward authority become more educationally 

committed the more they view discipline to be strict, although the effect tapers off at very 

strict. Those who tend toward legitimacy have slightly increased educational commitment 

with increased perceptions of strictness until the effects peak between 2 and 3 and 

gradually decrease as students view discipline to be increasingly strict. Those who view 

authority to be less than legitimate and illegitimate, however, decrease in educational 

commitment as strictness increase. This decrease occurs at a more rapid pace for the most 

oppositional students. 
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10'^ Grade Behavior 

In order to explore potential indirect effects of school discipline, the lO"* grade 

dependent variables are added as independent variables in Models 5 and 6 of the 

academic achievement variables (Tables 4.4, 4.5 and 4.6). As expected 10**^ grade 

behavior has a significant effect on 12"* grade grades, test scores, and likelihood of 

graduating. The only exception is students who disrupt class in the 10'^ grade are not 

th shown to be any more or less likely to graduate from high school. The inclusion of 10 

grade in-school fighting, classroom disrupting and educational commitment mediates the 

relationship between the normative commitment variables and academic achievement. 

For fairness of school rules, the effects are reduced but still statistically significant, 

indicating perceptions of fairness influence academic achievement directly and indirectly 

through misbehavior. The effects for legitimacy of authority, however, are all reduced to 

zero with the coefficients changing signs. This suggests that resistance towards rules and 

teacher authority is not translating into a corresponding opposition to academic values but 

rather these students perform less well than similar peers because of the negative 

behavioral patterns associated with these attitudes. 

School Disorder 

Tables 4.7 through 4.12 present the results for the interactions between school 

disorder and school discipline. While all of the control variables were included in the 

regressions, to simplify the results only the variables of interest are shown. The tables 

indicate that the level of disorder in a school alters the effects of school discipline for test 

scores (Table 4.11) and likelihood of graduating (Table 4.12). For test scores and 



graduation, school disorder interacts with school rules and perceptions of strictness. 

School disorder also interacts with punishment for test scores. Again because of the 

difficulty in interpreting interaction terms, predicated probabilities are plotted in Figures 

4.10 through 4.14 to illustrate the results. The graphs for punishment (Figure 4.10) and 

school rules (Figures 4.11 and 4.13) illustrate a similar pattern; the slopes are negative in 

disorderly schools and positive in orderly schools. Harsher punishments are associated 

with lower test scores in disorderly schools and higher test scores in orderly schools. 

Similarly, more school rules are associated with lower test scores and likelihood of 

graduating in disorderly schools but higher test scores and likelihood of graduating in 

more orderly schools. The variation in the slopes for the effects of perceptions of 

strictness is not as dramatic (Figures 4.12 and 4.14). Students in more orderly schools 

tolerate a higher level of strictness before returns to test scores peak and decline. Overall, 

students in orderly schools respond better to discipline than students in schools that are 

marked by high levels of disorder. Ironically, strict discipline regimes are often 

implemented as a response to high levels of disorder. 
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Figure 4.14—Effects of Strictness on Likelihood of Graduation 
by Level of School Disorder 

Discussion 

While the analysis is a rather limited examination of deterrence theory, the results 

suggest that tougher school discipline policies and practices do not generally deter 

student misbehavior. Overall, authoritarian discipline is not found to be the panacea that 

supporters claim it to be. While the study provides evidence that more restrictive rules 

can curtail at least minor transgressions, there is also evidence that tougher regulations 

may actually stifle educational development. Students in schools with more rules have, 

on average, higher educational commitment but lower test scores. This finding suggests 

that school rules may reduce more common misbehavior like tardiness, forgetting 

supplies and incompletion of homework. Because in this analysis both the independent 

and dependent variables are composite variables, it is difficult to determine whether the 
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presence of specific rules drive this relationship. One recent study on school discipline 

finds that schools with rules restricting student movement during the school day have 

lower levels of absenteeism and tardiness (Barton et al. 1998). 

Another possible explanation for these findings is that schools with more rules are 

different in ways that negatively influence test scores. Maybe, as Durkeim might point 

out, having more rules is a symptom of deeper problems with authority and disorder. 

Schools that do not have a problem with students engaging in inappropriate behavior may 

not feel the need to implement extensive external regulation. The control variables and 

other independent variables at least partially account for this alternative explanation. 

Race and class characteristics of the student body are included as well as urban or rural 

status, school size and student teacher ratio. The school disorder variable in particular 

attempts to account for spurious relationships due to differences in school environments. 

There are also certain limitations to the policy analysis that may help explain why 

few effects are found. First, the policy measures are based on administrator reports not 

official documentation. It is possible that the administrators were not well versed in the 

school policy or that there was no formal policy per se. Second, even if the measures 

accurately reflect school policy, discipline may not be consistently enforced or students 

may not often get caught. Finally, the sanctions that are implemented may not be viewed 

as punishments. For students with low attachment to school, suspension may not be a 

punishment but rather a reward. All of these are possible factors associated with the 

effectiveness of school discipline. 
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If the school rules and punishments do not positively influence student behavior 

and academic achievement, except for educational commitment, then what does? 

According to the findings, student perceptions of school rules, discipline, and authority 

are stronger predictors of twelfth grade outcomes than school policy. There is some 

support for implementing or maintaining a moderate level of discipline. Students who 

perceive rules to be moderately strict have better outcomes on average than those who 

think school rules are lenient or strict. Not surprisingly, school discipline can be both 

overly permissive and overly harsh. Adding to the complexity of this interpretation, 

however, is the fact that what is moderate is defined by the students. Given that student 

perceptions of strictness are independent of administrator accounts of punishment 

severity and only slightly correlated with the number of school rules, applying 

"moderate" school discipline is not a straightforward task. Also important to 

acknowledge is the finding that the effects of perceived discipline are a function of 

perceived fairness. The results from this study suggest that strictness is more or less 

effective because it is viewed as just rather than because students are fearful of any 

consequences. 

Unlike the curvilinear relationship found for the other dependent behaviors, 

classroom disruption displays a positive linear relationship with perceived strictness. 

th Perceiving school discipline as more strict translates into less favorable changes in 12 

grade disruption relative to 8'^ grade disruption. All of the perceived strictness 

In Moral Education as well as other works, Durkheim suggests that individuals want rules. Too much 
freedom can create a sense of anomie. 
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coefficients indicate that strict discipline can have negative consequences. The 

curvilinear relationships, however, also indicate that leniency is not necessarily better. 

The significant interactions found for in-school fighting and educational 

commitment provide modest support for defiance theory. Oppositional youth who 

question the authority of rules and teachers engage in more fights and exhibit less 

educational commitment as perceptions of strictness increases. In contrast, those students 

who believe in the moral authority of the school respond in a generally positive manner 

to what they see as increasingly strict discipline. Even these students, however, 

experience diminished returns and slight negative effects as strictness reaches the higher 

levels. These findings suggest that harsh authoritarian discipline produces negative 

behavior generally, not just for oppositional students. 

Student beliefs regarding the legitimacy of authority have an independent 

influence on behavior and achievement. As predicted student attitude toward authority is 

found to be a strong predictor of behavior. Not surprisingly, when students believe that it 

is okay to disobey teachers and rules they are more likely to do so. Similarly, on average, 

students who perceive school discipline as fair are better behaved and have higher 

achievement than those who perceive school discipline as unfair. These findings lend 

support to claims in the law literature that fairness and legitimacy can be important 

elements of compliance. Fairness is also a function of authority. This analysis does not 

allow us to determine the causal direction of this relationship. According to procedural 

justice research, perceptions of fairness and issues of legitimate authority are dependent 

on one another. Individuals are more likely to view as fair orders dictated from agents 
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they deem to be legitimate sources. If, however, those who are at first accorded 

legitimacy breach that legitimacy through unfair practices that legitimacy can be 

undermined. Durkheim's conceptualization of moral authority tends to suggest more 

stability. For him moral authority is a process that begins in early childhood and is 

internalized. He does not negate the opportunity for change, however. In fact, the 

function of discipline is to prevent the erosion of moral authority. Most likely fairness 

and authority are mutually reinforcing or undermining. 

The school environment in which school discipline policy is being administered 

also appears to matter. School discipline effects are found to vary depending on the 

amount of disorder within the school. Strict discipline has a negative effect on test scores 

and likelihood of graduation in disorderly schools and a positive effect in orderly schools. 

Although the mechanisms for how this occurs were not specifically tested the results are 

consistent with the claim that school disorder undermines the authority of school 

personnel (Toby 1995), damaging their ability to make and enforce social control over 

students. Strict discipline in disorderly schools may contribute to an already alienating or 

generally unpleasant environment, reducing the incentive for students to stay in school 

and receive their diploma. 



Table 4.1 
Coefficients from Multivariate Analyses of School Discipline on Classroom Disruptions (N= 8,526) 

1990 Classroom Disruptions 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Intercept 0.856** 0.609** 0.827** 1.077** 1.186** 
(0.166) (0.182) (0.186) (0.187) (0.219) 

School Discipline Policy 
Punishment Severity -0.01 -0.011 -0.009 -0.009 

(0.012) (0.012) (0.011) (0.011) 
School Rules 0.027 0.028 0.028 0.028 

(0.017) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017) 
Student Perception of Discipline 
Strictness of Rules 0.053** 0.043** 0.039** 0.002 

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.04) 
Fairness of Discipline -0.071** 

(0.011) 
-0.045** 
(0.011) 

-0.045** 
(0.011) 

Legitimacy of Authority -0.098** 
(0.011) 

-0.131** 
(0.036) 

Legitimacy*Strictness 0.012 
(0.012) 

8th Grade Behavior and Achievement 
Test Scores -0.117** -0.113** -0.111** -0.118** -0.118** 

(0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) 
Classroom Disruptions 0.498** 0.492** 0.485** 0.471** 0.472** 

(0.021) (0.021) (0.021) (0.021) (0.021) 
Misbehavior 0.233** 0.234** 0.227** 0.202** 0.202** 

(0.019) (0.019) (0.019) (0.019) (0.019) 
Individual Backsround 
Male 0.199** 0.196** 0.195** 0.178** 0.177** 

(0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) 



Predictor Variable 
Hispanic 

African American 

Live with both parents 

# of Siblings 

English as a Second Language 

Socioeconomic Status 

Academic Track 

Vocational Track 

School Characteristics 
School Disorder 

Private School 

Catholic School 

Rural 

Urban 

Student/Teacher Ratio 

1990 Classroom Disruptions 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 
-0.006 -0.006 -0.004 0.001 0.001 
(0.035) (0.035) (0.035) (0.035) (0.035) 

0.156** 0.155** 0.154** 0.163** 0.162** 
(0.032) (0.032) (0.031) (0.031) (0.031) 
-0.08** -0.082** -0.081** -0.078** -0.078** 
(0.016) (0.016) (0.016) (0.016) (0.016) 
0.003 0.003 0.003 0.002 0.002 

(0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) 
0.018 0.015 0.015 0.02 0.02 

(0.032) (0.032) (0.032) (0.032) (0.032) 
0.013 0.014 0.015 0.017 0.017 
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

-0.077** -0.077** -0.074** -0.066** -0.066** 
(0.017) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017) 
-0.01 -0.013 -0.011 -0.01 -0.01 

(0.025) (0.025) (0.025) (0.024) (0.024) 

0.034* 0.039* 0.037* 0.034 0.034 
(0.017) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017) 
0.141* 0.133 0.139* 0.133 0.133 
(0.068) (0.069) (0.069) (0.069) (0.069) 
-0.008 -0.04 -0.038 -0.053 -0.053 
(0.063) (0.064) (0.064) (0.063) (0.063) 
0.012 0.017 0.02 0.022 0.022 

(0.029) (0.029) (0.029) (0.029) (0.029) 
-0.021 -0.014 -0.011 -0.007 -0.007 
(0.033) (0.033) (0.033) (0.032) (0.032) 
0.035 0.037 0.038 0.042 0.042 

(0.023) (0.023) (0.023) (0.023) (0.023) 



1990 Classroom Disruptions 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 
School Size -0.07** -0.07** -0.071** -0.07** -0.07** 

(0.024) (0.024) (0.024) (0.024) (0.024) 
% Students African American -0.002 -0.002 -0.002 -0.001 -0.001 

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
% Students Hispanic -0.002 -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
% Students receive free lunch -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 0 

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
% Students dropout 0.013 0.013 0.014 0.014 0.014 

(0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) 
Ave. School Socioeconomic Status -0.012 -0.004 -0.003 -0.005 -0.005 

(0.018) (0.019) (0.019) (0.019) (0.019) 
% Teachers African American -0.001 -0.002 -0.002 -0.002 -0.002 

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 
% Teachers Hispanic 0.002 0.002 0.002 0.002 0.002 

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 

Variance Explained 
School Level 32.70% 33.40% 
Student Level 20.30% 20.60% 21.00% 21.80% 21.80% 



Table 4.2 
Coefficients from Multivariate Analyses of School Discipline on In-School Fighting (N=9,279) 

1990 In-School Fighting 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Intercept 0.204* 0.473** 0.593** 0.772** 0.611** 
(0.088) (0.109) (0.11) (0.11) (0.132) 

School Discivline Policy 
Punishment Severity 0.007 0.007 0.008 0.008 

(0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) 
School Rules 0 0 0.001 0.001 

(0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) 
Student Perception ofDiscioline 
Strictness of Rules -0.202** -0.16** -0.131** -0.072 

(0.038) (0.039) (0.038) (0.047) 
Strictness Squared 0.039** 0.03** 0.024** 0.023** 

(0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) 
Fairness of Discipline -0.06** 

(0.007) 
-0.038** 
(0.007) 

-0.037** 
(0.007) 

Legitimacy of Authority -0.085** 
(0.007) 

-0.038 
(0.023) 

Legitimacy*Strictness -0.017* 
(0.008) 

8th Grade Behavior and Achievement 
Test Scores -0.047** -0.044** -0.043** -0.049** -0.049** 

(0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) 
In-School Fighting 0.257** 0.253** 0.247** 0.234** 0.234** 

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 
Misbehavior 0.092** 0.091** 0.087** 0.067** 0.066** 

(0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0,012) 
Individual Backeround 



Predictor Variable 
Male 

Hispanic 

African American 

Live with both parents 

# of Siblings 

English as a Second Language 

Socioeconomic Status 

Academic Track 

Vocational Track 

School Characteristics 
School Disorder 

Private School 

Catholic School 

Rural 

Urban 

1990 In-School Fighting 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 
0.133** 0.132** 0.132** 0.118** 0.118** 
(0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) 

-0.019 -0.019 -0.018 -0.015 -0.015 
(0.022) (0.022) (0.022) (0.022) (0.022) 

-0.052** -0.053** -0.054** -0.049* -0.048* 
(0.02) (0.02) (0.019) (0.019) (0.019) 
0.001 0 0.001 0.002 0.002 
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

0.008** 0.008** 0.008** 0.008** 0.008** 
(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 
-0.011 -0.01 -0.008 -0.004 -0.004 
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.019) (0.019) 

-0.012* -0.011 -0.011 -0.009 -0.009 
(0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) 

-0.028** -0.028** -0.025* -0.018 -0.018 
(0.011) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) 
0.026 0.026 0.029 0.03* 0.03* 

(0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) 

0.012 0.014 0.012 0.01 0.009 
(0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) 
0.005 -0.012 -0.006 -0.006 -0.006 

(0.036) (0.037) (0.037) (0.037) (0.037) 
-0.012 -0.029 -0.024 -0.036 -0.035 
(0.034) (0.034) (0.034) (0.034) (0.034) 
-0.022 -0.021 -0.019 -0.017 -0.017 
(0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) 
-0.019 -0.017 -0.016 -0.012 -0.013 
(0.017) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017) 



1990 In-School Fighting 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 
Student/Teacher Ratio -0.008 -0.01 -0.01 -0.006 -0.006 

(0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) 
School Size -0.016 -0.018 -0.019 -0.018 -0.019 

(0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.012) (0.012) 
% Students African American 0 0 0 0 0 

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) • (0.001) 
% Students Hispanic 0 -0.001 0 0 0 

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
% Students receive free lunch -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 

(0) (0) (0) (0) (0) 
% Students dropout -0.004 -0.003 -0.002 -0.002 -0.002 

(0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) 
Ave. School Socioeconomic Status -0.007 -0.007 -0.005 -0.008 -0.008 

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 
% Teachers African American 0 0 0 0 0 

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
% Teachers Hispanic 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 

Variance Explained 
School Level 32.70% 32.70% 
Student Level 17.10% 17.50% 18.20% 19.60% 19.70% 



Table 4.3 
Coefficients from Multivariate Analyses of School Discipline on Educational Commitment (N= 9,279) 

1990 Educational Commitment 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Intercept 0.386 -0.45 -0.779** -1.702** -1.003** 
(0.206) (0.247) (0.247) (0.232) (0.269) 

School Discipline Policy 
Punishment Severity -0.008 -0.007 -0.014 -0.013 

(0.014) (0.014) (0.013) (0.013) 
School Rules 0.083** 0.081** 0.078** 0.079** 

(0.021) (0.021) (0.02) (0.02) 
Student Perception of Discipline 
Strictness of Rules 0.423** 0.296** 0.151* -0.106 

(0.079) (0.079) (0.075) (0.09) 
Strictness Squared -0.089** -0.062** -0.033* -0.029* 

(0.014) (0.014) (0.013) (0.013) 
Fairness of Discipline 0.17** 

(0.014) 
0.061** 
(0.013) 

0.057** 
(0.013) 

Legitimacy of Authority 0.429** 
(0.013) 

0.222** 
(0.043) 

Legitimacy*Strictness 0.074** 
(0.014) 

8th Grade Behavior and Achievement 
Test Scores -0.001 -0.008 -0.011 0.024* 0.024* 

(0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.011) (0.011) 
Classroom Disruptions 0.367** 0.364** 0.353** 0.286** 0.287** 

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 
Misbehavior -0.252** -0.25** -0.238** -0.143** -0.142** 

(0.023) (0.023) (0.023) (0.022) (0.022) 
Individual Backsround 



Predictor Variable Model 1 
Male -0.027 

(0.019) 

Hispanic 0.005 
(0.045) 

African American 0.318** 
(0.041) 

Live with both parents 0.122** 
(0.021) 

# of Siblings -0.02** 
(0.005) 

English as a Second Language 0.059 
(0.041) 

Socioeconomic Status 0.046** 
(0.013) 

Academic Track 0.168** 
(0.022) 

Vocational Track 0.023 
(0.032) 

School Characteristics 
School Disorder -0.108** 

(0.021) 
Private School -0.072 

(0.083) 
Catholic School -0.126 

(0.078) 
Rural 0.076* 

(0.035) 
Urban 0.044 

(0.04) 

1990 Educational Commitment 

Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 
-0.02 -0.018 0.062** 0.06** 

(0.019) (0.019) (0.018) (0.018) 

0.006 0 -0.026 -0.025 
(0.044) (0.044) (0.042) (0.042) 
0.32** 0.322** 0.31** 0.307** 
(0.041) (0.04) (0.038) (0.038) 
0.125** 0.125** 0.117** 0.118** 
(0.021) (0.021) (0.02) (0.02) 
-0.02** -0.019** -0.018** -0.018** 
(0.005) (0.005) (0.004) (0.004) 
0.063 0.057 0.031 0.032 
(0.04) (0.04) (0.038) (0.038) 

0.043** 0.041** 0.029* 0.03* 
(0.013) (0.013) (0.012) (0.012) 
0.162** 0.155** 0.129** 0.126** 
(0.022) (0.022) (0.021) (0.021) 
0.021 0.013 0.001 0.001 

(0.032) (0.031) (0.03) (0.03) 

-0.115** -0.112** -0.104** -0.103** 
(0.021) (0.021) (0.019) (0.019) 
-0.044 -0.06 -0.043 -0.047 
(0.084) (0.084) (0.078) (0.078) 
-0.095 -0.104 -0.029 -0.032 
(0.078) (0.078) (0.072) (0.073) 
0.083* 0.076* 0.063 0.062 
(0.035) (0.035) (0.032) (0.032) 
0.047 0.044 0.024 0.028 
(0.04) (0.04) (0.037) (0.037) 



1990 Educational Commitment 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 
Student/Teacher Ratio -0.044 -0.038 -0.039 -0.054* -0.056* 

(0.028) (0.028) (0.028) (0.026) (0.026) 
School Size -0.047 -0.038 -0.035 -0.035 -0.033 

(0.029) (0.029) (0.029) (0.027) (0.027) 
% Students African American -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 -0.002 -0.002 

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
% Students Hispanic 0 0 0 0 0 

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
% Students receive free lunch 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
% Students dropout -0.004 -0.006 -0.009 -0.01 -0.011 

(0.016) (0.016) (0.016) (0.015) (0.015) 
Ave. School Socioeconomic Status -0.046* -0.026 -0.032 -0.028 -0.027 

(0.023) (0.023) (0.023) (0.021) (0.021) 
% Teachers African American 0.001 0.001 0.001 0 0 

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 
% Teachers Hispanic -0.002 -0.002 -0.002 -0.003 -0.003 

(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.002) (0.003) 

Variance Explained 
School Level 42.2% 43.5% 
Student Level 20.3% 21.0% 22.3% 30.3% 30.5% 



Table 4.4 
Coefficients from Multivariate Analyses of School Discipline on Grades (N= 8,654) 

1992 Grades 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

Intercept 0.702** 0.682** 0.491* 0.294 0.807** 0.883** 
(0.191) (0.222) (0.222) (0.222) (0.215) (0.239) 

School Discivline Policy 
Punishment Severity 0.009 0.01 0.009 0.012 0.012 

(0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) 
School Rules -0.036 -0.037 -0.037 -0.043* -0.043* 

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.019) (0.019) 
Student Percevtion of Discipline 
Strictness of Rules 0.175** 0.101 0.061 0.058 0.031 

(0.057) (0.057) (0.057) (0.056) (0.068) 
Strictness Squared -0.042** -0.026* -0.018 -0.016 -0.015 

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 
Fairness of Discipline 0.098** 0.073** 0.043** 0.043** 

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 
Legitimacy of Authority 0.096** 

(0.01) 
-0.013 
(0.01) 

-0.035 
(0.033) 

Legitimacy*Strictness 0.008 
(0.011) 

10th Grade Behavior 
Educational Commitment 0.165** 

(0.008) 
0.165** 
(0.008) 

In-School Fighting -0.096** 
(0.015) 

-0.096** 
(0.015) 

Classroom Disruptions -0.153** 
(0.01) 

-0.153** 
(0.01) 

8th Grade Behavior and Achievement 



1992 Grades 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 
Test Scores 0.35** 0.344** 0.344** 0.355** 0.334** 0.334** 

(0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) 

Grades 0.402** 0.401** 0.397** 0.388** 0.344** 0.344** 
(0.009) (0.009) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) 

Misbehavior -0.125** -0.123** -0.114** -0.088** 0.011 0.011 
(0.017) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017) 

Individual Background 
Male -0.181** -0.177** -0.176** -0.159** -0.126** -0.126** 

(0.014) (0.014) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) 
Hispanic -0.058 -0.057 -0.06 -0.064* -0.047 -0.047 

(0.033) (0.033) (0.032) (0.032) (0.031) (0.031) 
African American -0.064* -0.062* -0.06* -0.064* -0.112** -0.112** 

(0.029) (0.029) (0.029) (0.029) (0.029) (0.029) 
Live with both parents 0.094** 0.096** 0.096** 0.093** 0.054** 0.054** 

(0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) 
# of Siblings -0.005 -0.004 -0.004 -0.004 -0.001 -0.001 

(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) 
English as a Second Language 0.108** 0.11** 0.106** 0.101** 0.092** 0.093** 

(0.029) (0.029) (0.029) (0.029) (0.028) (0.028) 
Socioeconomic Status 0.092** 0.09** 0.089** 0.087** 0.089** 0.089** 

(0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) 
Academic Track 0.127** 0.125** 0.122** 0.117** 0.084** 0.084** 

(0.016) (0.016) (0.016) (0.016) (0.016) (0.016) 
Vocational Track -0.002 -0.002 -0.004 -0.004 -0.013 -0.013 

(0.023) (0.023) (0.023) (0.023) (0.022) (0.022) 
School Characteristics 
School Disorder -0.025 -0.031 -0.029 -0.026 -0.003 -0.003 

(0.02) (0.019) (0.019) (0.019) (0.019) (0.019) 
Private School -0.119 -0.106 -0.116 -0.114 -0.093 -0.094 

(0.074) (0.075) (0.074) (0.074) (0.071) (0.071) 



1992 Grades 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 
Catholic School -0.283** -0.235** -0.242** -0.227** -0.234** -0.234** 

(0.072) (0.072) (0.072) (0.071) (0.069) (0.069) 
Rural 0.041 0.036 0.032 0.03 0.02 0.02 

(0.033) (0.033) (0.033) (0.033) (0.032) (0.032) 
Urban 0.067 0.057 0.055 0.052 0.029 0.029 

(0.037) (0.037) (0.036) (0.036) (0.035) (0.035) 
Student/Teacher Ratio 0.141** 0.137** 0.138** 0.135** 0.158** 0.157** 

(0.026) (0.027) (0.026) (0.026) (0.025) (0.025) 
School Size -0.188** -0.186** -0.185** -0.185** -0.189** -0.189** 

(0.027) (0.027) (0.027) (0.027) (0.026) (0.026) 
% Students African American -0.002 -0.002 -0.002 -0.002 -0.001 -0.001 

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
% Students Hispanic 0.002 0.002 0.001 0.002 0 0 

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
% Students receive free lunch 0 0 0 0 0 0 

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
% Students dropout -0.003 -0.004 -0.005 -0.005 -0.003 -0.003 

(0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) 
Ave. School Socioeconomic Status 0.051* 0.041 0.039 0.041 0.048* 0.048* 

(0.021) (0.021) (0.021) (0.021) (0.02) (0.02) 
% Teachers African American 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 0 0 

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 
% Teachers Hispanic -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 0.001 0.001 

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 

Variance Explained 
School Level (%) 63.70% 64.00% 
Student Level (%) 56.80% 57.10% 57.60% 58.00% 63.50% 63.50% 



Table 4.5 
Coefficients from Multivariate Analyses of School Discipline on Test Scores (N= 7,456) 

1992 Math/Reading Test Scores 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

Intercept -0.145 -0.109 -0.2 -0.24 -0.069 -0.032 
(0.129) (0.155) (0.155) (0.156) (0.155) (0.182) 

School Discivline Policy 
Punishment Severity 0.016 0.017 0.016 0.015 0.015 

(0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) 
School Rules -0.03* -0.031* -0.031* -0.031* -0.031* 

(0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.013) (0.013) 
Student Percevtion of Discivline 
Strictness of Rules 0.1* 0.07 0.063 0.061 0.048 

(0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.061) 
Strictness Squared -0.023* -0.016 -0.015 -0.013 -0.013 

(0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) 
Fairness of Discipline 0.047** 0.043** 0.034** 0.034** 

(0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) 
Legitimacy of Authority 0.02* 

(0.009) 
-0.005 
(0.009) 

-0.016 
(0.029) 

Legitimacy*Strictness 0.004 
(0.01) 

10th Grade Behavior 
Educational Commitment 0.021** 

(0.007) 
0.021** 
(0.007) 

In-School Fighting -0.056** 
(0.014) 

-0.056** 
(0.014) 

Classroom Disruptions -0.091** 
(0.009) 

-0.091** 
(0.009) 

8th Grade Behavior and Achievement 



1992 Math/Reading Test Scores 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 
Test Scores 0.699** 0.696** 0.697** 0.699** 0.687** 0.687** 

(0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) 

Grades 0.111** 0.111** 0.108** 0.106** 0.097** 0.097** 
(0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) 

Misbehavior -0.056** -0.055** -0.05** -0.045** -0.007 -0.007 
(0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) 

Individual Background 
Male 0.056** 0.058** 0.058** 0.062** 0.088** 0.088** 

(0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) 
Hispanic -0.071* -0.072* -0.074** -0.075** -0.076** -0.076** 

(0.029) (0.029) (0.029) (0.029) (0.028) (0.028) 
African American -0.128** -0.126** -0.125** -0.126** -0.113** -0.113** 

(0.026) (0.026) (0.026) (0.026) (0.025) (0.025) 
Live with both parents 0.017 0.017 0.016 0.016 0.005 0.005 

(0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) 
# of Siblings -0.002 -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 0 0 

(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) 
English as a Second Language 0.011 0.013 0.014 0.013 0.017 0.017 

(0.026) (0.026) (0.026) (0.026) (0.026) (0.026) 
Socioeconomic Status 0.056** 0.055** 0.054** 0.054** 0.055** 0.055** 

(0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) 
Academic Track 0.113** 0.114** 0.112** 0.111** 0.104** 0.104** 

(0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) 
Vocational Track -0.111** -0.11** -0.111** -0.111** -0.11** -0.11** 

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 
School Characteristics 
School Disorder -0.005 -0.008 -0.008 -0.007 -0.002 -0.002 

(0.014) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) 
Private School 0.057 0.055 0.05 0.05 0.062 0.062 

(0.052) (0.053) (0.052) (0.052) (0.052) (0.052) 



1992 Math/Reading Test Scores 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 
Catholic School 0.087 0.113* 0.108* 0.111* 0.102* 0.102* 

(0.049) (0.049) (0.048) (0.048) (0.048) (0.048) 
Rural 0.003 -0.001 -0.002 -0.002 -0.003 -0.003 

(0.022) (0.022) (0.022) (0.022) (0.022) (0.022) 
Urban -0.002 -0.008 -0.01 -0.01 -0.009 -0.009 

(0.025) (0.025) (0.025) (0.025) (0.025) (0.025) 
Student/Teacher Ratio -0.054** -0.058** -0.058** -0.059** -0.051** -0.051** 

(0.018) (0.018) (0.018) (0.018) (0.018) (0.018) 
School Size 0.042* 0.042* 0.042* 0.041* 0.033 0.033 

(0.018) (0.018) (0.018) (0.018) (0.018) (0.018) 
% Students African American 0 0 0 0 0 0 

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
% Students Hispanic 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
% Students receive free lunch 0 0 0 0 0 0 

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
% Students dropout -0.01 -0.01 -0.011 -0.011 -0.009 -0.009 

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 
Ave. School Socioeconomic Status 0.032* 0.025 0.024 0.025 0.025 0.025 

(0.014) (0.015) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) 
% Teachers African American 0 0.001 0.001 0.001 0 0 

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
% Teachers Hispanic 0 0 0 0 0 0 

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 

Variance Explained 
School Level (%) 87.50% 87.90% 
Student Level (%) 69.70% 69.70% 69.80% 69.90% 70.40% 70.40% 



Table 4.6 
Coefficients from Multivariate Analyses of School Discipline on Likelihood of Graduation (N= 6,881) 

High School Graduation 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

Intercept 3.462** 3.007** 2.409* 1.835 3.659** 3.758** 
(0.915) (1.106) (1.131) (1.15) (1.208) (1.308) 

School Discipline Policv 
Punishment Severity -0.041 -0.038 -0.039 -0.028 -0.028 

(0.063) (0.065) (0.066) (0.07) (0.07) 
School Rules -0.097 -0.108 -0.115 -0.197 -0.197 

(0.107) (0.109) (0.111) (0.117) (0.117) 
Student Percevtion of Discipline 
Strictness of Rules 0.744* 0.494 0.282 0.283 0.248 

(0.326) (0.322) (0.322) (0.323) (0.367) 
Strictness Squared -0.182** -0.127* -0.085 -0.078 -0.078 

(0.057) (0.057) (0.057) (0.057) (0.057) 
Fairness of Discipline 0.338** 0.253** 0.188** 0.188** 

(0.053) (0.054) (0.054) (0.054) 
Legitimacy of Authority 0.352** 

(0.052) 
-0.04 

(0.057) 
-0.072 
(0.173) 

Legitimacy*Strictness 0.011 
(0.056) 

10th Grade Behavior 
Educational Commitment 0.663** 

(0.041) 
0.663** 
(0.041) 

In-School Fighting -0.268** 
(0.068) 

-0.269** 
(0.068) 

Classroom Disruptions -0.055 
(0.051) 

-0.055 
(0.051) 

8th Grade Behavior and Achievement 



High School Graduation 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 
Test Scores 0.555** 0.533** 0.542** 0.585** 0.609** 0.61** 

(0.065) (0.065) (0.064) (0.063) (0.064) (0.064) 

Grades 0.467** 0.469** 0.456** 0.429** 0.347** 0.347** 
(0.047) (0.047) (0.046) (0.046) (0.046) (0.046) 

Misbehavior -0.625** -0.613** -0.598** -0.503** -0.326** -0.326** 
(0.088) (0.088) (0.087) (0.088) (0.089) (0.089) 

Individual Backsround 
Male 0.069 0.106 0.118 0.18* 0.229** 0.229** 

(0.082) (0.083) (0.081) (0.081) (0.083) (0.084) 
Hispanic 0.194 0.173 0.196 0.21 0.276 0.277 

(0.165) (0.165) (0.163) (0.16) (0.161) (0.161) 
African American 0.931** 0.964** 0.994** 0.989** 0.844** 0.843** 

(0.158) (0.158) (0.156) (0.154) (0.153) (0.153) 
Live with both parents 0.491** 0.512** 0.513** 0.517** 0.434** 0.434** 

(0.083) (0.083) (0.082) (0.081) (0.08) (0.08) 
# of Siblings -0.057** -0.055** -0.057** -0.06** -0.046** -0.046** 

(0.017) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017) 
English as a Second Language 0.093 0.139 0.139 0.118 0.222 0.223 

(0.16) (0.161) (0.159) (0.157) (0.158) (0.158) 
Socioeconomic Status 0.456** 0.452** 0.464** 0.476** 0.512** 0.512** 

(0.057) (0.057) (0.056) (0.055) (0.055) (0.055) 
Academic Track 0.837** 0.838** 0.815** 0.777** 0.701** 0.7** 

(0.127) (0.128) (0.125) (0.124) (0.123) (0.123) 
Vocational Track 0.122 0.113 0.096 0.092 0.058 0.058 

(0.106) (0.106) (0.104) (0.104) (0.103) (0.103) 
School Characteristics 
School Disorder -0.236** -0.268** -0.265** -0.256** -0.168 -0.168 

(0.09) (0.091) (0.093) (0.095) (0.101) (0.101) 
Private School -0.231 -0.076 -0.22 -0.199 -0.393 -0.391 

(0.621) (0.626) (0.625) (0.628) (0.629) (0.63) 



High School Graduation 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 
Catholic School 1.661* 1.872** 1.802* 1.795* 1.621* 1.62* 

(0.709) (0.713) (0.704) (0.698) (0.688) (0.688) 
Rural -0.024 -0.046 -0.066 -0.085 -0.166 -0.166 

(0.147) (0.148) (0.152) (0.155) (0.164) (0.164) 
Urban 0.194 0.147 0.134 0.114 0.054 0.054 

(0.182) (0.184) (0.189) (0.192) (0.202) (0.202) 
StudentATeacher Ratio 0.131 0.149 0.175 0.163 0.252 0.252 

(0.134) (0.135) (0.139) (0.14) (0.147) (0.147) 
School Size -0.165 -0.145 -0.153 -0.154 -0.17 -0.17 

(0.131) (0.132) (0.136) (0.138) (0.146) (0.146) 
% Students African American -0.01 -0.01 -0.01 -0.011* -0.011 -0.011 

(0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.006) (0.006) 
% Students Hispanic -0.003 -0.004 -0.005 -0.006 -0.007 -0.007 

(0.005) (0.005) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) 
% Students receive free lunch 0.009* 0.009* 0.009* 0.009* 0.009* 0.009* 

(0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) 
% Students dropout -0.012 -0.02 -0.023 -0.026 -0.038 -0.038 

(0.069) (0.07) (0.072) (0.073) (0.076) (0.076) 
Ave. School Socioeconomic Status 0.545** 0.521** 0.526** 0.528** 0.59** 0.59** 

(0.107) (0.11) (0.112) (0.114) (0.119) (0.119) 
% Teachers African American 0.002 0.005 0.005 0.005 0.004 0.004 

(0.008) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) 
% Teachers Hispanic -0.003 -0.003 -0.002 -0.002 0 0 

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) 



Table 4.7 
Interaction Models; How School Disorder Alters the Effects of School Discipline For Class Disruptions 

1990 Class Disruptions 

Predictor Variable 
Before 
Interact 

Punish 
School 
Rules 

Strict 

Main Effects: 
School Disorder 0.041* 0.043* 0.102 0.063 

(0.018) (0.017) (0.077) (0.036) 
Punishment Severity -0.011 -0.011 -0.011 -0.011 

(0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) 
School Rules 0.028 0.029 0.027 0.028 

(0.018) (0.018) (0.018) (0.018) 
Strictness of Rules 0.052** 0.051** 0.051** 0.052** 

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 
Interaction Terms: 
Disorder*Punishment 0.004 

(0.013) 
Disorder*School Rules -0.017 

(0.02) 
Disorder*Strictness -0.007 

(0.011) 



Table 4.8 
Interaction Models: How School Disorder Alters the Effects of School Discipline on In-School Fighting 

1990 In-School Fighting 

Predictor Variable Before Punish ^hool Strict Strict SQ 
Interact Rules 

Main Effects; 
School Disorder 0.014 0.014 -0.042 0.042* 0.091 

(0.009) (0.009) (0.04) (0.021) (0.057) 
Punishment Severity 0.007 0.007 0.007 0.007 0.007 

(0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) 
School Rules 0 0 0.002 0 0 

(0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) 
Strictness of Rules -0.202** -0.202** -0.201** -0.194** -0.19** 

(0.038) (0.038) (0.038) (0.039) (0.039) 
Strictness Squared 0.039** 0.039** 0.039** 0.038** 0.037** 

(0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) 
Interaction Terms: 
Disorder*Punishment 0.002 

(0.007) 
Disorder*School Rules 0.015 

(0.011) 
Disorder*Strictness -0.01 

(0.007) 
-0.049 
(0.042) 
0.007 

(0.007) 



Table 4.9 
Interaction Models; How School Disorder Alters the Effects of School Discipline on Educational Commitment 

1990 Educational Commitment 

Predictor Variable Before Punish ^hool Strict Strict SQ 
Interact Rules 

Main Effects: 
School Disorder -0.115** -0.115** -0.145 -0.091* -0.138 

(0.021) (0.021) (0.094) (0.045) (0.118) 
Punishment Severity -0.006 -0.007 -0.006 -0.006 -0.006 

(0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) 
School Rules 0.081** 0.08** 0.082** 0.081** 0.081** 

(0.022) (0.022) (0.022) (0.022) (0.022) 
Strictness of Rules 0.427** 0.428** 0.428** 0.434** 0.43** 

(0.079) (0.079) (0.079) (0.08) (0.08) 
Strictness Squared -0.09** -0.09** -0.09** -0.091** -0.09** 

(0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) 
Interaction Terms: 
Disorder*Punishment -0.025 

(0.015) 
Disorder*School Rules 0.008 

(0.025) 
Disorder*Strictness -0.009 

(0.015) 
0.028 

(0.086) 
-0.007 
(0.015) 



Table 4.10 
Interaction Models: How School Disorder Alters the Effects of School Discipline For Grades 

1992 Grades 

Predictor Variable Before Punish ^hool Strict Strict SQ 
Interact Rules 

Main Effects: 
School Disorder -0.031 -0.03 0.056 0.005 0.02 

(0.019) (0.019) (0.083) (0.035) (0.086) 
Punishment Severity 0.009 0.009 0.009 0.01 0.01 

(0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) 
School Rules -0.036 -0.036 -0.039 -0.036 -0.036 

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 
Strictness of Rules 0.175** 0.176** 0.174** 0.184** 0.185** 

(0.057) (0.057) (0.057) (0.057) (0.058) 
Strictness Squared -0.042** -0.043** -0.042** -0.044** -0.044** 

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 
Interaction Terms: 
Disorder*Punishment -0.011 

(0.014) 
Disorder*School Rules -0.024 

(0.022) 
Disorder*Strictness -0.013 

(0.011) 
-0.024 
(0.062) 
0.002 

(0.011) 



Table 4.11 
Interaction Models; How School Disorder Alters the Effects of School Discipline For Test Scores 

1992 Math and Reading Achievement 

Predictor Variable Before Punish ^hool Strict Strict SQ 
Interact Rules 

Main Effects: 
School Disorder -0.013 -0.012 0.186** 0.035 0.042 

(0.013) (0.013) (0.056) (0.027) (0.071) 
Punishment Severity 0.013 0.011 0.012 0.013 0.013 

(0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) 
School Rules -0.028* -0.029* -0.034* -0.028* -0.028* 

(0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) 
Strictness of Rules 0.092 0.093 0.09 0.104* 0.105* 

(0.048) (0.048) (0.048) (0.049) (0.049) 
Strictness Squared -0.021* -0.022* -0.021* -0.024** -0.024** 

(0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) 
Interaction Terms: 
Disorder*Punishment -0.026** 

(0.009) 
Disorder*School Rules -0.055** 

(0.015) 
Disorder*Strictness -0.018* 

(0.009) 
-0.023 
(0.052) 
0.001 

(0.009) 



Table 4.12 
Interaction Models; How School Disorder Alters the Effects of School Discipline For Likelihood of Graduation 

Graduation 

Predictor Variable Before Punish ^hool Strict Strict SQ 
Interact Rules 

Main Effects: 
School Disorder -0.27** -0.27** 0.688 -0.69** 0.035 

(0.087) (0.087) (0.466) (0.182) (0.448) 
Punishment Severity -0.044 -0.033 -0.049 -0.05 -0.049 

(0.061) (0.063) (0.062) (0.062) (0.061) 
School Rules -0.19 -0.195 -0.148 -0.19 -0.19 

(0.106) (0.106) (0.107) (0.106) (0.106) 
Strictness of Rules 0.928** 0.932** 0.93** 0.779** 0.987** 

(0.292) (0.291) (0.29) (0.3) (0.32) 
Strictness Squared -0.196** -0.196** -0.196** -0.177** -0.213** 

(0.052) (0.052) (0.051) (0.052) (0.056) 
Interaction Terms: 
Disorder*Punishment -0.054 

(0.066) 
Disorder*School Rules -0.26* 

(0.124) 
Disorder*Strictness 0.15** 

(0.057) 
-0.424 
(0.329) 
0.104 

(0.059) 
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CHAPTER 5 
SCHOOL DISCIPLINE AND DIFFERENTIAL LIKELIHOOD OF GRADUATION 

FOR "AT-RISK" STUDENTS 

The previous chapter focuses on school discipline as a way to discourage socially 

unacceptable behavior. One aspect of strict discipline, sanctions such as suspensions and 

expulsion, can also be a means to remove students from the school environment. This 

strategy can be effective if the immediate goal is student safety and classroom order. 

When student behavior threatens the safety of teachers or other students then the 

curtailment of the behavior may take priority. Other behavior, while perhaps not 

physically a threat, is disruptive enough to make classroom instruction difficult. Strict 

discipline policy can give teachers and administrators the tools to remove the student and 

remedy the situation temporarily through suspension or permanently through expulsion 

and transfers. According to this rationale, removal of perpetrators allows teachers and 

other students to focus on educational instruction. Many of the Safe School Acts passed 

in the 1990's explicitly widen teachers' power to remove disrupting students from their 

classrooms. Although formal expulsions are rare, students may be transferred or more 

subtly forced to drop out.'^ 

While this strategy may be successful in quelling specific disruptive situations, 

although even this is questionable given the possibility that offending students will not 

peacefully comply, it tends to ignore wider educational and delinquency issues. Some 

opponents are concerned that delinquent youth will merely be pushed out of schools and 

We may start to see an increase in expulsion due to the implementation of zero tolerance policies that 
mandate removal. Even so, students are more likely to be transferred to alternative education rather than 
being formally expelled. 
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into the community. Others are concerned that the needs of children who experience 

failure and frustration in schools may be ignored.'^ Consequently, even if these types of 

policies can produce more orderly classrooms and school corridors, they are criticized for 

failing to address the educational system's responsibility towards the wider society and 

specifically to those students at risk for removal (Prinz 2000). 

The graduation models in the previous chapter examine whether school 

disciplinary policy and practices influence the likelihood that an adolescent will graduate 

from high school. While not significant, the direction of the results suggest that students 

from schools with particularly harsh punishments may be less likely to graduate than 

similar students from more lenient schools. The focus on sanctions that separate some 

students from the general school population and qualitative research indicating that 

disadvantaged youth are disproportionately sanctioned, suggest that the effects of school 

discipline may vary by student type. This chapter delves further into the relationship 

between school discipline and likelihood of graduating from high school by exploring 

whether students who are at-risk of dropping out of high school are differentially 

affected. Since "Troublemakers" and "at-risk" youth are often one and the same, at-risk 

students are more likely to be the recipients of get tough policies and may therefore be 

less likely to graduate than similar students in more lenient schools. 

Again, as in Chapters 3 and 4,1 will review the theoretical background described 

in Chapter 1 and outline the structure of the analysis and hypotheses before moving to the 

Typically such policies have focused on the removal of perpetrators. One variant attempts to remove the 
students before they cause "trouble". The sociologist Jackson Toby suggests that states lower the age of 
compulsory school attendance. The argument rests on the assumption that students disrupt school 
environments because students are required to attend school despite their lack of interest in typical 
educational goals. 
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results of the analyses. The analysis addresses some of the reasons that students give for 

leaving school before presenting the multilevel logistic regression analysis used to 

determine if discipline effects on likelihood of graduation are different for at-risk 

students. 

DeHning At-Risk Youth and Troublemakers 

Youth with certain characteristics linked to a lower likelihood of completing high 

school are often considered to be "at-risk". These youth tend to be male, racial or ethnic 

minorities, live in low socioeconomic and single parent households, perform poorly on 

academic tasks and frequently misbehave in school (Ekstrom, Goertz, Pollack and Rock 

1987; Rumberger 1983). Educators and policy makers have tried various intervention 

strategies, often in the form of dropout prevention programs, to increase the odds that 

these students will stay in school and receive a high school diploma. 

At the same time that educational professionals have implemented programs to 

retain at-risk students, they have also been removing individual students who are deemed 

troublemakers. Scholars have pointed out that these two types of activities can be 

contradictory since "at-risk" youth and "troublemakers" are often the same individuals 

(Bowditch 1993; Dorn 1996). Two clear overlapping characteristics for "at-risk" students 

and "troublemakers" are the tendency to dislike school and have low academic 

achievement (Hollingsworth, Lufler, and Clune, 1984). Although there is some evidence 

that children from low socioeconomic backgrounds are not more likely to misbehave 

(McFarland 2001; Hollingworth 1984) a common perception is that troublemakers are 

primarily students from such families. Hollingsworth and colleagues (1984) found that 
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teachers and administrators in the schools they studied held a common view that 

troublemakers come from "poor families". Furthermore, there is evidence that 

marginalized students are more likely to bear the negative consequences of school 

sanctioning (Skiba 2002). In his observations of student resistance, McFarland (2001, pg 

666) finds that "In certain regards, the most disadvantaged students who rebel in the least 

appropriate moments are the most likely to come to tragic ends." Consequently, when 

discipline is strict it is likely that marginalized students will disproportionately 

experience the effects. 

Separating "Troublemakers" 

While some critics have suggested that school personnel need to be more sensitive 

to the needs of uncooperative students by finding ways to make school more relevant for 

them, others have advocated less sympathetic approaches. Zero tolerance and safe school 

acts provide teachers with tools to remove troublemakers from the classroom and school. 

In another, more unusual tactic, Jackson Toby (1995) suggests that the age of compulsory 

attendance should be lowered so that unwilling students can leave, arguing that this 

would improve the environment of the school. 

Underlying many school discipline strategies is the belief that removing 

troublemakers will enhance the learning environment and consequently result in better 

outcomes for the remaining students. If this is the case, then strict discipline should 

improve the likelihood of graduating for those students who are not subject to 

disciplinary sanctions. If there is too much overlap between those students who are 

sanctioned and those students who are at-risk of dropping out positive results for 
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graduation are unlikely. An improved environment is unlikely to have much influence on 

an average student's decision to remain in school. To determine the effects of separation 

on the general population test scores would probably be more appropriate. Since this 

analysis is primarily concerned with the potentially negative effects that strict discipline 

has on marginalized, at-risk youth, school graduation is a more suitable measure. 

One shortcoming of the separation perspective is its failure to address the 

consequences for those students who are removed from classrooms and schools. One 

probable result is that students who are more frequently sanctioned will be less likely to 

graduate from high school. Popular sanctions such, such as in-school or out of school 

suspension, prevent students from attending class, subsequently reducing their ability to 

attain grades and test scores needed to graduate. Also, once a student has been forced out 

of school, motivation to return can be lacking. Alternatively, at-risk students may be less 

likely to graduate because of the indirect influences of harsh punishment policy. Even if 

not punished directly, strict discipline may indicate a general atmosphere of antagonism 

between the teachers or administrators and marginal youth. Students who already have 

weak attachments to the school and school personnel may feel even more alienated, 

resulting in individuals drifting away or choosing not to attend. 

Strategy and Design 

Before conducting the multilevel analysis, I examine the reasons that dropouts 

give for leaving school before graduating. Students can provide multiple reasons for why 

they leave school. The possible reasons are grouped into nine categories. Explanations 

involving family, employment, friends or travel are considered non-school related. 
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School related explanations involve issues associated with school discipline, academic 

problems, general alienation, poor teacher relations and safety. The percentage of 

students indicating that a particular reason pertains to them is given for high or low 

disorder schools and lenient or severe punishment schools separately. Since previous 

chapters suggest that schools with high disorder and harsh punishment tend to have more 

negative and unsupportive environments, it is predicted that more students from these 

schools will respond that they left for school related reasons. 

The following multilevel analysis explores the hypothesis that strict discipline 

will negatively affect students who are typically considered at risk of dropping out of 

high school. In order to assess this claim, four dependent variables are constructed to 

reflect categories of students who because of certain characteristics are less likely to 

graduate from high school. These include dummy variables for students who live in 

poverty, had low 8^^ grade test scores, had low 8'^ grade educational commitment, and 

were particularly disruptive in the lO^** grade. Because they do not involve behavior that 

disturbs other students directly, poverty status and low test scores are characteristics that 

are unlikely to be justified under the behavioral separation argument. Students with low 

educational commitment may adversely influence other students if arriving late to class is 

disruptive or if not finishing homework and forgetting supplies undermines other 

student's willingness to do so. These types of passive resistance, however, tend to not 

directly disturb the learning environment. Classroom disruptions, on the other hand, do 

actively influence other students' learning experience. Of the four dependent variables, 

frequent class disruptions best reflects the target of the separation argument. In fact, the 
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frequently disruptive variable is taken in the lO'^, rather than the 8'^ grade, in order to 

have a measure that captures those students whose removal might be justified under the 

separation argument. 

Unlike the previous empirical chapters, likelihood of high school graduation is the 

only dependent variable examined. Graduating from high school is an important outcome 

that has long-term consequences for occupational achievement (Rumberger 1987). In 

addition, this measure allows us to include more of the youth that tend to get left out of 

examinations of test score outcomes; those who leave school. In this case, the separate 

sets of analyses represent the various independent variables instead of the various 

dependent variables. School level control variables are the same as previous chapters but 

the individual level controls have been limited to the race and gender variables. Instead of 

the previously used background controls, the other at-risk indicators are included in the 

models. 

Multiple models are included within each set. The first model includes the school 

discipline policy variables and the at-risk indicators. Based on the nonsignificant results 

for school discipline policy on graduation in Chapter 4 (see Table 4.6), main effects for 

punishment severity or school rules are not expected. The at-risk indicators, however, 

should all have a negative influence on likelihood of graduation since their purpose is to 

identify students who are at a higher risk of dropping out. 

Model 2 includes the interaction terms for the at-risk indicators and the discipline 

policy variables. Significant interaction coefficients provide evidence that school 

discipline policy has a differential effect on at-risk youth. The separation argument 
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suggests that harsher punishment will improve outcomes for non-offending youth. The 

other probable consequence, however, is that the academic outcomes for offending youth 

will worsen as these students are removed from class through suspension and expulsion. 

Furthermore, at-risk students in general may suffer from strict discipline if the school 

environment is less sympathetic to marginal students. 

Models 3 and 4 are only estimated if the interaction effects are significant. These 

equations only include at-risk students. Model 3 provides base line effects for school 

discipline policy. Model 4 adds measures for lO"' grade out of school and in-school 

suspension. In the event that at-risk students are more likely to drop out of high schools 

that have harsher discipline, suspension variables are included to help explore the 

possibility that these effects are due to the separation of students. A fifth model includes 

10*'' grade behavior to determine if effects are mediated by behavior. 

Results 

Reasons for Leaving 

The reasons that dropouts give for leaving school can help provide some insight 

into the role that schools play in student's departure. Various reasons given by students 

for why they left high school without a diploma are presented in Table 5.1. The figures 

represent the percent of dropouts who indicate an explanation was a factor in their 

leaving school. The percentages are given separately for schools with low and high 

disorder and schools with harsh or lenient punishment policy. The patterns are similar 

regardless of school type. Friends dropping out, desire to travel, and safety issues are 

relatively less likely to be motivating factors. Family and employment are common non-
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school related reasons, while academic problems and alienation are the most common 

school related reasons. Discipline, either suspension or expulsion, is a factor for 

approximately 20 percent of students and poor relations with teachers mattered for about 

27 percent of students. Overall, approximately 45 percent of dropouts indicate that both 

school and non-school factors help explain why they left school. Slightly more students 

left because of school factors only, 26 percent, than left because of non-school factors 

only, 22 percent. 

Table 5.1 
Reasons for Departure from High School, by Percentage of 

Dropouts, Disorder and Punishment Severity 

Variables 
Low 33% 
Disorder 

High 33% 
Disorder 

Low 33% 
Punish 

High 33% 
Punish 

Non School Related Reasons 
Family 37.89% 36.84% 42.26% 41.92% 
Employment 41.05% 37.30% 44.91% 41.00% 
Friends 7.37% 7.66% 7.93% 7.14% 
Travel 7.37% 3.25% 5.45% 2.04% 

School Related Reasons 
Disciplinary Sanctions 18.95% 21.95% 18.90% 17.35% 
Academic Problems 51.58% 40.32% 46.01% 44.44% 
Alienation 56.84% 48.00% 51.81% 50.51% 
Poor Teacher Relations 33.33% 22.09% 28.31% 25.89% 
Safety 4.21% 7.32% 3.66% 9.18% 

Both 48.45% 40.47% 52.05% 42.86% 
School Only 26.04% 28.06% 23.49% 25.25% 
Non-School Only 17.53% 24.90% 19.88% 25.62% 

Total Number of Respondents 95 248 165 198 

Table 5.2 shows reasons for dropping out by gender. Unsurprisingly, reasons 

varied by gender with females more likely to leave for family reasons and males more 

likely to leave for employment and disciplinary reasons. Fifty six percent of female 
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respondents indicate that they left school because they needed to take care of family or 

wanted to get married and start a family, while 51 percent of male respondents indicate 

that they left school because of a job. As far as the role of disciplinary sanctions, 27 

percent of males and 13 percent of females indicate that either suspension or expulsion 

contributed to their departure. Interestingly, girls are less likely to mention school related 

factors at all, 32 percent versus 12 percent of boys, suggesting that pull factors are more 

relevant for girls than boys. 

Table 5.2 
Reasons for Departure from High School, 

by Percentage of Dropouts and Gender 
Variables Men Women 

Non School Related Reasons 
Family 
Employment 
Friends 
Travel 

20.36% 
50.88% 
8.27% 
7.90% 

56.14% 
27.46% 
6.38% 
3.20% 

School Related Reasons 
Disciplinary Sanctions 
Academic Problems 
Alienation 
Poor Teacher Relations 
Safety 

26.62% 
52.69% 
59.64% 
37.37% 
6.14% 

12.86% 
34.88% 
43.16% 
15.96% 
5.67% 

Both 
School Only 
Non-School Only 

49.12% 
33.69% 
12.28% 

39.66% 
19.44% 
32.41% 

Total Number of Respondents 280 285 

At-Risk Interactions 

The results of the multilevel logistic regression analyses are presented in Tables 

5.3 through 5.6, which are located at the end of Chapter 5. Interaction effects are found 

for two of the four at-risk indicators. While students who live in poverty (Table 5.3) and 
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have low 8^^ grade educational commitment (Table 5.4) are significantly less likely to 

graduate from high school, there is no evidence that school discipline policy has a 

differential effect on these youth. Differential school rule effects were found for S"* grade 

test scores (Table 5.5) and differential punishment effects were found for frequency of 

class disruptions in the lO"' grade (Table 5.6). Predicted probabilities are plotted to 

facilitate the interpretation of the significant interaction terms. 

Figure 5.1 shows the separate effects of school rules on graduation for those with 

8*^ grade test scores in the bottom quartile and all other students. The slope for students in 

1 8 
the top three-fourths of scores slightly increases with more rules. The slope for those 

students who have weak test scores, however, is negative. As predicted, students who are 

at-risk of dropping out because of low test scores are even less likely to graduate if they 

attend high schools with more rules. Table 5.5, Model 3 provides the negative school 

rules coefficient for the analysis performed on students with 8'** grade test scores in the 

lowest quartile. Model 4 shows that this effect becomes nonsignificant when in-school 

and out of school suspension are added to the equation, suggesting that academically at-

risk students have a lower likelihood of graduating from schools with more rules because 

they are more likely to be suspended. Interestingly, the coefficient for school rules 

increases to significance again when lO"' grade behavior is included in Model 5. Results 

found in Chapter 4 suggest that this is due to a positive relationship between school rules 

and 10*'^ grade educational commitment (see Table 4.3). Schools in which there are more 

While the graph shows a slight positive relationship between school rules and test scores for students 
with higher test scores, the logistic regression analysis indicates that the coefficient is not significantly 
different from zero. 
" Although school rule in Model 4 becomes insignificant the magnitude of the coefficient does not 
decrease by much, suggesting that other factors are still at work. 
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school rules have higher educational commitment, which is positively related to 

likelihood of graduating. School rules appear to have both an indirect positive influence 

through educational commitment and a direct negative influence on graduation. 

100% 1 

90% - , 

8 0 %  - I  ^ ^  1  

12 3 4 

School Rules 

Other Test Scores . - - . Low Test Scores 

Figure 5.1—Effects of School Rules on Graduation by Test Scores 

Figure 5.2 shows the separate effects of punishment policy on graduation for 

those who frequently disrupt classrooms in the 10^^ grade and all other students. While no 

effect is found for the general student population, frequent disrupters are negatively 

affected by harsh punishment. As expected, frequent disrupters who go to schools with 

more severe punishments are less likely to graduate than similar youth in less severe 

schools. Table 5.6, Models 3 and 4 provide the results for the analyses performed 

separately on frequent disrupters. Although in-school and out of school suspension 

significantly decrease the likelihood of graduating, the negative coefficient for 
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punishment severity reduces only a slight amount when the suspension variables are 

included in the equation. 
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Figure 5.2—Effects of Punishment Severity on Graduation 
by Frequency of lO"* Grade Interruptions 

Discussion 

Students provide both school related and non-school related reasons for leaving 

school. In general, the patterns expected for schools with high levels of disorder and 

stricter discipline do not materialize. Based on the negative environment signaled by high 

levels of disorder the expectation was that dropouts in schools with high levels of 

disorder would be more likely to cite school based explanations. The results indicate 

dropouts from low disorder schools are more likely to have a combination of both school 

and non-school reasons for dropping out. One problem with comparing low disorder and 

high disorder schools is that students in low disorder schools are significantly less likely 
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to drop out. Schools in the lowest 33 percentile according to amount of disorder only had 

95 dropout respondents while schools in the highest 33 percentile had 248 dropout 

respondents. Clearly, many more students are dropping out of school with high levels of 

disorder. Students who drop out of low disorder schools may be the students who have 

the most problems, as is implied by their tendency to cite more reasons for dropping out. 

Similarly, students in low punishment schools have a slight tendency to mention multiple 

reasons. Surprisingly, students in high punishment schools were not more likely to 

respond that disciplinary sanctions were a reason for leaving. 

It can be difficult to determine the degree to which individuals are pushed or 

pulled out of schools. While some students may not want to quit school and only do so 

because of mitigating circumstances, many other students leave school because they view 

starting a family or working a job more appealing than staying in school where they may 

be academically unsuccessful or alienated. In general, school based explanations can be 

regarded as pushing and non-school explanations as pulling students out of school. Many 

students mentioned both school and non-school reasons. 

The multivariate analysis provides some evidence that strict disciplinary policy 

can be harmful for at-risk students. In general, students who come into high school with 

low test scores and low educational commitment, live in poverty and have classroom 

behavior problems have a lower likelihood of graduating from high school than their 

peers. Furthermore, at-risk youth who frequently disrupt class and have low prior test 

scores become even less likely to graduate if they go to schools with strict disciplinary 

policy. 
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There is some support, although not strong, that the negative effects found for 

strict discipline are in part due to the use of suspensions by secondary schools. Students 

who have been suspended are less likely to graduate. For out of school suspension, this 

relationship is independent of the student's lO"' grade behavior. Separating students from 

the classroom may further alienate marginal students and prevent them from attaining the 

requirements needed to graduate. The findings also suggest that strict discipline and 

graduation rates are related through mechanisms other than the sanctioning of students. 

Most likely harsh punishment policy is a signal of school environments that are 

inhospitable to disadvantage students who are more likely to be viewed as troublemakers. 

Punitive cultures within schools may only aggravate the conflict and estrangement 

experienced by at-risk youth. In contrast, supportive environments may be more 

productive. For example, relationships between caring teachers and students have been 

found to improve the odds that at-risk youth will succeed in school (Muller 2001). 

From a separation perspective, the increased dropout rate for students who 

frequently disrupt class is not necessarily a negative outcome. If these students are no 

longer in school then they can no longer disturb others. This argument becomes less valid 

if other students do not significantly benefit from the removal of disruptive individuals. 

The analyses do not find any evidence that strict discipline improves outcomes for the 

general student body. This study, however, was not constructed to explicitly examine this 

issue. Likelihood of graduation is unlikely to change much for the general school 

population whose chances of graduating are rather high. Other more refined measures of 

achievement such as test scores would be more appropriate for locating any positive 
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impact of higher "troublemaker" dropout rates. Even if positive effects are found, this 

may not be reason enough to dismiss higher dropout rates for disruptive youth as an 

unfortunate by-product. Many educators, as well as others, believe that the educational 

system has a responsibility to do all it can to provide all youth with an adequate 

education. 

While the separation argument might be used to make a case for why disruptive 

students should be encouraged to leave or be removed from schools, the case is harder to 

make for low achieving students. Since low achievement and misbehavior are correlated, 

it was predicted that strict discipline would negatively influence graduation rates for 

those students with non-behavioral risk indicators such as poverty and test scores because 

these students were more likely to misbehave. The results do not support this hypothesis. 

Because of the positive relationship between school rules and educational conmiitment, 

controlling for lO'^ grade educational commitment actually increased the negative 

coefficient for school rules. 

Instead of improving the environment for those most in need of help, strict 

discipline policy appears to facilitate the premature departure of some at-risk students. 

Even if the departure of some of these students provides benefits for other students in the 

school, the end result will not only have negative consequences for those students who 

fail to obtain a diploma but also for society more generally as unskilled and 

underemployed youth become unproductive adults. Instead of attempting to improve 

school learning environments by removing disruptive students some educators focus on 

reducing disruptions by making schooling relevant and interesting for all students. When 



discipline is necessary, alternatives could be found for suspension, expulsion and the 

shuffling of students from one school to another. None of which has proved to be very 

effective. One compromise has been to place youth with serious or chronic misbehavior 

into alternative programs or schools. The results have been mixed. Some school-based 

intervention programs have also shown promise (Gottfreson 2000). The solution to 

school disorder and student dropout is complex and one size might not fit all schools or 

all students. Zero tolerance and segregationist policies that do not take into consideration 

the needs and circumstance of marginalized youth, however, do not only appear to be 

ineffective but also antithetical to democratic education. 



Table 5.3 
Coefficients from Multivariate Analyses of School Discipline 

on Graduation, At-Risk Interactions; Poverty (N=5755) 
High School Completion 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 

Intercept 4.408** 4.296** 
(0.987) (1.005) 

School Discipline Policy 
Punishment Severity -0.09 -0.128 

(0.061) (0.068) 
School Rules -0.061 -0.04 

(0.104) (0.114) 
At-Risk 

Poverty -0.946** -0.733 
(0.097) (0.637) 

Punishment*Poverty 0.114 
(0.093) 

School Rule*Poverty -0.057 
(0.171) 

8th Grade Backeround 
Test Scores -1.201** -1.199** 

(0.088) (0.088) 
Educational Commitment -0.781** -0.779** 

(0.086) (0.086) 
Individual Backeround 

Male -0.087 -0.086 
(0.083) (0.084) 

Hispanic 0.073 0.07 
(0.167) (0.167) 

African American 0.667** 0.653** 
(0.164) (0.165) 

School Level Background 
School Disorder -0.174 -0.174 

(0.09) (0.09) 
Rural 0.014 0.026 

(0.145) (0.145) 
Urban 0.266 0.264 

(0.183) (0.183) 
Student/Teacher Ratio 0.049 0.052 

(0.137) (0.137) 
School Size -0.139 -0.136 

(0.131) (0.13) 
% Students African American -0.006 -0.006 
% Students Hispanic -0.001 -0.002 

(0.006) (0.006) 
% Students receive free lunch 0.008* 0.008* 

(0.004) (0.004) 
% Students dropout -0.023 -0.02 



High School Completion 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 

(0.067) (0.067) 
Ave. School Socioeconomic Status 0.749** 0.759** 

(0.108) (0.108) 
% Teachers African American 0.005 0.004 

(0.008) (0.008) 
% Teachers Hispanic 0.003 0.003 

(0.01) (0.01) 
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Table 5.4 
Coefficients from Multivariate Analyses of School Discipline on Graduation, At-

Risk Interactions; 8th Grade Educational Commitment-Lowest Lowest (N=5755) 
High School Completion 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 

Intercept 4.408** 4.651** 
(0.987) (1.019) 

School Discipline Policy 
Punishment Severity -0.09 -0.155* 

(0.061) (0.069) 
School Rules -0.061 -0.136 

(0.104) (0.124) 
At-Risk 

8th Grade Educational Commitment -0.781** -1.38* 
(0.086) (0.574) 

Punishment*Educational Commitment 0.163 
(0.086) 

School Rule*Educational Commitment 0.161 
(0.154) 

8th Grade Backsround 
Test Scores -1.201** -1.198** 

(0.088) (0.088) 
Poverty -0.946** -0.944** 

(0.097) (0.097) 
Individual Backsround 

Male -0.087 -0.088 
(0.083) (0.084) 

Hispanic 0.073 0.074 
(0.167) (0.168) 

African American 0.667** 0.666** 
(0.164) (0.164) 

School Level Backsround 
School Disorder -0.174 -0.17 

(0.09) (0.09) 
Rural 0.014 0.014 

(0.145) (0.144) 
Urban 0.266 0.251 

(0.183) (0.183) 
Student/Teacher Ratio 0.049 0.054 

(0.137) (0.137) 
School Size -0.139 -0.136 

(0.131) (0.13) 
% Students African American -0.006 -0.006 
% Students Hispanic -0.001 -0.002 

(0.006) (0.006) 
% Students receive free lunch 0.008* 0.008* 

(0.004) (0.004) 
% Students dropout -0.023 -0.023 



High School Completion 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 

(0.067) (0.067) 
Ave. School Socioeconomic Status 0.749** 0.749** 

(0.108) (0.108) 
% Teachers African American 0.005 0.005 

(0.008) (0.008) 
% Teachers Hispanic 0.003 0.004 

(0.01) (0.01) 
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Table 5.5 
Coefficients from Multivariate Analyses of School Discipline on Likelihood of 

Graduation At-Risk Interactions: 8th Grade Test Scores-Lowest Quartile 
(N=5755/1564) 

High School Completion 

All Youth Low Test Score 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Intercept 4.408** 3.772** 3.787** 4.231** 4.652** 
(0.987) (1.015) (1.199) (1.274) (1.304) 

School Discipline Policy 
Punishment Severity -0.09 -0.102 -0.112 -0.104 -0.098 

(0.061) (0.073) (0.077) (0.082) (0.084) 
School Rules -0.061 0.112 -0.275* -0.256 -0.309* 

(0.104) (0.123) (0.137) (0.143) (0.146) 
At-Risk 

8th Grade Test Scores-Lowest Quartile -1.201** 0.166 
(0.088) (0.565) 

Punishment*8th Grade Test Scores (LQ) 0.02 
(0.085) 

School Rule*8th Grade Test Scores (LQ) -0.374* 
(0.153) 

10th Grade Sanctions 
Suspended -0.978** -0.632** 

(0.177) (0.185) 
In-School Suspend -0.588** -0.318 

(0.156) (0.162) 
10th Grade Behavior 

Educational Commitment 0.535** 
(0.064) 

In-School Fighting -0.076 
(0.109) 

Classroom Disruptions -0.04 
(0.08) 

8th Grade Backsround 
Educational Commitment -0.781** -0.782** -0.645** -0.526** -0.247 

(0.086) (0.086) (0.129) (0.129) (0.134) 
Poverty -0.946** -0.949** -0.879** -0.866** -0.892** 

(0.097) (0.097) (0.141) (0.14) (0.142) 
Individual Background 

Male -0.087 -0.083 -0.219 -0.113 -0.03 
(0.083) (0.083) (0.129) (0.129) (0.137) 

Hispanic 0.073 0.097 0.183 0.192 0.235 
(0.167) (0.168) (0.241) (0.237) (0.242) 

African American 0.667** 0.687** 0.702** 0.733** 0.568* 
(0.164) (0.165) (0.217) (0.219) (0.224) 

School Level Backsround 
School Disorder -0.174 -0.176 -0.051 -0.033 0.024 
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High School Completion 

All Youth Low Test Score 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

(0.09) (0.09) (0.107) (0.113) (0.117) 
Rural 0.014 0.016 0.219 0.253 0.171 

(0.145) (0.144) (0.175) (0.186) (0.19) 
Urban 0.266 0.254 0.289 0.282 0.266 

(0.183) (0.183) (0.223) (0.235) (0.241) 
Student/Teacher Ratio 0.049 0.037 -0.035 -0.134 -0.033 

(0.137) (0.136) (0.171) (0.179) (0.184) 
School Size -0.139 -0.131 -0.092 -0.083 -0.168 

(0.131) (0.13) (0.154) (0.164) (0.169) 
% Students African American -0.006 -0.006 -0.013* -0.012 -0.012 

(0.005) (0.005) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) 
% Students Hispanic -0.001 -0.002 -0.004 -0.004 -0.005 

(0.006) (0.006) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) 
% Students receive free lunch 0.008* 0.008* 0.006 0.005 0.006 

(0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.005) (0.005) 
% Students dropout -0.023 -0.023 0.008 -0.013 -0.004 

(0.067) (0.067) (0.082) (0.087) (0.089) 
Ave. School Socioeconomic Status 0.749** 0.75** 0.511** 0.542** 0.637** 

(0.108) (0.108) (0.136) (0.143) (0.147) 
% Teachers African American 0.005 0.005 0.01 0.011 0.012 

(0.008) (0.009) (0.01) (0.011) (0.011) 
% Teachers Hispanic 0.003 0.004 -0.001 -0.001 0.001 

(0.01) (0.01) (0.011) (0.012) (0.012) 
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Table 5.6 
Coefficients from Multivariate Analyses of School Discipline on Likelihood of 

Graduation At-Risk Interactions; Frequent Classroom Disruption (N=5755/1067) 
High School Completion 

All Youth Frequently Disruptive 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Intercept 4.575** 4.429** 4.798* 5.765* 
(0.994) (0.997) (2.185) (2.281) 

School Discipline Policy 
Punishment Severity -0.085 -0.029 -0.323* -0.321* 

(0.061) (0.067) (0.132) (0.137) 
School Rules -0.047 -0.003 -0.107 -0.152 

(0.104) (0.113) (0.238) (0.249) 
At-Risk 
Frequent 10th Grade Disruptions -0.621** 

(0.096) 
0.086 

(0.679) 
Punishment* 10th Grade Disruptions -0.19* 

(0.094) 
School Rule*10th Grade Disruptions -0.187 

(0.181) 
10th Grade Sanctions 
Suspended -1.077** 

(0.199) 
In-School Suspend -0.587** 

(0.187) 
8th Grade Backeround 
Test Scores -1.151** -1.148** -1.133** -1.104** 

(0.088) (0.088) (0.168) (0.17) 
Educational Commitment -0.741** -0.744** -0.582** -0.46** 

(0.087) (0.087) (0.171) (0.175) 
Poverty -0.968** -0.957** -0.727** -0.638** 

(0.097) (0.097) (0.184) (0.188) 
Individual Level Backeround 
Male 0.017 0.018 0.397* 0.476** 

(0.085) (0.086) (0.165) (0.167) 
Hispanic 0.116 0.118 0.075 0.121 

(0.168) (0.168) (0.324) (0.325) 
African American 0.792** 0.816** 0.382 0.427 

(0.167) (0.168) (0.288) (0.294) 
School Level Backeround 
School Disorder -0.179* -0.179* -0.263 -0.182 

(0.09) (0.09) (0.2) (0.208) 
Rural 0.011 0.009 0.116 0.117 

(0.145) (0.144) (0.307) (0.319) 
Urban 0.262 0.253 0.262 0.124 

(0.184) (0.183) (0.415) (0.43) 
Student/Teacher Ratio 0.052 0.051 -0.098 -0.2 

(0.138) (0.137) (0.28) (0.291) 
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High School Completion 

All Youth Frequently Disruptive 

Predictor Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

School Size -0.161 -0.163 -0.204 -0.216 
(0.131) (0.131) (0.276) (0.288) 

% Students African American -0.006 -0.007 -0.001 -0.001 
(0.005) (0.005) (0.011) (0.012) 

% Students Hispanic -0.002 -0.002 0.01 0.01 
(0.006) (0.006) (0.013) (0.013) 

% Students receive free lunch 0.009* 0.009* 0.01 0.009 
(0.004) (0.004) (0.009) (0.009) 

% Students dropout -0.021 -0.021 0.021 -0.009 
(0.067) (0.067) (0.145) (0.15) 

Ave. School Socioeconomic Status 0.767** 0.771** 1.129** 1.158** 
(0.109) (0.109) (0.239) (0.249) 

% Teachers African American 0.004 0.004 0.033 0.036 
(0.008) (0.008) (0.02) (0.021) 

% Teachers Hispanic 0.005 0.005 0.009 0.008 
(0.01) (0.01) (0.021) (0.022) 



195 

CHAPTER 6 
CONCLUSION 

Public concern with school disorder and violence has motivated many schools to 

restructure their discipline policies to be more restrictive and punitive. In light of these 

policy leanings, this project has taken a closer look at how school disorder and the school 

discipline policies that are implemented to curb it influence individual students. In line 

with other school effects research, individual characteristics contribute much more to 

student outcomes than do organizational attributes. Demographics and family background 

are important predictors of student behavior and achievement. Other individual 

characteristics such as prior behavior and achievement are particularly important. Of 

course, by the time individuals reach the 8"^ grade their behavior and academic success 

have already been shaped by a multitude of factors, including psychological, family, 

community, and school influences. High school factors also play a role, however. School 

effects are found for both school disorder and discipline. 

The results of Chapter 3 support the assertion that school disorder is harmful not 

only because of resulting victimization but because students who attend such schools 

misbehave more and achieve less than similar youth in more orderly schools. As expected 

school disorder has a negative impact on students. All of the various indicators of 

disorder (i.e. teacher indication of disorder, student perceptions of disruptions and safety, 

and student's oppositional attitudes toward authority) are associated with negative 

behavior and lower academic achievement. Feeling personally unsafe seems to be 

particularly harmful for students as it both increases misbehavior and reduces academic 
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achievement across all measures. When students feel unsafe they undoubtedly take 

actions to protect themselves whether that be fighting back or avoiding class and school 

in general. A strategy of withdrawal leads to lower academic achievement. Six and a half 

percent of dropouts indicate that feeling unsafe contributed to their decision to leave 

school. 

The contextual effects found for frequent disruptions and oppositional attitudes 

are supportive of a peer effects interpretation. Frequent disruptions most likely reduce 

opportunities to leam by distracting other students and teachers away from academic 

activities, leading to lower achievement. Furthermore, unchecked disruptive behavior can 

signal a lack of social control and provides a model for other youth, leading to higher 

incidents of misbehavior. There is also evidence that an oppositional subculture effect is 

occurring through modeling or peer pressure. When the average level of oppositional 

values are high in a school, students are more likely to engage in minor misconduct such 

as skipping class, tardiness, forgetting supplies and not completing homework 

independent of their own feelings about authority. The individual level effects found for 

personal beliefs in school authority are harder to attribute to organizational 

characteristics. Because oppositional attitudes toward authority are only measured in the 

th 
10 grade it is not possible to determine if these individual attitudes and values are 

present when students typically enter high school in the 9'*^ grade or whether they are 

more recently developed in reaction to negative school environments or learned from 

oppositional peers. 
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One way for students and their parents to avoid the negative repercussions 

associated with attending a disorderly school is to transfer to a more orderly one. This 

strategy might work for some students but is not a realistic option for all students. One 

institutional approach to the problem is for schools to try and reduce the amount of 

disorder in schools by influencing student behavior through discipline. The results of 

Chapter 4 and 5, however, suggest that school discipline's influence on students is 

complex. For example, while students in schools with more rules are less likely to engage 

in minor infractions associated with educational commitment, they also tend to have 

lower test scores. The surface compliance evoked by more rules did not translate into 

higher achievement. Instead, in line with Dewey's assertions, the regulations are 

associated with stifled learning. 

Overall, discipline effects are dependent on several factors including the 

particular outcome variable, the amount of disorder in the school, the perceived fairness 

and legitimacy of the system and the at-risk status of the student. The results suggest that 

stringent discipline can have some beneficial effects when it is perceived as moderate, 

meant to improve minor misbehavior, and directed towards mainstream students who 

generally believe in the legitimacy of the school system. Under others circumstances, 

such as when discipline is perceived by students as overly strict or it is applied to 

oppositional and at-risk students, discipline may actually be harmful. Interestingly, strict 

discipline appears to be least effective or harmful in the same situations in which it is 

most likely to be implemented. Stringent discipline policy is often aimed at high disorder 

schools with high concentrations of oppositional, at-risk youth. 
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Particularly disconcerting is the lower likelihood of graduation found for at-risk 

students in high schools with stringent discipline. There is some evidence that the 

relationship between strict discipline and lower rates of graduation is in part due to the 

segregation of youth who are suspended. Another probable explanation is that strict 

discipline signals an underlying school climate that is, if not hostile, at least indifferent to 

the needs of marginal students who often manifest their alienation through disruptive 

behavior. 

In her well-known qualitative study of authority in desegregated secondary 

schools, Mary Metz describes two different approaches to maintaining order in schools. 

The first she refers to as the institutionalization of innocence. In this case, students 

fundamentally believe in the moral order of the school and entrust themselves to its care. 

Authority of adults and procedures are taken for granted and general compliance ensues. 

The second strategy used by schools is the myth of coercive control where control 

depends upon swift and consistent use of coercive sanctions. While order may be 

maintained the result is an atmosphere of tension and opposition between students and 

teachers, subverting educational goals (Metz 1978, pg 157). Metz's categorization 

provides a useful way for considering the results presented in this project. 

Chapters 3 and 4 indicate that student perception of the legitimacy of school-

based authority is an important component of school disorder and discipline. Not only do 

individual attitudes toward authority matter for how students behave in school, individual 

opposition to authority can come together to form oppositional subcultures that affect all 

students within a school. The amount of legitimacy that students, both individually and as 
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a student body, grant the traditional authority of school rules and teachers shapes how 

students respond to school discipline policies and practice. Issues of school moral 

authority are clearly central to an examination of school disorder, discipline and student 

outcomes. 

Pro-student court rulings of the early 1970's granted students important individual 

rights, particularly in the area of free expression and due process. One result of protecting 

individual rights, however, was the weakening of the historical in loco parentis authority 

given to school personnel. While limiting school authority may have curtailed abuses, it 

also had the unintended consequence of reducing the power teachers had to shape the 

classroom and school environment in a positive manner. Discipline was no longer 

discretionary and teachers began to fear the consequences of using any in loco parentis 

authority that may have theoretically still been intact. Consequently, a shift occurred in 

which educational instruction became the primary task of the teacher while student 

discipline could be passed off to school personnel who specialized in its administration. 

At the same time that teachers have understandably pulled away from their role as 

disciplinarians, we have seen a change in how students view school discipline. 

The recent popularity of standardized testing has helped to re-enforce the belief 

that the primary role of the school and the teacher is to teach substantive material. 

Teaching course material is only one aspect of educational learning, however. Too often 

ignored is the equally important role of socialization. While teacher discipline helps to 

control the learning environment, according to Durkheim, it also serves as an important 

tool for moral authority and sociaUzation more generally. Students need to learn socially 
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appropriate behaviors and values in order to become healthy individuals and productive 

citizens. Critics of in loco parentis have argued that culturally rigid socialization can 

disproportionately favor some groups over others and stifle individuality. While these 

criticisms are valid, the remedy appears to have also unintendedly reduced some of the 

positive aspects of teacher authority. 

Policy Directions 

Increasing Authority 

The popularity of standardized testing and the focus on teachers as instructors of 

substantive material have not shoved school discipline into the background. As discussed 

in the introduction, school disorder and discipline are leading concerns of parents, 

educators and lawmakers. While some reformers call for an increase in teacher authority 

and involvement in classroom discipline, more often attention has turned to beefing up 

security with metal detectors or security guards and implementing tougher rules and 

harsher punishment. This approach does not address the issue of teacher legitimacy, 

moral authority or the importance that student perceptions may have for the success or 

failure of school policy. In fact, strategies that remove disciplinary matters from the 

hands of teachers and focus on penal forms of control can function to undermine the 

authority of teachers. On the other hand, simply putting discipline in the hands of 

teachers will not necessarily increase legitimate authority. If teacher authority has been 

systematically eroded then rules and sanctions imposed by teachers may be seen as 

unfair, leading to even further erosion of their authority. 
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Moral and teacher authority is not something that can be established overnight but 

is rather part of a socialization process that begins in early childhood. Refocusing our 

attention on socialization is a start but this step must be coupled with the reestablishment 

of teacher authority. Teachers can teach students much more than reading, writing and 

arithmetic but without legitimacy the task is daunting. As we have seen teacher authority 

can be threatened by other systems of authority, such as the courts in the 1960's and 70's. 

Teacher authority can also be bolstered through administrators, the community and 

parents. While inconsistency and conflict between adult authority figures undermines 

legitimacy, support can strengthen the positive roles that each plays in the lives of youth. 

This can be difficult in a heterogeneous society where the methods and goals for 

children's learning and socialization can vary considerably. Parents and teachers may not 

agree with one another on how children should be treated and taught. This is probably 

less of a problem when parents choose the schools that their children attend. The decision 

to send a child to a particular school reflects at least a tacit acceptance of a general 

pedagogic approach. In all schools, however, an increased emphasis on building 

supportive teacher-parent relationships could help strengthen teacher authority. Parents 

can have an impact on how their children view teachers. If parents do not value and 

respect teachers then children are likely to reflect similar attitudes. In addition, it is 

important that teachers and administrators work together to develop policies that are 

consistent and reinforcing. Consistency and respect between teachers, parents and 

administrators facilitates the academic and socializing missions of the school. 
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Increasing Fairness 

In order to be effective, it is important that school discipline be seen as fair. As we 

have seen, discipline policy that is "objectively" moderate does not necessarily fit this 

criterion. Consequently, it is difficult to assign specific policy guidelines for "fair" 

discipline. There may be ways, however, to increase students' perceptions of fairness to 

reflect moderate discipline policies established by school communities. Because of the 

interrelation between authority and fairness, strengthening the legitimacy of teacher 

authority will likely also impact perceptions of fairness. The more legitimacy students 

grant to teachers the more prone they will be to view discipline as fair. 

There are also other, more direct possibilities. One solution may be to give 

students a voice. Social psychological research on procedural justice provides some 

insight into how schools might mitigate student feelings of unfairness while retaining 

control over the discipline process. There is evidence that when individuals are able to 

express opinions, receive explanations for decisions and are treated with respect, even if 

they lack control over the outcome, the evaluation of procedural justice is enhanced (Bies 

and Shapiro 1987; Lind and Tyler 1988). If students' concerns are given voice and two-

way communication with school personnel is encouraged then students may be more 

inclined to feel that the discipline within their school is fair. 

Another option is to provide students an opportunity to participate in the initial 

construction of discipline policies or soliciting student input that could become a 

consideration for discipline strategies. This is not to say that students should be left in 

charge of their own discipline. The analysis found that moderately strict rules had 
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positive outcomes. Moderately strict rules may not be what students w^ould choose to 

implement, however. In fact, past research on student input into how schools are run has 

shown mixed result. While a positive impact on attitudes regarding school vandalism and 

violence has been found in schools were students played a role in determining the school 

rules (McPartland and McDill 1976), another study found higher student victimization 

rates in schools where teachers where more democratic regarding student input 

(Gottfredson and Gottfredson 1985). If this strategy is to be adopted care needs to be 

taken with regard to construction and implementation of any specific plan. 

Formulating Policy 

In the mean time, the push for stricter discipline may not be totally misguided. A 

moderate level of discipline appears to be beneficial. Regulating student behavior helps 

provide guidelines for students. In some cases, school discipline may be too lenient. The 

implementation of harsh, authoritarian policies such as zero tolerance is not the answer, 

however. First, discipline can be overly harsh and consequently stifling and 

counterproductive. Second, such policies are viewed by students to be unfair and may 

end up reducing the legitimacy of rules and teacher authority more generally. We cannot 

simply apply rules and punishment that were supposedly more effective at an earlier time. 

What is culturally acceptable in an earlier time may no longer be acceptable today. 

Reapplying models of discipline without first examining how other elements of the 

school and social environment have changed is unproductive. The reduction in teacher 

authority is only one example. The introduction of even moderately strict regulations and 

punishments must be accompanied with an understanding of how these policies are 
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interpreted by the student body. Third, even if authoritarian discipline could help contain 

student disorder, the costs are higher than those associated with early socialization. 

Authoritarian discipline requires a large amount of time and energy. Students must 

constantly be monitored and corrected. Internalization of legitimacy and moral authority, 

on the other hand, allows for self-monitoring. The costs are particularly high with regard 

to at-risk students. Discipline policy that decreases the likelihood that marginal students 

will receive their high school diploma should be considered a failure. 

The goal is to construct discipline strategies that allow for rules and regulations 

that are seen as moderately strict but fair and which produce a school environment that is 

safe, orderly and generally conducive to learning. Bolstering teacher authority and 

acknowledging the importance of socialization are important tools to getting there. Yet, 

decisions and practices regarding discipline are not only about the containment of 

potentially harmful behavior. Discipline reflects the values of those who shape and 

implement it and often involves issues of class, gender and race (Apple 1982; Bowles and 

Gintis 1976; Giroux 1982). Authority relations and socialization have frequently been 

criticized as mechanisms for enforcing inequality and reproducing class and race 

relations. One argument is that schools prepare working-class and minority youth for low 

paid jobs by teaching them to be compliant while teaching middle and upper class youth 

more abstract skills to prepare them for management and leadership positions. Schools 

have also been accused of unevenly applying school rules and sanctions. Many of the 

court cases in the 1960's and 1970' were responses to the abuse of school authority and 

unequal treatment of minority and poor children. Similarly, the findings from this study 
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suggest that student who enter high school with traditionally "at-risk" characteristics are 

particularly vulnerable to authoritarian discipline. Specific policy discussions pertaining 

to the socialization and control of students need to include these concerns. The 

appropriate response to the misuse of authority relations within schools is not decreasing 

school authority more generally but rather using more care in its formulation and 

application. Involving parents and community leaders in these discussions and integrating 

examinations of school discipline into evaluations or reviews could help keep teachers 

and administrators accountable and sensitive to these issues. 

Although sanctions may be a necessary component of school discipline, it is also 

important to note that the development of incentives and methods for engaging students 

in school is equally important for positive behavioral outcomes. Alienation from 

schooling undermines moral authority. When youths feel apart of the community, are 

interested in what they are learning and in general, have positive experiences in school 

they are less likely to misbehave. Schools should first attempt to address the needs of 

"troublemakers" before attempting to control or remove them. 

Future Research 

The findings suggest several directions for future research. Gender variation in 

issues related to disorder and discipline is one important area of inquiry. Future studies of 

school discipline and disorder should include a focus on gender. Although this analysis 

only briefly refers to differences between male and female students, there is much 

evidence to suggest that while differences may be narrowing, gender is still an important 

factor in issues related to adolescent attitudes and behavior. Socialization practices that 
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condone more assertiveness in boys and obedience in girls have implications for how 

students view school discipline and teacher authority, as well as influencing how boys 

and girls may differentially react to those perceptions. For example, boys may be more 

likely to engage in active resistance while girls may be more likely to be compliant or 

employ passive resistance. 

Many of the analyses performed in this research examine rather broad hypothesis. 

Although mechanisms are suggested, most are not directly examined due to space and 

data limitations. Because the NELS dataset was not collected with these specific 

questions in mind, much of the information needed to explore more detailed mechanisms 

is unavailable. Targeted surveys and interviews could allow for a more detailed 

examination of proposed mechanisms. For example, the findings from Chapter 3 suggest 

that school disorder increases misbehavior and decreases achievement. It is unclear, 

however, why this relationship exits. Do students in disorderly school misbehave more 

because, as the broken windows theory would suggest, disorder functions as a signal of 

neglect and lack of social control? Or alternatively, are youth modeling the behavior or 

intemalizing the norms of misbehaving peers? 

Similarly, Chapter 4 presents evidence that perceptions of fairness and authority 

are important for behavior and achievement and for how discipline influences students. 

How students come to hold these perceptions is less clear. Why do student's come to 

view school discipline as unfair or come to believe it is okay to disobey rules and 

teachers? Our previous work suggests that shifts in legal climates and cultural beliefs in 

loco parentis authority have contributed to reduced moral authority in schools (Arum et 
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al. 2003). The findings from the current study are supportive of this interpretation and 

further indicate that attitudes toward authority and perceptions of fairness are related. 

Because these measures are taken at the same time, however, it is not possible with the 

current data to disentangle their relative importance. Other factors undoubtedly influence 

both moral authority and fairness. Given the strong and initial role of parents in 

children's socialization, examining parental authority may give us some insight into how 

students perceive and react to school authority. Studying the degree to which parents 

support or challenge school authority may also help illuminate ways that family 

environments interact with school environments. Issues of fairness can also be further 

explored with additional research. In this study, we are only able to ascertain whether 

students' generally feel that school discipline is fair. There are many possible sources of 

unfairness, however. The one associated with moral authority is most frequently 

mentioned in this project. Students may also feel that discipline is unfair because of the 

methods used to develop and administer discipline, procedural justice, or because 

discipline is unevenly applied across students, distributive justice. 

While the findings from this project stress the importance of the legitimacy of 

school discipline, questions remain regarding the relative effectiveness of particular 

sanctions and rules. Are some rules and sanctions more effective than others? For 

example, the heavy use of suspensions in schools may be producing negative effects, 

particularly for academic achievement, independent of student perceptions. As discussed 

in previous chapters, sanctions that remove students from instructional activities will 

likely have a negative influence on achievement and attachment to the school more 
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generally. The measures of school discipline policy in this research, which rely on 

information given by a school administrator, are less than ideal for answering this 

questions. Better measures of school environment and policy could be constructed if 

more thorough information regarding discipline procedures were collected. Observations 

of how school personnel actually practice school discipline, including the organizational 

structure of how rules are formed and sanctions administered, could provide a more 

accurate and complete picture of discipline within schools. 
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