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ABSTRACT 
 
BACKGROUND: School discipline—how schools manage and respond to student 

misbehavior—is a central component of how schools seek to create safe and productive learning 

environments. School suspensions have been a popular discipline strategy in recent decades. Yet, 

recent studies have demonstrated the association between punitive discipline strategies and poor 

outcomes in youth, including increased high school dropout rates, decreased odds of enrolling in 

postsecondary school, and increased mental health concerns. There is an urgent need to examine 

alternate mechanisms for addressing school discipline other than punitive exclusionary or 

reward-based systems. This dissertation seeks to develop an integrated model of promising 

approaches and define how such a system could work. OBJECTIVES: This dissertation is made 

up of three studies addressing three aims: (1) to synthesize the existing literature on how school 

discipline has been constructed and its impact on student well being; (2) to develop a novel 

conceptual model for an alternate discipline approach, “kind discipline,” and; (3) to develop and 

validate a measure for assessing the practice of kind discipline in elementary and middle schools. 

METHODS: Study one is a theoretical review utilizing a social ecological model to frame how 

school discipline models address an individual, relational, or structural level. Study two is a 

formative evaluation that develops a novel conceptual model for an alternative discipline 

approach. This study utilized concept mapping to elicit and integrate perspectives on school 

discipline from teachers, administrators, school staff, and other stakeholders involved in school 

programming. The concept mapping included a brainstorming phase, a statement analysis phase, 

a sorting and rating phase, and multidimensional scaling and hierarchical cluster analysis of the 

collected data. It culminated in a map that visually represent the group’s ideas and how they are 

interrelated. Study three validated a newly developed measure of kind discipline through an 



 

 10 

assessment of the measure’s internal consistency, an exploration of convergent and discriminant 

validity, and a descriptive analysis of the strength of relationships between kind discipline and 

school-level discipline frequency. RESULTS:  The theoretical review illustrated how different 

school discipline approaches address disparate explanations of what may lead to student 

misbehavior. The formative evaluation developed a conceptual model for kind discipline in 

which three core themes emerged from 11 identified clusters in the conceptual model: (1) 

proactively developing a positive school climate, (2) responding to conflict with empathy, 

accountability, and skill, and (3) supporting staff skills in understanding and sharing 

expectations. When mapped onto a social ecological model, the identified components of kind 

discipline encompassed all levels of that model including the individual, relational, 

environmental/structural, and even community levels. In the study validating a measure of kind 

discipline, teacher and student assessments of kind discipline were strongly correlated (Pearson’s 

Correlation -.772, p=0.005). Convergent validity of the measure was supported by our finding 

that the more positively students assessed kind discipline in their schools, the lower the school 

disciplinary action rate (β=-0.759, p=0.05). Mixed linear models showed teachers’ perceived 

kind discipline at the school level predicted individual students’ perception of kind discipline. 

Girls reported higher levels of kind discipline than boys; and students in higher grades reported 

lower levels of kind discipline than students in lower grades. CONCLUSIONS: Effective school 

discipline programs may need to operate on multiple levels. There is increasing support for the 

importance of a relationship-level component to disciplinary approaches. This contrasts with the 

dominant individual-behavioral discipline approaches that focus on fewer levels and may not 

lead to sustained student and staff motivation. The findings from the concept mapping illustrate 

the importance of setting and communicating clear expectations and the need for them to be 
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collaboratively developed. The student and teacher measures for assessing the level of kind 

discipline in a school show promise as tools for evaluating schools working to improve 

approaches to discipline and for guiding interventions that aim to promote positive and relational 

motivation strategies. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

School suspensions are associated with poor outcomes in children. These outcomes 

include decreased high school graduation rates, increased high-school drop out rates, decreased 

odds of enrolling in postsecondary school, higher rates of contact with the juvenile justice 

system, and higher rates of arrest and incarcaration.1-3 Suspensions are also associated with 

significant mental health problems. They have been associated with persistent depressive 

symptoms, as well as increased risk of suicide.4,5  

The emphasis on suspension from school has come from a political shift towards “zero 

tolerance policies,” an idea broadly embraced by schools in the early 1990s. This mandate of 

applying predetermined consequences, generally severe and punitive, has been reviewed and 

rejected by both the American Psychological Association’s Zero Tolerance Task Force and the 

American Pediatric Association.6,7 There is general agreement that the system is broken, but 

there is less agreement about what to do.  

As problems with suspensions become more apparent, a more recent shift has emerged 

nationwide towards a positive behavioral approach with a core focus on rewards. The most 

popular approach is School Wide Positive Interventions and Supports, implemented in most 

states and supported by the U.S. Department of Education.8 This reward-based approach has 

been demonstrated to reduce suspensions and behavioral referrals, but there are concerns and 

unanswered questions.9-13 Rewards can control behavior, but may undermine people’s sense of 

responsibility and motivation for regulating themselves.14 There is an urgent need to examine 

alternate mechanisms for addressing school discipline other than punitive exclusionary or 
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reward-based systems. This dissertation seeks to develop an integrated model of promising 

approaches and define how such a system could work. 

 

SPECIFIC AIMS 

Specific Aim 1: Synthesize the existing literature on how school discipline has been constructed 

and its impact on student well being.  

This literature review consolidates the connections between student discipline in school 

settings and academic, physical, and mental health outcomes. The review utilizes a social 

ecological model to frame how school discipline models address an individual, relational, or 

structural level.  

Specific Aim 2: Develop a novel conceptual model for an alternate discipline approach, “kind 

discipline.”  

The conceptual model for “kind discipline” is constructed using a process called concept 

mapping. This is a mixed methods approach that includes teachers, administrators and students 

through: a brainstorming phase, a statement analysis phase, a sorting and rating phase, and 

multidimensional scaling and hierarchical cluster analysis of the collected data.  

Specific Aim 3: Develop and validate a measure for assessing the practice of kind discipline in 

elementary and middle schools.  

The kind discipline conceptual model is operationalized and a quantitative kind discipline 

measure is developed based on the central ideas that emerged from the concept mapping process. 

This newly developed measure of kind discipline is validated through an assessment of the 

measure’s internal consistency, an exploration of convergent and discriminant validity, and a 



 

 14 

descriptive analysis of the strength of relationships between kind-discipline and school-level 

discipline frequency.  
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ROLE OF THE AUTHOR IN THE PRESENT RESEARCH 
 

This research was designed to explore the broad question of how conflict management 

can be used as a strategy for health promotion. This three-paper dissertation focuses specifically 

on school discipline and the role of school discipline in student well being. Chapters 2 and 3 

address Specific Aim 1, to synthesize the existing literature on how school discipline has been 

constructed and its impact on student well being.  This review was conceptualized by the author 

in consultation with her dissertation committee members, Scott Carvajal, Connie Beck, Patricia 

Haynes, and Michele Walsh. The author wrote a manuscript describing this theoretical review. 

This review did not contain any studies with human participants and did not require human 

subjects research review. Chapter 4 addresses Specific Aim 2, to develop a novel conceptual 

model for an alternate discipline approach, “kind discipline.” The author in consultation with 

dissertation committee member, Michele Walsh, conceptualized the concept mapping study. The 

author worked with the Ben’s Bells Project, a grassroots community organization, to implement 

the study with the input and perspectives of their collaborators. The author wrote a manuscript 

based on this study and was responsible for the data analysis and interpretation. This study was 

not considered human subjects research by the Human Subjects Protection Program at the 

University of Arizona and so did not require review by its institutional review board (Appendix 

C). Chapter 5 addresses Specific Aim 3 to develop and validate a measure for assessing the 

practice of kind discipline in elementary and middle schools. This study was conceptualized by 

the author in consultation with her dissertation committee members: Scott Carvajal, Connie 

Beck, Patricia Haynes, and Michele Walsh. The author developed a statistical analysis plan 

based on guidance provided by Scott Carvajal and Michele Walsh. The author was responsible 

for all data analysis and interpretation. This retrospective analysis of de-identified survey 
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responses and school-level data was determined to not represent human subjects research by the 

University of Arizona Intuitional Review Board (Appendix E).  
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CHAPTER 2 
 

SCHOOL DISCIPLINE LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

The need for schools to create safe, productive, and healthy learning environments for 

children is irrefutable.6 Yet the best approach for accomplishing this goal is not clear. School 

discipline—how schools respond to student misbehavior—is a core aspect of school’s efforts to 

create a safe and productive learning environment. School suspensions, while a popular 

discipline strategy in recent decades, are associated with poor outcomes in children. This chapter 

reviews the connections between this conventional discipline approach of school suspension and 

academic, physical, and mental health outcomes. 

Definition of school discipline 

The word discipline comes from the Latin disciplina meaning teaching or learning.15 The 

definition has evolved to a focus on rules and orders. According to the Merriam-Webster 

dictionary, there are three current definitions: control that is gained by requiring that rules or 

orders be obeyed and punishing bad behavior; a way of behaving that shows a willingness to 

obey rules or orders; and behavior that is judged by how well it follows a set of rules or orders. 

While “instruction” was once part of the definition of discipline, this interpretation is now 

obsolete.15 The definition of school discipline, likewise integrates an emphasis on the 

maintenance of rules through control. The collaborative encyclopedia, Wikipedia, (appropriate 

for this context of exploring the cultural significance of a term at a point in time), defines school 

discipline as “the system of rules, punishments, and behavioral strategies appropriate to the 

regulation of children or adolescents and the maintenance of order in schools. Its aim is to 

control the students' actions and behavior.”16 School discipline, while once associated with 
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teaching or learning, has come to be associated with a punitive approach to controlling student 

action and behavior.  

Who is in the School Discipline System? 

Nationwide, school discipline systems have an over-representation of people of color, 

English Language Learners and students with disabilities.17 Non-heterosexual youth also 

experience higher rates of expulsions than other adolescents.18 Poverty is strongly associated 

with higher suspension rates and academic disengagement has been identified as a strong 

predictor of disciplinary referrals.1,19 When different types of disability are disentangled, students 

with emotional disturbances are much more likely to be suspended or expelled than students with 

other types of disabilities.2 While we did not identify studies directly connecting a history of 

childhood trauma with suspension, researchers have documented a significant dose-response 

relationship between the total number of trauma exposures experienced by 11-18 year olds and 

externalizing problems through aggressive behavior, attention problems, and rule breaking, 

suggesting these youth are more likely to have contact with school discipline systems.20  

How are discipline outcomes assessed?  

It is difficult to assess the effects of a wide range of discipline practices on student well 

being because the outcome measures in the existing literature do not necessarily lend themselves 

to addressing this issue. Few studies explore the well being of a student population following the 

implementation of a new approach to school discipline. Commonly measured outcomes include 

office disciplinary referrals; school suspensions and expulsions; disruptive, aggressive, or violent 

behavior; teacher ratings of student behavior; social adjustment; academic achievement; and 

school climate or perceived safety (protective and risk factors). Each measure is associated with 

its own challenges. Office disciplinary referrals have been questioned for their validity since 
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disciplining practices are subject to variation based on administrative practices and how rules are 

implemented.21,22 School tracking systems may be able to effectively capture suspension and 

expulsion, but the use of suspension has been found to be highly associated with principal beliefs 

that suspension and expulsion are an important part of school discipline, and they may not 

therefore accurately reflect changes in student behavior.23 The data source may also influence 

certain measures, for example, student reports showed smaller effect sizes in a meta-analysis of 

249 studies.24 While these commonly measured outcomes capture important information, they 

fail to address the long-term ramifications of disciplinary practices on students’ ability to behave 

in socially acceptable ways beyond the school setting. Problems with suspension, however, 

emerge from an analysis of this popular discipline strategy.  

The problem with suspension 

School suspension has been an increasingly popular discipline strategy over the past four 

decades with nearly 3.5 million public school students out of school for a suspension at least 

once in the 2011-12 school year.25 The average suspension lasts 3.5 days and it is estimated that 

U.S. public school children are losing almost 18 million days of instruction each school year.25 

Suspensions and expulsions even impact pre-kindergarteners. A representative random sample of 

4,815 preschool classrooms found a pre-kindergarten expulsion rate of 6.7 per 1,000—a rate 3.2 

times higher than the national rate of expulsion for kindergarten through 12th graders for that 

year.26 

Outcomes of suspension 

Suspensions in particular have been well studied and are associated with a range of 

negative outcomes including poor academic outcomes, increased contact with the justice system, 

and mental health ramifications. In a longitudinal Florida cohort of 181,897 students, 
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suspensions were associated with decreased high school graduation rates, increased high-school 

drop out rates, and decreased odds of enrolling in postsecondary school, controlling for 

demographics, attendance, and course performance.1 Greater suspensions also are associated 

with higher rates of contact with the juvenile justice system. A longitudinal study analyzed data 

for all Texas seventh-grade public school students in 2000, 2001, and 2002 (a total of 928,940 

students), followed those students over a six-year period, and linked their data to the state 

juvenile justice database.2 Researchers found that nearly 50 percent of students disciplined the 

most (11 or more school disciplinary actions) were in contact with the juvenile justice system, in 

contrast to two percent of students who were disciplined the least (had no school disciplinary 

actions).2 When these researchers controlled for campus characteristics (e.g. teacher experience, 

student body racial and ethnic diversity, and performance on state standardized testing) and 

individual student characteristics (e.g. demographics, at-risk status, limited English proficiency 

status), they found that a student suspended or expelled for a discretionary violation was nearly 

three times as likely to be in contact with the juvenile justice system the following year.2 

Nationwide data corroborate these findings. A study using data from the National 

Longitudinal Survey of Youth found suspension associated with lower rates of receiving a high 

school diploma and higher rates of arrest and incarceration.3 Suspensions are associated with 

poorer academic outcomes for people of color: 46 percent of Black boys, and 42 percent of 

Hispanic boys, compared to 36 percent of White boys who were ever suspended at any point in 

their school careers did not obtain a high school diploma by their late 20s.3 The American 

Academy of Pediatrics connects poor academic outcomes associated with suspensions to health 

outcomes by noting that those who drop out of school experience both worse health and have a 

six to nine year shorter life expectancy than high school graduates.7 Researchers have found 
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growing disparities in major chronic conditions including arthritis, diabetes, heart disease, 

hypertension, and lung disease for those who do not finish high school compared to the more 

educated.27 Researchers identified lower rates of health insurance and exercise, and higher rates 

of smoking and obesity among those with less education as compared to those with more 

education.27 While studies do not link suspensions to health directly, suspensions are associated 

with poor academic outcomes such as dropping out of school, which are associated poor health 

outcomes. 

Suspensions are also associated with significant mental health repercussions.4,5 An 

analysis of students in 7th through 12th grades participating in the National Longitudinal Study of 

Adolescent Health identified suspension from school as a factor significantly associated with 

persistent or moderate/severe depressive symptoms.4 A case-control psychological autopsy of 

suicides of individuals younger than 20 in the New York area found suspension from school as a 

psychosocial risk for suicide.5  

High rates of suspension are not good for school climate. School climate is a term that 

integrates the quality and character of school life.28 The term refers to the experience of school 

life of students, parents, and school personnel as well as norms, goals, values, and interpersonal 

relationships. It also includes organizational structures and teaching and learning practices.28 A 

study examined rates of suspension and its relationship with school climate in a school district in 

Kentucky. The authors found that from all stakeholder perspectives, including administrators, 

teachers and students, school climate was experienced as more positive in schools that had lower 

rates of suspension compared to schools that had higher rates of school suspension.29 Similarly, 

suspensions erode important protective factors within schools. Protective factors are conditions 

that when present, mitigate or eliminate risks. One protective factor of particular interest is 
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school connectedness. This is the belief by students that adults and school peers care both about 

their learning as well as about them as individuals. School connectedness has been identified by 

the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) as a strong protective factor for a range of 

issues including decrease in substance use, school absenteeism, early sexual initiation, violence, 

and risk of unintentional injury.30 Yet in schools where punishments for infractions are more 

likely to include suspensions, students experience less connectedness to the school.31 

Some researchers suggest that suspensions may serve as rewards for students who prefer 

suspension to school and inadvertently increase problem behavior.32,33 In one study, researchers 

found that suspensions did not decrease office referrals for students with chronic and severe 

problem behaviors.33  

Even proponents of a role for punitive behaviorist models identify a lack of empirical 

research on the effectiveness of suspension as a deterrent.34 They argue, however, that punitive 

techniques are effective in achieving the aim of compliance and obedience.34  

Political context of discipline policies 

Nationwide, scholars have documented political shifts towards “zero tolerance policies” a 

term broadly embraced by schools in the early 1990s. While no single definition exists, the 

American Psychological Association’s (APA) Zero Tolerance Task Force describes these as a 

“philosophy or policy that mandates the application of predetermined consequences, most often 

severe and punitive in nature, that are intended to be applied regardless of the gravity of 

behavior, mitigating circumstances, or situational context”.6 Scholars have documented their 

increasing use within a broader context of “media hysteria” over youth violence.35 These policies 

can be traced back to the federal mandate within the Gun-Free Schools Act of 1994 (GFSA) that 

schools receiving federal funding must have policies to expel any student who brings a firearm to 
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school or to a school zone and must report that student to local law enforcement.35 Though the 

intent of the GFSA was to punish serious weapons-related violations, this approach has been 

broadened to include minor and non-violent violations of rules (e.g. tardiness and disorderly 

conduct).35  

Zero tolerance policies are not supported by evidence 

In reviewing this zero tolerance philosophy and its effects, the American Psychological 

Association (APA) Zero Tolerance Task Force found no evidence to support the claim that 

violence in schools is out of control or increasing, nor evidence that zero tolerance has increased 

the consistency of school discipline or improved school climate or safety.6 They go so far as to 

note that “zero tolerance policies as applied appear to run counter to our best knowledge of child 

development” 6. The American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) has also synthesized the evidence 

and came out with a strong statement against this type of policy: “The AAP does not support the 

concept of zero tolerance for the developing child. The AAP maintains that out-of-school 

suspension and expulsion are counterproductive to the intended goals, rarely if ever necessary, 

and should not be considered as appropriate discipline in any but the most extreme and 

dangerous circumstances, as determined on an individual basis rather than as blanket policy”.7 

The evidence has not supported zero tolerance policies and suggests instead that these policies 

are problematic for the developing child.  
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CHAPTER 3 

CONCEPTUALIZING SCHOOL DISICPLINE WITHIN A SOCIAL ECOLOGICAL MODEL 
 

This chapter utilizes a social ecological model to provide a theoretical framing of how 

discipline models address an individual, relational, or environmental or structural level. The 

chapter provides examples of a diverse set of school discipline approaches, reviews the research 

supporting these approaches, and discusses how these approaches fit into this social ecological 

conceptual framing.   

Core theoretical frameworks for approaching discipline in school settings 

 Given the context of negative outcomes associated with suspensions, described in 

Chapter 2, what alternatives exist? Approaches to school discipline frame a school’s response to 

student misbehavior. Dramatically different theoretical frameworks and accompanying models 

for discipline have been proposed for school contexts. This chapter contextualizes divergent 

approaches to school discipline by utilizing a social ecological model and exploring whether the 

approach is individually focused, relationship-driven, or environmental or structural. Individually 

focused approaches center on the student’s behavior and the modifications the student must 

make to meet expectations. Relationship-driven approaches focus on the context of a student’s 

relationships and how interpersonal factors relate to a student’s behavior. Environmental or 

structural approaches focus on how the context or environment support or get in the way of a 

student’s being able to meet expectations.  

Four divergent theoretical approaches to school discipline 

 It is helpful to have concrete examples to put this theoretical framing in context. This 

theoretical review contextualizes four divergent approaches to school discipline: behaviorist, 

problem solving, non-punitive approaches to bullying, and restorative practices. (See Table 1 for 
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an overview of these approaches.) We searched educational (ERIC), psychological (PsychINFO) 

and medical literatures (MEDLINE) using the term “school discipline”, “health”, and “well-

being” and performed an iterative search of references of articles reviewed. Once the behaviorist, 

problem solving, non-punitive approaches to bullying, and restorative practices approaches to 

school discipline were identified as four theoretical frames, we reviewed the literature for each of 

these approaches.  The article describes how each of these approaches has been implemented, 

provides a critique, and discusses the available evidence. Other approaches are synthesized 

briefly including teacher reframing, effective instructions, and threat assessment. The article then 

synthesizes each approach’s theoretical framing in terms of whether the approach is individually 

focused, relationship-driven, or environmental or structural. (See Table 4 for a synthesis of each 

approach’s theoretical framing.)  

 Four approaches to school discipline illustrate the diversity of theoretical framing on this 

topic: behaviorist, problem solving, non-punitive approaches to bullying, and restorative 

practices. An overview of each is provided in Table 1 and a detailed description follows below.  
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Table 1: Overview of the Theoretical Framing of Four Divergent Approaches to School 
Discipline 
 
 Theoretical approach 
Behaviorist Based on operant conditioning approach proposed and promoted by B.F. Skinner. Behavior is 

controlled by the events that immediately follow a particular behavior. A student does things for 
which he or she receives rewards and stops doing things that are followed by aversive experiences 
36.  

Problem 
solving 
approaches 

Students who are behaviorally challenged lack specific thinking skills 37.   
“Challenging behavior occurs when the demands and expectations being placed on a child outstrip 
the skills he as to respond adaptively.” 37 
Philosophical approach that “kids do well if they can” in contrast to the idea that “kids do well if 
they want to” 37. 

Non-punitive 
bullying 
interventions 
(Support 
Group 
Method, 
Method of 
Shared 
Concern) 

Core assumptions behind this approach include: 
• Many students who bully others are not aware of the harm they cause to the other 

students. 
• Since bullying takes place in a group environment, shifting the social dynamics and 

promoting empathy for the victim can change the situation. 
• Punitive approaches invite defensiveness and retaliation and also model and reinforce the 

use of power for getting what you want 
• It is more important to solve the problem than punish the students who were doing the 

bullying 
• If students who are doing the bullying are not blamed, they do not need to feel threatened 

and can be part of finding a solution. 38 
Restorative 
Practices 

Restorative practices involve the people that have stake in a particular transgression in identifying 
the harms and needs created by the offense in order to put things as right as possible 39. 
Repairing the harm is more important than assigning blame 40.  
The misconduct is seen as a violation of people and relationships. The violations create 
obligations. The process involves problem-solving that is focused on healing and making things 
right 38 

 

Behaviorist approach 

The behaviorist approach developed initially from classical conditioning work pioneered 

by Pavlov. His work with laboratory animals led him to the idea that when a strong physiological 

or emotional response was produced by a stimulus, like a punishment, the effect of that stimulus 

was transferred to the other stimuli present at the time.36 The behaviorist approach developed 

further through the concept of operant conditioning proposed and promoted by B.F. Skinner.41 In 

this approach, behavior is controlled by the events that immediately follow a particular behavior. 

A student will continue to do things for which he or she is rewarded and stop doing things that 

are followed by aversive or uncomfortable experiences.36   
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The punitive side to the behaviorist model is implemented by applying a punishment 

following a student’s misconduct or misbehavior. The reward side to the behaviorist model is 

implemented by rewarding students who comply with behavioral expectations. Within the 

Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports (PBIS) model, for example, a team of 

administrators, classified staff and teachers from a school develops a set of positively stated 

behavioral expectations and makes sure that at least 80 percent of staff are supportive of the 

chosen expectations. The behavioral expectations are put into matrices of examples of what these 

expectations look like are and taught in the school. Schools track their office discipline referrals 

and determine a system for labeling appropriate behavior. Teachers and staff are taught to 

acknowledge and reward good student behavior through a ‘gotcha’ system, often through a token 

economy in which ‘gotcha’ notes can be exchanged for prizes.42 

Critique of behaviorist approach 

 Critics argue that consequences can teach basic lessons about the right and wrong ways to 

behave and give incentives for kids behaving the right way, however punishments teach only 

what a student is not supposed to do, not what should be done instead.37,43 One issue is that 

punishments and rewards ignore the underlying reasons for a particular behavior in that they 

manipulate behavior without addressing underlying explanations for what might be causing a 

particular behavior. Critics such as author Alfie Kohn likewise argue that rewards rely on an 

external locus of control and can be as controlling as punishments in that they can be withdrawn 

for a failure to act in a specified way.43 The biggest concern may be the issue raised by social 

psychologists about long-term utility of rewards and the decrease in intrinsic motivation that 

results from them.43 While punishments or rewards can temporarily modify student behavior, the 
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external control by teachers or administrators that is used to enforce these modifications may not 

be as effective for student learning in the long run.43 

Data supporting these concerns is synthesized in a seminal 1999 meta-analytic review of 

experiments examining the effects of extrinsic rewards on motivation. This review included 128 

studies and found that rewards contingent on engagement, completion, and performance all 

significantly undermined free-choice intrinsic motivation.14 The review concluded that rewards 

can control behavior, but undermine people’s sense of responsibility and motivation for 

regulating themselves. Rewards have also been found to decrease pro-social behavior. In one 

study, for example, students paid to provide a reading for a blind person reported less moral 

obligation to help in a similar circumstance in the future as compared to those not offered 

payment for the same activity.44 In another study of elementary school children, those who 

received material rewards for helping others were less inclined to be generous.45 Verbal rewards 

are somewhat more complex; in the 21 studies on verbal rewards synthesized in the meta-

analytic review, positive feedback did enhance intrinsic motivation for college students, but not 

for children.14 Researchers note that expected verbal rewards undermine intrinsic motivation in 

the same way expected tangible rewards do. When positive feedback is provided in a controlling 

way, the negative effect of the control counteracts the positive effects of the motivation. When 

verbal rewards are effective, it may be because the affirmation of confidence enhances intrinsic 

motivation.14      

Evidence regarding behaviorist models 

Positive behaviorist models have been widely implemented in the United States, with 

7,953 schools in 47 states engaged in the adoption of School Wide Positive Interventions and 

Supports as of 2008.8 Schools implementing the Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports 
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model have demonstrated reductions in suspensions and behavioral referrals in elementary, 

middle school, and high school environments.9-13 One analysis of elementary schools in Hawaii 

and Illinois found schools implementing the School-wide Positive Behavior Interventions and 

Supports model were perceived as safer environments.46 Students with internalizing behaviors—

behaviors that are directed inward such as avoiding or withdrawing from social situations – were 

most responsive to the Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports approach, while those with 

both internalizing and externalizing characteristics (and who were not receiving special 

education services) were the least responsive.47 Researchers have noted that in spite of these 

generally favorable results regarding rates of disciplinary actions and suspensions, studies have 

not demonstrated effectiveness in reducing racial or ethnic disparities in disciplinary exclusion 

with this type of programming.48 

Problem Solving Approach 

 A problem solving approach conceptualizes a child’s misbehavior as a ‘teachable 

moment’, a problem to be collaboratively solved.43 Within this approach, children who are 

behaviorally challenging are conceptualized as lacking specific thinking skills. The difficult 

behavior occurs when the demands or expectations placed on a child surpass the child’s skills for 

responding adaptively.37 Essentially, the lagging skills cause problems that need to be addressed. 

This approach integrates the idea that children would do well if they had the skills to do so or 

“kids do well if they can” in contrast to the idea that “kids do well if they want to”.37  

A model that operationalizes this problem solving approach to school discipline is the 

Collaborative & Proactive Solutions approach. This model includes the following steps: 

recognizing that a child lacks a particular skill, identifying the specific situations (or unsolved 

problems) in which the lagging skill is causing the difficulty, and finally solving the problem 
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collaboratively. This collaborative problem-solving includes gathering information from the 

child to get a clear understanding of his concern or perspective, defining the adult concern on the 

same unsolved problem, and finally having the student and adult brainstorm solutions to arrive at 

a plan of action that is both realistic and mutually satisfactory.37,49 

Critique of problem-solving approach 

 Problem-solving approaches take time and individual attention, something that is 

challenging in busy school environments. Staff at facilities considering this type of approach can 

be resistant, particularly initially, seeing the model as soft or a way that children can “get away 

with it”.50  

Evidence regarding problem solving models 

Research on the Collaborative & Proactive Solution’s (CPS) model in schools has not 

been published in peer-reviewed journals. Findings from a study in public schools in Maine is 

currently under review.51 Evaluators have compared the CPS model to Parent Management 

Training in treating oppositional defiance disorder and found both conditions to be superior to 

the waitlist control condition with about 50 percent of youth diagnosis-free compared to 0 

percent in the waitlist condition.52 Media reports suggest that state juvenile facilities and public 

and private schools using this approach have experienced reductions in disciplinary referrals, 

suspension, and incidents of peer aggression of as much as 80 percent.50 More evidence on the 

CPS approach in school settings is needed.  

Non-punitive bullying approaches 

Non-punitive approaches to bullying involve working towards shifting the social 

dynamics and promoting empathy for the person being bullied. The approach brings an 

assumption that students who misbehave in this way are not aware of the harm they cause to 
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other students. In contrast to a punitive approach that may elicit defensiveness or retaliation, this 

approach emphasizes solving the problem of a child’s suffering. The approach focuses on the 

transformation of a student from one who has behaved in a hurtful way to one who is motivated 

by empathy to give help.36 Through this process students identify and commit to ways in which 

they can contribute to improving the situation of the student who has experienced the bullying. 

The idea is that if students who are doing the bullying are not blamed, they do not need to feel 

threatened and can be part of finding a solution.38 

 Two models operationalize this non-punitive bullying approach, the Support Group 

Method and the Method of Shared Concern.38 These models share a broad philosophy in which 

students suspected of bullying are included in a process of solving the problem of how to 

improve a difficult situation to a child who has been the target of bullying. The models are 

distinct in the design of how students are engaged—specifically the Support Group Method 

includes the target of the bullying and elicits their perspective in the early interviews, but does 

not include a face-to-face meeting with the suspected bullies and the target at any point. The 

Method of Shared Concern, in contrast, works initially with the suspected bullies before 

initiating contact with the target and closes the process with a meeting between all parties.  A 

summary of the steps included in both processes is detailed in Table 2.  
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Table 2: Core Steps in Two Non-Punitive Approaches to Bullying: The Support Group Method 
and the Method of Shared Concern  
 

Support Group Method Method of Shared Concern 
Step 1: The facilitator collects information about the 
bullying situation, interviews the target, expresses 
empathy for the target’s situation, and obtains the 
victim’s permission to hold a support group meeting 
(that the target will not attend) with the students 
involved as well as bystanders and students who are 
supportive of the target. 
 
Step 2: The facilitator holds a support group meeting 
with six to eight students (the target does not attend), 
describes the victim’s difficult situation and elicits an 
empathic response from the group. All group members 
are asked to make suggestions for improving the 
situation for the victim. 
 
Step 3: A week later, the facilitator coordinates another 
support group meeting to review progress 
 
Step 4: The facilitator checks in with the target again to 
see if there have been changes.  
 
Step 5: A week later, the facilitator interviews each 
student in the support group about what they have been 
able to do. 38 

Step 1: Facilitator identifies bullying through reports 
and observation that do not involve the target in 
disclosing the identities of the bullies. 
 
Step 2: The facilitator interviews suspected bullies 
individually, shares concern over the plight of the target, 
and each bully is invited to suggest possible solutions 
and make a commitment to assist. 
 
Step 3: The facilitator interviews the target, explores 
their situation, shares the suggestions made for 
improving things, and asks about ways in which they 
can improve their own situation as well. 
 
Step 4: A week later, the facilitator interviews everyone 
separately again to monitor progress. 
 
Step 5: If there has been a positive change after two 
weeks, the facilitator holds a group meeting with the 
suspected bullies. At the meeting the facilitator suggests 
a group meeting with the target to show that the bullying 
problem has been solved.  
 
Step 6: The facilitator interviews the target again 
separately to check for improvements and to ask 
permission for a group meeting, which would include 
them. 
 
Step 7: The facilitator convenes a group meeting 
including the suspected bullies and the target. They 
provide positive feedback on the progress made and 
negotiate a solution to the problem. 38,53 

 
Critique of non-punitive bullying approach  

Critics have raised concerns about both the Support Group Method and the Method of 

Shared Concern. The Support Group Method was attacked in the 1990s by then Prime Minister 

Blair of the United Kingdom describing it as both dangerous and reckless.36 The Minister of 

Education at the time, David Blunkett also felt that teachers required greater powers to punish 

pupils. The perspective was that the government needed to be seen as tough on bad behavior.36 In 

response to this political controversy, originators of the method changed the name from its initial 

title of ‘No Blame Approach’ to the ‘Support Group Approach’.36 These opponents of the 
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methodology saw it as relieving bullies from responsibility for reprehensible behavior. 

Supporters of the method suggest that it does not absolve participants from responsibility, rather 

it promotes shared responsibility for the behavior—which is more likely after participants have 

become aware of the harm done.36 Others challenge the method’s assumption that bullies can be 

motivated to respond with empathy. Some take issue with details of the method such as the 

indication that victims be seen first—holding the concern that this could lead to recrimination 

when bullies discover that they have been told on.36 

The Method of Shared Concern is a complex method and is criticized for this complexity 

and the intensive training and skill required of practitioners.36 This method is also criticized for 

being time consuming and challenging to implement in low resourced school environments.36 A 

practical issue raised about the implementation of the Method of Shared Concern is that it can be 

unfeasible to see victims only after the bullies have been seen individually.36 Victims or their 

parents are often in contact with the school to complain—making it impossible to initiate contact 

with the bully first.  

Evidence regarding non-punitive bullying approach 

The Support Group Method has been evaluated in England, where it was initially 

developed. One study found that in 51 primary school cases, the method was an immediate 

success (defined as the bullying either stopping completely or the victim no long feeling in need 

of support) in 80 percent of cases and successful within three to five more weeks in an additional 

14 percent of cases, with limited success in six percent of cases.54 A survey of schools and Local 

Authorities within England on the Support Group Method found general support for the method. 

The 11 Local Authorities that reported on their satisfaction gave a mean rating of 3.6 on a 5-
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point scale (with 1=unsatisfactory and 5=satisfactory). The 40 schools that reported on the 

method rated it at 4.4.55  

The Method of Shared Concern has been evaluated in Scotland and Australia with 

promising results. A study in Scotland that included students between the ages of seven and 16 

years found that the method was considered to be successful or very successful 34 of the 38 

cases in which it was applied and made no difference in the remaining four cases.56 In a 

qualitative study in Scotland, researchers found evidence of improvements in the situation for 

targeted students in about 90 percent of the 17 cases studied—generally a cessation of the 

bullying.57 Researchers also documented positive ramifications for the suspected bullies in that 

they became aware that their behavior was inappropriate and were motivated to behave in more 

affirming ways towards the person who had been targeted for the bullying.57   

Restorative Practices 

 Restorative practices are an approach to discipline that involve addressing the harms, 

needs, and obligations of an offence by bringing together those who have a stake in the offense 

to heal and put things as right as possible.58 Proponents describe restorative justice as focusing 

on the motivation of “relational ecologies” rather than on the external sanctions of the institution 

as its source of influence.59 The approach integrates the idea that students require both support 

and accountability to meet community expectations.59 The approach comes from a humanist 

tradition that highlights the subjective experience of the wrongdoing for all parties involved 

along with a belief in the need for collaborative problem solving.60 The process integrates a focus 

on strengthening and mending relationships with a core value of respect.60,61 The restorative 

approach is conceptualized as impacting not only school discipline, but also school climate as a 

whole. In describing the continuum model of restorative justice used in Denver Public Schools, 
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for example, restorative justice is described as aiming “not only to restore harms to the 

community, but also to build social capital, improve academic performance, and promote a safer 

school environment”.62 They regard restorative justice as a district wide practice that promotes 

positive change in the school culture at all levels.62 

Restorative practices have been implemented through a range of models including more 

formal structures such as restorative conferences or problem-solving circles as well as less 

formal approaches to conflict such as asking affective questions of people who have either 

caused or experienced harm.40,63 Denver Public Schools have found frequent proactive 

restorative exchanges, affective statements and questions, informal conferences, large group 

circles and conferences to have the greatest impact within their continuum model.62 Examples of 

questions that can be used to frame a restorative model can be found in Table 3.  

 

Table 3: Examples of Overarching and Affective Questions that can be used in a Restorative 

Approach 

  
  Overarching Restorative Questions 

Who has been hurt? 
What are their needs? 

Whose obligations are those needs? 
Restorative Questions for Challenging Behavior:58,63 Restorative Questions to Help Those Affected:58,63 
What happened?  
What were you thinking of at the time? 
What have you thought about since? 
Who has been affected by what you have done?  
In what way have they been affected?  
What do you think you need to do to make things right? 

What did you think when you realized what happened? 
What impact has this incident had on you and others? 
What has been the hardest thing for you? 
What do you think needs to happen to make things 
right? 

 

Critique of restorative practices  

 While programs utilizing restorative practices have demonstrated declines in disciplinary 

referrals, a 2007 comprehensive review of the global evidence on restorative justice identified 
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challenges with both implementing and evaluating this type of program 64. These researchers 

described tensions between restorative principles and prevailing punishment-based practices for 

school discipline. They also identified challenges in addressing the requirement of broad 

institutional commitment within the relevant educational authority and adequate training for 

staff. One evaluation challenge they highlighted was that outcome measures such as “culture 

change” are difficult to measure, while indicators such as numbers of suspensions and expulsions 

may not be sufficiently clear. Finally they identified limited value in the use of restorative 

conferences when used as an isolated practice outside of a culture of restorative practice—

instead they see a whole-school approach as essential for a satisfactory test of restorative 

justice.64  

Evidence regarding restorative practices 

Restorative practices have been implemented widely within the states of Minnesota, 

California, Colorado, and Florida, as well as in other countries, including Australia, Scotland, 

Wales, England, Canada, and Hong Kong.60,65 While no randomly controlled trials of restorative 

practices in schools have been completed to date (though at least two are underway) school 

record data have shown drops in suspensions and office referrals.66-69 Denver Public School 

implementation has been notable in that restorative practices have been brought to scale 

throughout a school district.62 In that context, implementation began in 2003 with a single-year 

pilot project in one middle school. A multi-school project followed in 2006 in which Denver 

Public Schools targeted schools with the highest rates of racial disproportionality in discipline. In 

2009, the district shifted from a model of intervention to a model of prevention and now regards 

restorative justice as a district-wide practice. In Denver Public schools the district’s overall 

suspension rate declined from 10.6 percent to 5.6 percent. Of particular note, the Black/White 
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gap decreased from almost a 12 point gap in 2006 to just over an 8 point gap in 2013.62 

Restorative practices have been found to impact student-teacher relationships as well. A study of 

two high schools found student report of restorative practices implementation was associated 

with students’ report of greater teacher respect and fewer discipline referrals 60. In that study 

high-implementing restorative practice teachers rarely used exclusionary discipline for student 

misconduct and had a narrower gap in referrals between White or Asian students and Black or 

Latino students.60 

Reroute the Pipeline: Other proposed approaches for preventing or correcting misbehavior 

 The four approaches detailed above are by no means exhaustive. Other approaches 

provide unique insights to how student misbehavior is conceptualized and addressed in schools. 

This section briefly synthesizes three other approaches to student misbehavior: teacher 

reframing, effective instructions, and threat assessment. 

Teacher reframing of student behavior 

 Advocates concerned about high rates of school suspensions and their ramifications for 

students have proposed a number of strategies for re-conceptualizing student behavior and 

shifting from a highly punitive to an alternate response. The Southern Poverty Law Center has 

developed a Teaching Tolerance Project that actively supports teachers in making a 

philosophical shift towards less punitive responses to student behaviors. They advocate five 

shifts in teachers reactions to reframe the situation: adopting a social emotional lens; knowing 

your students and developing cultural competency; planning and delivering effective student-

centered instruction; moving the paradigm from punishment to development; and finally 

resisting the criminalization of school behavior.70 This framing suggests that teacher responses to 

students and the school approach to discipline may be critical in addressing student behavior.     
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Delivering effective instruction 

 The American Psychological Association articulated the need for effective instruction 

highlighting it as “one of the most effective disciplinary strategies”.6 Specific teacher training 

techniques for enhancing teaching quality have had a demonstrated effect on disciplinary 

referrals. One study focused on improving how teachers and students interact by enhancing 

emotional, organizational, and instructional supports through a program of an introductory 

workshop followed by coaching cycles every two weeks. Researchers found positive program 

effects for all students, with particularly large drops in exclusionary discipline referrals for 

African American students.71 A study looking at the use of curriculum based assessment for 

special education students similarly found drops in discipline referrals in the group utilizing this 

instructional technique.72   

Threat assessment 

 In the context of zero tolerance policies and required suspensions for specified behaviors, 

researchers have also explored techniques for assessing threatened violence and mechanisms for 

taking appropriate action. Threat assessments such as the Virginia Student Threat Assessment 

Guidelines have been developed. These guidelines propose training a multidisciplinary team at 

each school to use a standard procedure and seven-step decision tree to assess the seriousness of 

a student’s threatening behavior and take appropriate action.73 This team then takes a problem-

solving approach to preventing violence that integrates counseling and support services to 

resolve the conflict or issue that prompted the threat. A goal of the process is to help the student 

deal with the problem so that threats will no longer be needed.73 A randomized controlled study 

of this threat assessment process found that schools using the guidelines had 19 percent fewer 

long-term suspensions and 8 percent fewer short-term suspensions than schools not using them.73 
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The guidelines, however, were not effective without training; suspension rates at schools using 

the guidelines without training did not differ from those that were not using the guidelines.73 

Synthesis of each approach’s theoretical framing 

Table 4 synthesizes each approach’s theoretical framing in terms of whether the approach 

is individually focused, relationship-driven, and environmental or structural. Behaviorist, 

problem solving, and threat assessment approaches are typically focused on the individual’s 

behavior. Some problem-solving approaches may additionally take into account environmental 

or structural issues that get in the way of a student’s being able to meet expectations. Non-

punitive bullying interventions, like the Support Group Method or the Method of Shared 

Concern are focused in contrast on the supporting the relationships that surround a student who 

has experienced bullying and utilizing group behavioral norms to support both empathy and 

kindness on the part of those who have been in the role of bully. Teacher reframing of student 

behavior focuses on both the relationship between the student and the teacher and the context in 

within the school—both in terms of teacher instruction as well as how student misbehavior is 

handled administratively and criminalized or not. The approach of delivering effective 

instruction as a way of supporting student behavior operates primarily at the environmental or 

structural level.  Restorative practices are unique in operating at both the individual, relational, 

and in some cases the environmental or structural level. Restorative practices operate at the 

individual level in the sense that each person in a restorative process is typically held 

accountable for their behavior and the harm it may have caused. At the same time, restorative 

processes often bring individuals who have been in conflict together (sometimes including 

additional community members) and address relationships as part of the process. Since 
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restorative models typically explore how the harm that was experienced might be addressed, both 

individual and structural solutions to problems can emerge.  

 

Table 4: The theoretical underpinnings of a range of approaches to school discipline 
 
Approach Individual 

focused 
Relationship 

driven 
Environmental 
or structural 

Behaviorist ✔   
Threat assessment ✔   
Problem solving  ✔  Possibly 
Non-punitive bullying interventions (Support 
Group Method, Method of Shared Concern)  ✔  

Teacher reframing of student behavior  ✔ ✔ 
Delivering effective instruction   ✔ 
Restorative practices ✔ ✔ Possibly 
 

 

 It is not yet clear whether an integrated approach that operates on each of these levels will 

be required or whether some of these levels will emerge as more significant than others. Reviews 

of related arenas provide some further insight and support for the importance of both the 

relationship-driven and the environmental or structural levels.  

A systematic review of randomized controlled trials of bullying and cyberbullying 

conducted between 2000 and 2013 divided studies into universal interventions that had a 

systemic or ecological approach oriented to the entire school population and sometimes 

involving families or interventions focused on the categories of bullies, victims or bystanders.74 

They noted that the theoretical assumption of the universal approach is that the cultural climate 

may promote or diminish violence among peers.74 They identified studies based on a social 

approach to bullying as being more effective than those focused on changing the behavior of the 

bully or the victim.72,74 Individually targeted programs did have a moderate effect on the 
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outcomes measured.74 The importance of this whole-school approach to bullying has been 

identified in earlier systematic reviews as well.75 

Another systematic review focused on randomized controlled trials of school-based 

violence prevention programs targeted at aggressive children or children at risk of aggression.76 

Aggressive behavior was significantly reduced in 34 of 56 trials identified. Researchers found 

interventions focused on improving relationship or social skills and interventions designed to 

teach skills of non-response in provocative situations both capable of reductions in violence. 

Interventions designed to improve relationship or social skills included skills such as listening, 

responding positively to your own and others’ feeling, understanding how your behavior affects 

the way others relate to you, how to work cooperatively with others, or how to assert yourself 

constructively. Researchers found this type of relationship or social skill building programs to be 

most beneficial.76   

  Other studies provide support for this type of relationship-driven framing as well. One 

study looked at the role of “social referent” students, those with many connections within the 

school’s social network.77 Half of the 56 participating public middle schools were assigned to the 

intervention that encouraged anti-conflict norms and behavior through the training of a selected 

group of students the researchers called “seeds”. A random proportion of those assigned as seeds 

were in the top 10 percent of their school in number of connections reported by other students. 

The intervention reduced overall levels of disciplinary reports of peer conflict by 30 percent over 

a one year period. Researchers found highly connected students were most effective at 

influencing school social norms and behavior.77 Authors suggest that the common assumption of 

other programs that conflict is driven by student’s personal characteristics is not supported by 

this data.77   
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 Evolutionary psychologists have also framed a theory around the evolutionary basis of 

risky adolescent behavior that supports the importance of a relational component to addressing 

student misbehavior. They contrast this theory with the prevailing developmental psychology 

model.78 They define the evolutionary significance of risky behavior in terms of the costs and 

benefits with respect to the “organism’s fitness”—its ability to contribute offspring to future 

generations. Of particular importance is that both stressful and supportive environments have 

always been part of the human experience and developmental systems respond adaptively to both 

contexts. One key insight related to adolescent misbehavior is the evolutionary analysis 

articulation of the utility of both prosocial and antisocial strategies and how both have function 

of controlling resources. Bullying for example is a “facultative adaptation” in that it develops 

under conditions in which bullying confers adaptive benefit. Evolutionary psychologists suggest 

that interventions based on faulty assumptions about social incompetence of bullies have failed. 

They describe successful programs as converging with evolutionary theory. One successful 

program recognizes the functionality of bullying as a means of obtaining structure and 

dominance. This program works to alter the cost-benefit ratio so that bullying will no longer be 

an adaptive strategy in a school ecology. They argue that part of the failure of zero tolerance 

policies is that they ask bullies to give up a successful social strategy simply because it is 

forbidden by authorities. They suggest this is more likely to lead to concealment or shift the 

behavior to more anonymous forms of bullying such as cyber bullying.78  

 The importance of the environmental or structural level is supported by the literature as 

well. A series of three studies of all schools within Kentucky examined school characteristics 

related to delinquency—academic failure, suspension, and dropout—and identified school-based 

policies and practices as exacerbating risks for youth.79 They found that supportive school 
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leadership, dedicated and collegial staff, school-wide behavior management and effective 

academic instruction all help minimize risks for students.79 

 The concept of discipline in schools has come to be synonymous with training students to 

obey rules or codes of behavior and punishing them if they do not comply. Research suggests 

that strategies associated with zero tolerance policies are ineffective and often have a negative 

impact on student well-being. Suspensions have been particularly problematic for students of 

color, those with disabilities, and students who are not heterosexual. All of these groups are over-

represented within school discipline programs. Suspensions have been associated with higher 

rates of high school dropouts, juvenile detention, depression, and suicide. The discipline 

strategies schools employ in replacing this conventional suspension-based approach have the 

capacity to impact a substantial proportion of students. Reward-based approaches are 

demonstrated to reduce suspensions and office referrals, but raise concerns about the loss of 

intrinsic motivation for students. Few studies have explored the connection between disciplinary 

strategies and student wellbeing or campus climate. There is a need for research that assesses the 

broader ramifications of school discipline programs on student health and wellbeing. 

 The conceptual model illustrates how different school discipline approaches address 

disparate explanations of what may lead to student misbehavior. It could be that effective school 

discipline programs must operate on multiple levels. There is increasing support for the 

importance of a relationship-level component to disciplinary approaches. There may be a need 

for an integrated approach that promotes the use of appropriate strategies for specific scenarios. 

While it may be appropriate to utilize individualized proactive problem-solving approaches for 

addressing certain problem scenarios for students, it may also be necessary to have relationship-

focused strategies for adequately addressing issues that have to do with interpersonal 
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interactions. Structural issues such as how to best develop positive student-centered learning 

communities that foster student engagement may require a distinct set of strategies altogether. 

This type of structural change may be the most challenging type of approach to effectively 

implement. Yet while challenging, environmental or structural aspects may be an essential 

component of effective school discipline. Finally, disciplinary strategies must also take into 

account the likelihood that students behaving in challenging ways in schools settings have 

experienced trauma and complex outside-of-school circumstances. 

The array of potential problem-solving approaches has been less well researched than 

behaviorist approaches. Policy decisions would be better informed by a careful assessment of 

these promising options. There is a need for research that explores both the efficacy of these 

approaches according to traditional measures of disciplinary referrals and suspensions as well as 

research that looks more deeply at the long-term ramifications of disciplinary practices on 

students’ ability to behave in socially acceptable ways beyond the school setting and to master 

the interpersonal skills to navigate challenging situations regardless of where they occur. In order 

to ensure long-term effectiveness and sustainability, successful approaches will also need to be 

feasible and acceptable within school systems. The next challenge will be to define how school 

discipline programs could be conceptualized differently and in support of better long-term 

outcomes for students. The framing of school discipline strategies according to individual, 

relational, and environmental or structural levels provides a starting point for exploring this new 

frontier.  
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CHAPTER 4 

DEVELOPING A CONCEPTUAL MODEL OF KIND DISICPLINE 

Chapter 2 provided the context of current school discipline approaches, and described 

how the use of suspension is problematic for students and school communities. That chapter also 

described the rise in more positive, rewards-based approaches, though there may be unintended 

consequences of these approaches. Effective alternatives to these paradigms have not been 

widely disseminated. Chapter 3 identified how different school discipline approaches bring 

disparate explanations of what may lead to student misbehavior. It also suggested that school 

discipline programs could be conceptualized in new ways that support of better long-term 

outcomes for students. This chapter describes a formative evaluation that develops a novel 

conceptual model for an alternative discipline approach based on developing intrinsic motivation 

and positive interpersonal relationships within schools. 

This formative assessment defines an alternate approach for school discipline that is 

grounded in neither individual punitive exclusionary nor reward-based systems, but rather 

supports students in thriving. In partnership with a local movement focused on intentional 

kindness, we set out to formulate this new “kind discipline” model based on the experience of 

core school-based stakeholders.  

Methods 

Project Goals and Evaluation setting  

 This work grew out of a partnership amongst a research university, a grassroots 

community organization, and teachers, administrators, and students at schools implementing 

intentional kindness programming. The overall goal of the grassroots organization, the Ben’s 

Bells Project, is to inspire, educate, and motivate people to realize the impact of intentional 

kindness. “Kind Campus” is their school-based program that began in 2007 in four Arizona 
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schools and has now been adopted in over 400 schools across the country, reaching more than 

244,000 students. The Kind Campus program currently includes individual, classroom, and 

school-wide exercises in practicing kindness recognition, active gratitude, and intentional 

kindness towards oneself, one’s peers, one’s community, and one’s overall environment.  

 The current project was designed to seed a new “kind discipline” component of the Kind 

Campus program. The goal was to identify the components that stakeholders felt were key to 

have in place for establishing kind discipline in schools. 

Design 

We used concept mapping to elicit and integrate perspectives on school discipline from 

school teachers, administrators, and other school staff from public district, charter and private 

schools in Southern Arizona, as well as from other stakeholders involved in school 

programming.  

Concept mapping is a group process of generating ideas (in this case, defining kind 

discipline) and articulating the relationship between these ideas.80 The concept mapping 

methodology as described by Kane and Trochim includes: a brainstorming phase, a statement 

analysis phase, a sorting and rating phase, and multidimensional scaling and hierarchical cluster 

analysis of the collected data.80 Concept mapping culminates in maps that visually represent the 

group’s ideas and how they are interrelated.80 We used the Concept System Global MAXTM 

software to facilitate data collection, measurement, and analysis (The Concept System® 2016 

Concept Systems Incorporated). 

Participants in this project were invited to participate in one or more of the three separate 

components of the concept mapping process: brainstorming statements, sorting and ranking, and 
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data interpretation. Participants received a Starbucks gift card for participating in the sorting and 

ranking and were provided dinner at the data interpretation session.  

This study was not considered human subjects research by the Human Subjects 

Protection Program at the University of Arizona and so did not require review by its institutional 

review board.   

Brainstorming statements 

A brainstorming activity was included as part of a plenary session on discipline held as 

part of the Ben’s Bells Annual Science of Kindness Conference in August 2015. Approximately 

150 school staff (teachers, administrators, and support staff) participated, the majority of them 

from schools implementing or planning to implement the Kind Campus programming. 

Participants were invited to verbally generate statements in response to the prompt: Describe for 

us (in words or phrases) what kind discipline in schools would include. Please be as specific as 

possible. "Kind discipline in schools would include..." Project staff captured these in writing on 

flip charts. Participants were given a link allowing them to contribute additional statements via 

an on-line platform. They were encouraged to provide the link to colleagues not in attendance. 

The link was also provided to all Ben’s Bells Kindness Coordinators (the person voluntarily 

spearheading the Kind Campus implementation in a school), scientific advisory council 

members, and governing board members. 

In addition, a panel of six middle school students identified by administrators as having 

repeated personal experience with the school discipline system was invited to participate in an 

in-person brainstorming session. Their suggestions were captured in writing on a white board in 

the room. In total, this phase yielded 298 responses. 

Statement analysis and idea synthesis 
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The statements collected through the brainstorming phase were analyzed and synthesized 

by a team of researchers evaluating the Ben’s Bells Kind Campus program. We used the criteria 

for synthesis recommended by Kane & Trochim: each statement expresses only one distinct idea, 

each statement is relevant to the focus of the project, each statement is unique and non-

redundant, and each statement is clear and understandable.80  

Each of the 298 statements was printed onto a small card and placed on a sticky wall.  

The research team clustered similar statements together and the criteria for synthesis were 

applied—cards that were duplicative or not relevant to the focus of the project were removed, 

cards that contained multiple ideas were rewritten into multiple cards each with a single idea, and 

cards that were not understandable were reworded into clearer language. This phase yielded 111 

statements.   

Sorting and ranking 

A group of 35 adult stakeholders comprised of 15 teachers, 5 principals or vice 

principals, 6 counselors, and 9 other school staff were recruited to participate in an on-line 

sorting and ranking activity. Their experience in education ranged from 1 to 35 years, with a 

mean of 14 years. Participants sorted the consolidated list of 111 statements into virtual “piles” 

of items that they perceived as similar, and then rated each statement on both its relative 

importance and its feasibility. Both of these ratings were assessed on a Likert-type scale ranging 

from one to five. For the importance scale, 1 indicated relatively unimportant and 5 indicated 

extremely important. For the feasibility scale, 1 indicated relatively unfeasible and 5 indicted 

extremely feasible. Thirty-two participants participated in the sorting, 33, in the importance 

rating, and 29 in the feasibility rating.  

Analyses 
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The software we selected allowed us to develop a point map to visualize the relationships 

between the statements. In this initial process, a similarity matrix was generated in which 

statements were paired and assigned a numerical value based on the number of people who 

included that pair in the same pile. Next, multidimensional scaling was used to produce X-Y 

coordinates for each statement based on the bivariate distribution. Finally, hierarchical cluster 

analysis was used to group statements into clusters of similar themes based on empirical criteria.  

There is no mathematical formula for choosing a final number of clusters, so the research 

team selected the number of clusters in our final conceptual model by following the approach 

recommended by Kane and Trochim.80 We determined the highest number of clusters that would 

be useful and looked at which statements were merged as we moved to fewer cluster levels. 

Reducing to fewer than 11 clusters resulted in groupings that no longer appeared coherent; thus 

11 clusters were used to organize these data.  

Data interpretation 

A group of seven adult stakeholders and two evaluation team members participated in the 

data interpretation session to name and interpret each identified cluster. Participants included 

teachers and counselors and represented five different school districts. Participants brought 

experience from careers in elementary, middle, and high schools. 

Participants were introduced to the data generated from the sorting process and asked to 

assign a name to each of the 11 clusters describing its unifying theme. After participants had the 

opportunity to complete this process individually, they participated in a group discussion about 

each cluster. Through this process the group arrived at consensus for a name or title that could be 

used to accurately describe each cluster. 

 Results 
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Multidimensional scaling analysis located each statement within a point map as shown in 

Figure 1. Each circle on the point map represents a statement. Statements that were sorted 

together more often were physically closer on the map than statements sorted together less often. 

These are demonstrated by exemplars of statements from three different clusters in Figure 1. The 

stress index—a measure of the goodness of fit between the input matrix data and the distances 

represented on the map was 0.306. This is within the normal range of 0.285 and 0.365.80 

 

Figure 1: Kind Discipline Statement Point Map With Illustrative Statements Shown 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The group data interpretation resulted in the following labels for the 11 components of 

the kind discipline concept map as shown in Figure 2: 1) Practices that facilitate students and 

teachers understanding each other, 2) Adult education, 3) School and community infrastructure, 

4) Student centered accountability and connections, 5) Collaborative and cooperative school 

climate, 6) Accountability with dignity, 7) Honoring the kind potential of every child, 8) 

Cultivation of positive character, 9) Compassionate boundaries with empathetic reinforcement, 
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10) Collaborative expectations that empower growth, and 11) Developing pro-social and conflict 

management skills. Appendix A includes the final statement set for each cluster.  

 

Figure 2: Kind Discipline Cluster Map 

  

Bridging values, as shown in Appendix A, indicate how frequently a statement is sorted 

within a cluster as compared to other clusters. These values range from 0 to 1 with lower 

bridging values indicating more cohesion compared to higher bridging values, among the 

statements in a cluster. In this analysis the lowest bridging values were for “Honoring the kind 

potential of every child” 0.09, “Cultivation of positive character” 0.15, and “Compassionate 

boundaries with empathetic reinforcement” 0.16 suggesting that these are the most conceptually 
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cohesive of the clusters, and thus, that these ideas represented in these clusters overlap the least 

with ideas in other clusters. The highest bridging values were for “Developing pro-social and 

conflict management skill” 0.50, and “Practices that facilitate students and teachers 

understanding each other” 0.58, suggesting these are relatively more interrelated with other 

concepts in the map. Appendix A includes the statement and cluster bridging values.   

Participants rated each of the 111 statements on their relative importance and feasibility. 

Clusters ranged in importance from an average of 3.98 for “Practices that facilitate students and 

teachers understanding each other” to 4.55 for “Honoring the kind potential of every child.”  

Clusters ranged in feasibility from an average of 3.28 for “School and Community 

infrastructure” to 4.30 for “Compassionate boundaries with empathetic reinforcement.” Figure 3 

details the relative importance and feasibility of each cluster. Overall, “Honoring the kind 

potential of every child” and “Compassionate boundaries with empathetic reinforcement” were 

among the highest clusters for being both important and feasible. “Adult education,” “School and 

community infrastructure,” and “Practices that facilitate students understanding each other” were 

among the lowest rated clusters for both importance and feasibility. “Collaborative and 

cooperative school climate,” while ranked second in overall importance as a cluster, was at about 

the mid-point of feasibility ratings. “Compassionate boundaries with empathetic reinforcement” 

was the cluster considered most feasible; it was ranked second highest in importance. 
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Figure 3: Relative Importance and Feasibility of each Cluster  
  

 

We also plotted “go-zone” graphs – bivariate graphs in which axes representing 

feasibility and importance divide the space into quadrants.  The “go-zone” is the top right 

quadrant, containing statements with ratings above the mean on both importance and feasibility. 

Fifty-five statements fell within the go-zone for kind discipline and are listed in Appendix B by 

cluster. One statement stood out as being rated both most important and most feasible by 

participants. The statement “clear expectations” within the “Compassionate boundaries with 

empathetic reinforcement” cluster was rated at 4.91 in importance and 4.75 in feasibility—the 

highest single item on both dimensions. 
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3.98. The feasibility ratings were also generally high, with the lowest scoring cluster having a 

feasibility rating of 3.28. Feasibility was consistently rated lower than importance for every 

cluster. Participants may see change in this context as complex and challenging. Yet the overall 

high scores reflect an optimistic view of what is possible.  

The clusters that emerged as most important and feasible are worth highlighting. 

Participants rated “Honoring the kind potential of every child” and “Compassionate boundaries 

with empathetic reinforcement” among the highest clusters for being both important and feasible. 

The statements that were considered both important and feasible for “Honoring the kind potential 

of every child” included: listening to all sides of the story without judgment; consistency; follow-

through; and recognition of student’s assets/positive behaviors as well as behavior that warrants 

transformation. This strengths-based approach is supported by the principles of positive 

psychology.81 The cluster “Compassionate boundaries with empathetic reinforcement” included 

the statements considered both important and feasible: forgiveness; clear expectations; empathy; 

and reinforcement of good behavior. Finding ways to clarify expectations and then hold those 

boundaries with empathy was seen as eminently doable. The idea of clear expectations was rated 

both most important and most feasible of all statements within this framework of kind discipline. 

These areas warrant particular focus in intervention development.  

Collaborative and cooperative school climate, while ranked second in overall importance 

among the 11 clusters, was at about the mid-point of feasibility ratings. While clearly seen as 

important, this seems to be experienced as more challenging to transform than other components. 

Interestingly, infrastructure was scored as the cluster least feasible overall. This cluster ranking 

may indicate a lack of perceived control over school-level structural issues and points to a clear 

challenge in school systems moving towards structural change. Individuals empowered to 
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operate at these structural levels will ultimately need to be involved in genuine transformation of 

school discipline systems.  

Themes 

This concept mapping process helped to elucidate a conceptual model of kind discipline. 

Three broad themes emerged from the 11 identified clusters: (1) proactively developing a 

positive school climate, (2) responding to conflict with empathy, accountability, and skill, and 

(3) supporting staff skills in understanding and sharing expectations (Figure 4).  

The three themes are reflected in existing literature and help point the way to how 

schools and school districts can take action in moving towards this idea of kind discipline. The 

importance of the first theme, proactively developing a positive school climate, has tremendous 

promise as evidenced in the school climate and school connectedness developmental and health 

literatures. A review of 206 articles describing school climate research found sustained positive 

school climate to be associated with positive child development, effective risk prevention and 

health promotion efforts, student learning and achievement, and teacher retention.82 School 

connectedness has likewise been identified as a strong protective factor for a range of issues such 

as substance use, school absenteeism, early sexual initiation, violence, and risk of unintentional 

injury.30  
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Figure 4: Kind Discipline Cluster Map Coded by Theme. 

Dots: Proactively developing a positive school climate; Wavy lines: Responding to conflict with 

empathy, accountability, and skill; Solid: Supporting staff skills in understanding and 

expectations.  

 

 

The value of responding to conflict with empathy, accountability, and skill (the second 

theme) has been identified in other literature as well. Empathy can be described as the ability to 
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negatively linked to conflict engagement.83 While they can be challenging to implement, 

restorative practices integrate components that are based on building empathy through affective 

statements and questions and circles and conferences that aim to promote understanding in the 

context of healing and putting things right. This may be at the root of the impact restorative 

practices have had on student-teacher relationships. Student report of restorative practices 

implementation has been associated with high school students’ report of greater teacher respect 

and fewer discipline referrals.60  

Supporting staff skills in understanding and expectations may also be of importance to 

shifting discipline processes. A recent randomized field study of an online intervention that 

encouraged teachers to adopt an empathic mindset about discipline found that students whose 

teacher received the intervention were half as likely to be suspended over the school year (4.6%) 

compared to students who had control teachers (9.8%).84 

Teachers’ work environment, peer relationships, and feelings of inclusion and respect 

may also contribute to teachers’ ability to support students effectively. A study of middle schools 

found that teachers’ work environment mediated the explanatory path from a whole school 

character intervention to climate change at the school.85  

This model illustrates the importance of school climate and connectedness as supported 

in existing literature, but also suggests a role for strategies for responding to conflict with 

empathy, accountability, and skill and having staff in a school setting with the skills and tools to 

do that effectively.  

Social Ecological Framing 

It is also illuminating to explore the clusters that emerged within the context of a social 

ecological model that maps each cluster to the individual, relational, environmental or structural, 
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and community levels. Figure 5 illustrates how each of the kind discipline clusters can be 

categorized at these various levels. Although traditional discipline approaches tend to operate at 

the individual level—with a focus on fixing the problem child—this approach to discipline 

recognizes the need for components at all levels including the individual, relational, 

environmental or structural, and even community levels.    

Figure 5: Social Ecological Model of the Clusters within Kind Discipline 
 

 

Programmatic Applications 

Ben’s Bells has taken the findings from this concept mapping process and integrated 

them into Kind Campus programming. The importance and feasibility of clear expectations and 

the need for collaborative expectations as well as an understanding of strategies for honoring the 
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recognition of the existing strengths of students in understanding their ability to imagine a kind 

place and possibilities for a kind future, This culture brings student creativity and individual 

character strengths to thinking about how each person can contribute to making the classroom a 

kind place. The process also integrates recognition of the importance of skill development since 

as much as we all try, people sometimes make mistakes and that can be an opportunity to build 

kindness skills. Detailed instructions for implementing this process are included in Appendix C.  

Future Directions 

The next stage will be to apply this conceptual work to the development of kind 

discipline intervention measurement tools. Each cluster within the kind discipline construct could 

be operationalized to develop intervening strategies as well as evaluation items that could be 

integrated into school-based surveys of teachers and students.  

Lessons learned 

Concept mapping was a useful approach for integrating perspectives from a broad 

spectrum of stakeholders into a conceptual model. The perspectives of students, administrators, 

teachers, and other school staff were effectively engaged in collaboratively constructing an 

understanding of kind discipline. This process included student perspectives in the brainstorming 

stage of the concept mapping process as this has been a phase in concept mapping where 

students have been able to participate fully.86 This project did not integrate the perspectives of 

parents or families of students or of community stakeholders. Given the importance of the 

multiple levels of a social ecological model, future research could attempt to validate this model 

with broader community and parent input.  

One effective methodological strategy implemented in this study was a sticky wall for the 

statement analysis and idea synthesis. We placed the sticky wall (a rip-stop nylon fabric sprayed 
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with a repositionable adhesive spray mount) on one side of the room and placed each 

brainstormed statement on an individual card onto it. We posted the brainstorming statement and 

the criteria for idea synthesis on a white board in the same room. Because of the sticky wall, it 

was simple to reposition cards and keep them all visible while we moved through the iterative 

process of organizing the cards into clusters of similar ideas or words and applied the idea 

synthesis criteria to each cluster of cards. This methodology worked well for synthesizing and 

refining the large number of statements we had brainstormed. Future studies with comparable 

evaluation and planning goals could implement similar physical props like that used in the 

current study or potentially achieve comparable iteration and interaction through virtual 

interfaces.  

Conclusion 

The current study used concept mapping and multiple analytic methods to specify, refine 

and integrate an alternative school discipline approach whose core principles are neither reward- 

nor punishment-based. This “kind discipline” model had 11 clusters identified and clarified three 

core themes of (1) proactively developing a positive school climate, (2) responding to conflict 

with empathy, accountability, and skill, and (3) supporting staff skills in understanding and 

sharing expectations. The next steps for this work are to further develop intervening strategies 

and create evaluation tools based on the clusters from the current study. Ultimately this work has 

the potential to contribute to new models of school discipline that may yield better longer-term 

developmental growth of students and contribute to more positive education and health outcomes 

for participating youth and school communities.   
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CHAPTER 5 

DEVELOPING AND VALIDATING A MEASURE FOR ASSESSING THE PRACTICE OF 

KIND DISCIPLINE 

 This chapter builds on the call for evaluation tools described in Chapter 4 and extends the 

work on kind discipline by developing a quantitative instrument that can schools can use to 

assess promising interventions addressing school discipline.   

We use the term “kind discipline” to describe alternative school discipline approaches 

whose core principles are neither reward- nor punishment-based. The work we described in 

Chapter 4 with school-based stakeholders identified three core themes that define kind discipline: 

proactively developing a positive school climate; responding to conflict with empathy, 

accountability, and skill; and supporting staff skills in understanding and sharing expectations. 

This study uses an instrument for assessing kind discipline that grew from a partnership 

amongst a grassroots community organization, teachers, administrators, and students at schools 

implementing intentional kindness programming, and a research university. The overall goal of 

the grassroots organization, the Ben’s Bells Project, is to inspire, educate, and motivate people to 

realize the impact of intentional kindness.  

Through a collaborative concept mapping process described in Chapter 4, we developed a 

model of Kind Discipline based on the experience of core school-based stakeholders for how 

discipline could be practiced in a way that is kind. The final concept map identified three core 

themes of (1) proactively developing a positive school climate, (2) responding to conflict with 

empathy, accountability, and skill, and (3) supporting staff skills in understanding and sharing 

expectations.  

These themes weave together components of multiple models. Aspects of these themes 

are assessed in the school climate literature and instruments, but others are unique. In particular, 
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Kind Discipline integrates ideas around students and teachers learning to see problems from each 

other’s point of view; students getting help taking responsibility for their actions; adults 

respecting students even when they have not behaved well; having clear expectations for how 

students should behave; and students getting help in making things right when they have caused 

harm to others.  

The purpose of the study described in this chapter is to operationalize the construct of 

Kind Discipline through the development and validation of a new measure.  

We expected that students’ and teachers’ assessments of Kind Discipline would be 

associated with each other and that schools with higher perceptions of Kind Discipline would be 

associated with lower rates of school disciplinary actions, but not related to the number of sports 

and clubs reported on the school website or school enrollment.  

We also sought to assess the factors related to student assessment of Kind Discipline. 

Given that females have reported more positive perceptions of school climate and have lower 

rates of disciplinary actions in schools we expected girls to report higher rates of Kind Discipline 

than boys.25,87 Also because disciplinary actions increase from elementary to middle school and 

high school we expected that perceptions of Kind Discipline would decrease.25 We also expected 

to see differences in student assessment of Kind Discipline according to school-level 

characteristics.  Because family poverty and being a student of color are associated with higher 

disciplinary actions nationwide.1,17,19 we expected that schools with higher levels of poverty, as 

represented by the proportion of students in free and reduced lunch programs and schools with a 

higher proportion of students of color would report lower levels of Kind Discipline.  

Specifically, our hypotheses were as follows: (1) Teachers’ assessments of Kind 

Discipline would be positively associated with students’ assessment of Kind Discipline. (2) 
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Higher student and teacher Kind Discipline scores would be associated with a lower rate of 

school disciplinary action. (3) There would be no discernable relationship between student 

assessment of Kind Discipline and school level variables not expected to be related to discipline.  

We also sought to describe the factors related to student assessment of Kind Discipline. 

We wanted to understand more about how gender and grade related to perceptions of Kind 

Discipline. We also sought to explore relationships between school-level proportions of students 

living in poverty and students of color and student appraisals of Kind Discipline.  

Methods 

This retrospective evaluation utilizes data collected as part of an ongoing longitudinal 

evaluation of kindness practices being conducted by evaluators from the University of Arizona, 

in Tucson, Arizona in collaboration with Ben’s Bells staff. The evaluation employed online 

surveys to collect survey data from teachers and 4th-8th grade students within a public school 

district within Tucson, Arizona. The initial student data set included 3852 responses. We 

removed responses with entirely missing data (25), where school was missing (61), from people 

in schools not participating in the evaluation (27), and for students not within the grade range for 

the survey (283). The final student data set included 3456 responses from six elementary and 

four middle schools and one school that included students 2nd-8th grades. The teacher data set 

included 117 responses with 110 non-itinerant teachers from six elementary and four middle 

schools and a 2-8 school. One of the elementary schools contributing student evaluations did not 

contribute teacher evaluations and one of the elementary schools contributing teacher evaluations 

did not contributed student evaluations. There were a total of five elementary and four middle 

schools and one 2-8 school in the school-level data set.   
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Participants 

Student and adult demographic characteristics can be found in Tables 5 and 6. Students 

were relatively evenly distributed across 4th through 8th grades. Close to forty percent of both 

the student and adult populations reported speaking Spanish at home. Most adult respondents 

were teachers (83 percent); other adult respondents included counselors, administrators, 

instructional technologists, librarians, and psychologists. Adult survey respondents reported from 

less than one year to 35 years at their current school, with a mean of six years at the school.  

 
Table 5: Student Respondent Demographics 
 
Demographic Item Number (%) 
Male 1666 (48.2%) 
Female 1743 (50.2%) 
4th grade  694 (20.1%) 
5th grade 716 (20.7%) 
6th grade 780 (22.6%) 
7th grade 712 (20.6%) 
8th grade 554 (16%) 
Speaks English at home 2426 (70.2%) 
Speaks Spanish at home 1455 (42.1%) 
 
Table 6: Adult Respondent Demographics 
 
Demographic Item Number (%) 
White 53 (48.2%) 
Hispanic  53 (48.2%) 
Speaks English at home 107 (97.3%) 
Speaks Spanish at home 42 (38.2%) 
Teacher 91 (82.7%) 
Counselor/social worker 7 (6.4%) 
Administrator 3 (2.7%) 
Instructional technologist 3 (2.7%) 
Librarian 2 (1.8%) 
Psychologist/psychiatrist 2 (1.8%) 
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Kind Discipline measures 

A measure of Kind Discipline was constructed for students and teachers based on the 

Kind Discipline conceptual model described above. Table 7 details the components that make up 

each of the three themes within the conceptual model and provides examples of the statements 

that make up each of these components. Items for students were assessed on a five-item Likert-

type response scale with the labels YES! (almost always), yes (Usually), sometimes, no (Not 

usually), and NO! (almost never). These were coded on a scale of 0 to 4 with NO! coded as 0 and 

Yes! coded as 4.  The two negatively worded items (“Adults here are rude to students.” and 

“Students here tease or make fun of other kids.”) were reverse-coded. Items for teachers were 

assessed on a Likert-type response scale from 1 to 7 with 1 labeled as Strongly Disagree and 7 

labeled as Strongly Agree.  

 
Table 7: Kind Discipline components are organized into three broad themes with examples of 
statements describing each component identified as being both important and feasible 
 
(1) Proactively developing a positive school climate 

Collaborative and cooperative 
school climate 

• a common language 
• guidance 
• creating a culture of kindness on campus 
• a team approach 
• a positive school culture 
• building positive relationships between all staff and students 

School and community 
infrastructure 

• materials for teachers, office personnel, and administration to 
record behaviors, administer discipline if needed, and provide 
communication to parents 

• communicating with all involved 
• input from students, staff, and parents so that the discipline 

plans are mutually agreed upon 
• professional development 
• family-school systems and collaborations 

Honoring the kind potential of 
every child 

• listening to all sides of the story without judgment 
• consistency 
• follow-through 
• recognition of student's assets/positive behaviors as well as 

behavior that warrants transformation 
Cultivation of positive character • being calm 



 

 66 

• patience 
• love 

(2) Responding to conflict with empathy, accountability, and skill 
Student centered accountability 
and connections 

• rules that are framed from a kindness angle ("kind code of 
conduct")  

• communication with parents 

Accountability with dignity 

• understanding that the same discipline doesn't work for 
everyone 

• dignity for students and discipliners 
• timely responses 

Compassionate boundaries with 
empathetic reinforcement 

• forgiveness 
• clear expectations 
• empathy 
• reinforcement of good behavior 

Developing pro-social and conflict 
management skills 

• recognition that it is about teaching and learning and mistakes 
are a part of that process 

• the student understanding the adverse affect of his/her 
behavior and an appropriate replacement behavior 

• helping the student develop appropriate choices 
• teaching students to cope with feelings 
• discussing other possible choices and outcomes 
• teaching students social skills and conflict resolution skills 
• giving students practice in dealing with real-world conflicts 
• students learning how to articulate their desires or frustrations 

(3) Supporting staff skills in understanding and expectations 
Practices that facilitate students 
and teachers understanding each 
other 

• social and emotional learning principles 
• an awareness or attention to (if possible) what is going on 

when the child is not at school and in their home life 

Adult education 

• proper training for all stakeholders (staff, students, parents) to 
respond to misbehavior in a kind manner 

• counseling 
• teachers/staff who look into why a child is misbehaving 
• staff understanding of their own reactions to student behavior, 

and how to create space between blind reactions and skillful 
response 

Collaborative expectations that 
empower growth 

• consequences that are corrective rather than punitive 
• opportunities to make things right 
• logical consequences 
• teaching responsibility 
• active listening 
• compassionate regard for others, taught as a skill and 

encouraged as a shared value 
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School-level measures 

The outcome of school discipline was measured though school-level discipline records 

(number of disciplinary actions, in-school suspensions, and out-of-school suspensions) provided 

by the school district.  We calculated a rate of disciplinary actions by dividing the number of 

disciplinary incidents by the school enrollment.  Additional school-level variables included the 

enrollment of 4th through 8th graders at each school, the number of disciplinary incidents reported 

to the district for 4th through 8th graders at each school, the number of sports and clubs advertised 

on each schools website, the proportion of children receiving free or reduced-price lunches, and 

the proportion of children of color at the school.  Percentage of children within each school 

approved for free or reduced-price lunches for the 2015 calendar year were obtained from the 

Arizona Department of Education statistics.88 Percentage of students of color was obtained from 

the Arizona Department of Education by calculating the proportion of children who reported 

Latino ethnicity or a race other than white by the number of children enrolled in the school for 

the 2014-2015 school year.89 Within each school, we also computed the mean Kind Discipline 

measure score for both teachers and students. Descriptive statistics including the minimum, 

maximum, mean, and standard deviation for these school-level measures are included in Table 8. 

 

Table 8: Descriptive Statistics for School-Level Measures  
Measure Minimum Maximum Mean (Std. Dev.) 
Student Kind Discipline 44.3 52.2 48.5 (3.1)  
Teacher Kind Discipline 70.5 100.0 87.4 (9.9) 
School Discipline Rate 0.2 0.8 0.5 (0.2) 
School Enrollment 260 854 504.5 (238.6) 
Sports & Clubs on School Website 0 30 13.7 (12.1) 
Proportion in Free or Reduced Lunch Program 72% 95% 86% (7%) 
Proportion of Students of Color 92% 100% 97% (2%) 
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Institutional Review 

This retrospective analysis of de-identified survey responses and school-level data was 

determined to not represent human subjects research by the University of Arizona Intuitional 

Review Board.  

Data Analysis  

Analysis included an assessment of the measure’s internal consistency, variance 

components analysis, and a descriptive analysis of the strength of relationships between kind-

discipline and the school-level outcomes of discipline frequency designed to assess construct 

validity. We used IBM SPSS Statistics Version 24 for all analyses.90  

Descriptive statistics (means and standard deviations) are presented for each item for 

teachers and students separately. Since the construct of Kind Discipline was conceptualized as a 

composite indicator (i.e., index) in that we would expect that some of the components of Kind 

Discipline would not necessarily be related to each other, we generated a summative composite 

score for the student and teacher Kind Discipline measures.91 We used listwise deletion of 

missing data for the Kind Discipline measures. 

Although not conceptually required for a composite indicator, we examined Cronbach’s 

alpha coefficients for the measures to assess the extent to which the items within the Kind 

Discipline measure were related to each other. 

Variance components analysis was used to estimate the contribution of the within school 

variance and the between school variance in each measure. The inter-class coefficient was used 

to express between-school variance and to test if this between-school variance was statistically 

significant.  
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Pearson coefficients were used to examine the correlations among measure school-wide 

average scores for teachers and students, for items that should not be related to Kind Discipline 

such as the school enrollment and the number of clubs in the school, and for school discipline 

frequency.  

We performed linear regression on the school-level data to model the relationships 

between Kind Discipline among students, the number of sports and clubs on the school website, 

and the school enrollment in relation to the school disciplinary rate. We included type of school 

(whether it was elementary only or included a middle school) in the model to control for the 

influence of school type on these outcomes.  

We wanted to further understand what explained the variation in students’ experience of 

Kind Discipline. We sought evidence for convergent validity for the student Kind Discipline 

measure by examining whether individual differences and differences between schools was 

related to with students’ perceptions of their schools’ Kind Discipline. We developed a 

multilevel model to see if teachers’ assessment of Kind Discipline aggregated at the school level 

was significantly associated with student Kind Discipline, accounting for the nested nature of 

students within schools. We included the individual explanatory factors of gender and grade 

level, as well as school level factors of proportion of student on free and reduced lunch and 

proportion of students of color. Given the small number of schools in the model, we used 

restricted maximum likelihood estimation (REML) because fixed effects are more likely to be 

robust in cases of small numbers of level-2 units using this approach.92,93 
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Results  

Descriptive statistics 

Tables 9 and 10 show the text of each of the 16 items in each of the student and teacher 

surveys with the mean and standard deviation for each item and for the measure as a whole. The 

lowest and highest rated items are bolded within the table. 

 

Table 9: Survey Items Included in Kind Discipline Measure for Students with Means, Standard 
Deviations and Corrected Item-Total Correlation (N= 3456)  
 

Survey Categories and Items 
Students 

Mean* 
Std. 

Deviation* 

Corrected 
Item-Total 
Correlation 

(1) Proactively developing a positive school climate 
   

Honoring the kind potential of every child       
Students here try to be kind  2.62 1.06 .582 
Middle: My teachers notice when I am doing a good job and let me 
know about it. Elementary: My teachers tell me when I am doing a 
good job. 2.97 1.06 

.553 

Adults here treat students with respect  3.17 0.99 .651 

Adults here are rude to students. (Negatively coded)  2.87 1.21 .358 

Cultivation of positive character       
Students here tease or make fun of other kids. (Negatively coded)  1.86 1.15 .269 
Being kind to myself is important  3.36 0.88 .519 

(2) Responding to conflict with empathy, accountability, and skill 

      
Student centered accountability and connections       

When there is a problem, adults help students take responsibility for 
their actions.  3.05 0.99 .599 

Accountability with dignity       
Adults respect students, even when they have not behaved well.  2.81 1.10 .572 

Compassionate boundaries with empathetic reinforcement       
There are clear expectations for how students should behave.  3.22 0.92 .547 

Developing pro-social and conflict management skills       
When I get angry, I know how to calm myself down.  2.79 1.13 .394 
I try to help classmates when they need it.  2.95 0.96 .459 
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I try to be kind to my friends at school.  3.37 0.80 .528 

I try to be kind to adults at school.  3.45 0.81 .570 

I try to be kind to kids at school that I don't know.  3.06 0.95 .472 

(3) Supporting staff skills in understanding and expectations 

      
Practices that facilitate students and teachers understanding each other       

Both students and teachers are learning how to see problems from 
each other's point of view.  2.83 1.06 .571 

Collaborative expectations that empower growth       
When students misbehave, they get help to make things right.  2.66 1.14 .568 

Overall Kind Discipline Measure for Students**  47.07 0.17  
*Range for all items is 0 to 4 
**Range for complete measure is 0 to 64 
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Table 10: Survey Items Included in Kind Discipline Measure for teachers (N=110) 
 

Survey Categories and Items 
Teachers 

Mean* 
Std. 

Deviation* 

Corrected 
Item-Total 
Correlation 

(1) Proactively developing a positive school climate 
   

Collaborative and cooperative school climate    

There is a collaborative and cooperative climate at the school.  5.39 1.31 .721 

School and community infrastructure       
The school and community infrastructure supports individualized 
attention in addressing discipline.  

5.05 1.50 .681 

Honoring the kind potential of every child       
Adults at this school see the potential for kindness in every child.  5.57 1.32 .707 

Cultivation of positive character       
The school supports the cultivation of positive character.  5.76 1.23 .773 

(2) Responding to conflict with empathy, accountability, and skill 

      
Student centered accountability and connections       

When there is a problem, adults at this school help students take 
responsibility for their actions.  

5.49 1.25 671 

Accountability with dignity       
The school approach to conflict holds students accountable while 
maintaining dignity.  

5.18 1.57 .715 

Compassionate boundaries with empathetic reinforcement       
The school integrates clear expectations and constructive feedback.  5.55 1.30 .766 

Developing pro-social and conflict management skills       
Teaching and improving social-emotional skills is an important part 
of my role as educator. 

6.26 1.16 .502 

Differences and conflicts are dealt with respectfully among school 
employees.  

5.52 1.40 .799 

Students are willing to go out of their way to help someone.  4.83 1.31 .711 

In my class, I talk with students about emotions and why they are 
important.  

5.67 1.46 .553 

Students in my class work together to solve problems.  5.11 1.44 .692 
Students are able to voice their opinions without using anger.  4.94 1.32 .723 

(3) Supporting staff skills in understanding and expectations 

      
Practices that facilitate students and teachers understanding each other       

The school supports practices that facilitate students and teachers 
understanding each other.  

5.61 1.48 .664 

Adult education       
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There is training or mentoring in place to address adult reaction and 
response to misbehavior. 

4.46 1.66 .586 

Collaborative expectations that empower growth       
At this school, student misbehavior is handled in a way that helps 
students be part of the solution.  

4.98 1.60 .762 

Overall Kind Discipline Measure for Teachers**  85.33 1.58  

*Range for all items is 1 to 7 
**Range for complete measure is 16 to 112 
 
 

Kind Discipline Measures 

Cronbach’s alpha estimate of internal consistency for these 16 items was .87 for students 

and .94 for teachers. Removal of any of the items resulted in lower or equivalent internal 

consistency. Though we are conceptualizing Kind Discipline as a emergent variable, this level of 

internal consistency is above standard acceptable criteria for reliability.94  

We conducted sensitivity analysis of our Cronbach’s alpha estimates using imputation 

(instead of listwise deletion) at the individual student-level based on school-level means for the 

missing data and findings were not substantively different. Cronbach’s Alpha varied by 0.02 and 

no main effects or interaction terms were significant in one analysis but not the other. Given 

these similarities, we used listwise deletion of missing data for the Kind Discipline measure and 

the final student data set included 3181 respondents and the final teacher data set included 107 

respondents.  

The skewness and kurtosis of -0.6 and 0.5 for the student Kind Discipline and -0.7 and 

0.1 for teacher Kind Discipline respectively is considered quite minimal for the conduction of 

general linear models.95 Therefore subsequent analyses treated these variables as relatively 

continuous.  
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Variance Components Analysis 

Variance components analysis showed important differences in Kind Discipline between 

schools. Which school a student attended represented 10.1% of total variance in the Kind 

Discipline measure; and which school a teacher worked in represented 22.8% of the total 

variance in the Kind Discipline measure. Figures 6 and 7 show the variability in the mean of 

Kind Discipline by school for both students and teachers.  

Although the majority of variance in Kind Discipline is between students and teachers 

within their school, variances over 10% of the total reflect substantive between school variance 

and should be accounted for in study design and analysis.96  

 
Figure 6: Variability in the mean of Kind Discipline by school for students 
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Figure 7: Variability in the mean of Kind Discipline by school for teachers 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Evidence for Convergent and Divergent Validity 
 
Pearson’s Correlations 

We created a correlational matrix to explore the relationships between school-level Kind 

Discipline and school discipline frequency as well as variables we did not anticipate being 

related to Kind Discipline including school enrollment and the number of clubs in the school 

(Table 11). Student school-level average rating of Kind Discipline was correlated with the school 

discipline rate and this negative association was the direction we had predicted (Pearson’s 

Correlation -.772, p=0.005). Student school-level average rating of Kind Discipline was also 

correlated with teacher school-level average rating of Kind Discipline in the anticipated positive 

direction (Pearson’s Correlation .669, p=0.034). However, contrary to our prediction, student 

Kind Discipline was inversely associated with both larger school enrollment (Pearson’s 

Correlation -.757, p=0.007) and the number of sports and clubs listed on the school website 

(Pearson’s Correlation -.727, p=0.011).  This relationship was most likely because both school 
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enrollment (Pearson’s Correlation .653, p=0.021) and the number of sports and clubs listed on 

the school website (Pearson’s Correlation .671, p=0.017) were associated with the school 

discipline rate, a relationship we did not anticipate.  Teacher rating of Kind Discipline was not 

significantly correlated with discipline rates, but the correlation was in the anticipated direction 

(Pearson’s Correlation -.553, p=0.078).  The proportion of students of color in the school and 

students the proportion of students in the free or reduced lunch program were not correlated with 

student or teacher assessments of Kind Discipline.  

 
  
Table 11: Pearson Correlations between School-Level Variables (N= 10) 

 

Student 

Kind 

Discipline 

Teacher 

Kind 

Discipline 

School 

Discipline 

Rate 

School 

Enrollment 

Sports & 

Clubs on 

School 

Website 

Free or 

Reduced 

Lunch 

Program 

Proportion 

of 

Students 

of Color 

Student Kind Discipline 
1       

Teacher Kind Discipline 

 

.669* 1      

 School Discipline Rate 
-.772** -.553† 1     

School Enrollment 

 

-.757** -.188 .653* 1    

Sports & Clubs on 

School Website 

-.727* -.270 .671* .819** 1   

Proportion in Free or 

Reduced Lunch Program 

.220 .012 -.007 -.492 -.222 1  

Proportion of Students of 

Color 

-.094 -.008 .309 .029 .079 .622* 1 

† p < 0.1 

*p < 0.05 

** p < 0.01 level  
 

 
 

  



 

 77 

Linear Regression 

We performed linear regression on the school level data to model the relationships 

between Kind Discipline among students, the number of sports and clubs on the school website, 

and the school enrollment in relation to the school disciplinary rate. In these analyses we 

controlled for the type of school (elementary only or included a middle school) (Table 12). In the 

model with student Kind Discipline, the standardized beta coefficient was -.759 and p=0.05. This 

is approximately the same magnitude of association as we saw between student Kind Discipline 

and the school discipline rate. The standardized beta coefficients for sports and clubs and school 

enrollment in relation to school discipline were not significant when school level was included in 

the model. 

 

Table 12: Standardized Beta Coefficients in Regression Analyses of School Discipline Rates 
Controlling for School Level (elementary only or included a middle school) 
 
Variable Standardized Beta 

Coefficient 
p R2 

Student Kind Discipline -.759 0.05 .60 
Teacher Kind Discipline -.446 0.08 .62 
Sports & Clubs on School 
Website 

.483 0.20 .48 

School Enrollment .830 0.36 .43 

 

Linear Mixed Models  

We calculated a series of 2-level random-coefficient regression models to model the 

factors that have a relationship with individual student appraisals of Kind Discipline while 

accounting for the clustering of students within schools.  

In the first models to explain student Kind Discipline, we entered school as a random 

effect and one variable at a time as a fixed effect. We grand-mean-centered the school-level 
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mean teacher Kind Discipline variable. We found significant associations for school-level mean 

of teacher Kind Discipline, being female, and grade (Table 13). As in the bivariate analyses, 

teacher Kind Discipline was positively associated with student Kind Discipline (b=0.26, p < 0.1). 

Being female was positively associated with student Kind Discipline, meaning girls were more 

likely to report higher Kind Discipline scores than boys (b=1.80, p < 0.01).   Grade was 

negatively associated with student Kind Discipline, meaning older students reported lower Kind 

Discipline scores than younger students (b=-2.09, p < 0.01). Neither the proportion of students in 

a free or reduced lunch program at the school nor the proportion of students of color was 

significantly associated with student assessment of Kind Discipline. We then compiled a model 

including all of the factors that we had found significant.  All three of these explanatory variables 

were significant in this mixed linear model: teacher Kind Discipline (b=0.16, p < 0.01), gender 

(b=1.85, p < 0.01), and grade (b=-2.06, p < 0.01).  

 

Table 13: Parameter Estimates with Teacher Kind Discipline and Other Explanatory Variables 
in a Mixed Linear Model of Student Kind Discipline  
  
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 
Factors of Interest       

Intercept 47.85** 47.42** 59.72** 43.59 32.74 58.01** 

Teacher Kind Discipline  0.26†     0.16** 
Female Gender   1.80**    1.85** 
Grade   -2.09**   -2.06** 
Proportion in Free or Reduced 
Lunch Program 

   4.16   

Proportion of Students of 
Color 

    16.07  

Covariance Parameter 
Residual 

82.44 81.72 78.85 83.18 82.78 77.42 

Deviance (-2LL) 22691.36 22710.91 22939.22 23333.20 23097.63 22130.06 

Models 1-5 are single predictor models. Model 6 includes all significant predictors.  

† p < 0.1 

*p < 0.05 

** p < 0.01 level  
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Discussion  
 

This study aimed to develop a new measure of Kind Discipline for schools 

conceptualized through a community based participatory research process. The community 

partners and stakeholders included a high minority under-served school district and their 

students, teachers, and administrators. The results of this study suggest that the new measure of 

Kind Discipline is a useful instrument for assessing the concept of Kind Discipline. The measure 

used content developed from a robust conceptual development process and demonstrated high 

internal consistency for both students and teachers.  As hypothesized, teachers and students 

tended to have positively correlated views of the Kind Discipline practices in their schools.  This 

is in keeping with other research that has looked at school safety as perceived by both teachers 

and students and found that safety is experienced as greater by both groups in schools with high-

quality relationships among students, teachers and families.97  

We also found the Kind Discipline measure to have good predictive validity: the more 

positively students and teachers assessed Kind Discipline, the lower the school disciplinary 

action rate. Even in this small sample of schools, there was a statistically significant association 

between rates of Kind Discipline and the rate of disciplinary action at the school level, even after 

controlling for type of school (elementary only or included a middle school).  This is a cross-

sectional study and we cannot know whether having a Kind Discipline orientation leads to fewer 

disciplinary actions, however this important finding at least suggests that Kind Discipline 

warrants further exploration through longitudinal studies.  

Contrary to our expectations, student Kind Discipline was also associated with school-

level variables that we expected to be unrelated to school discipline including the number of 

sports and clubs listed on the school website and the school enrollment. However, when we 
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controlled for the type of school (elementary only or included a middle school) in a regression 

analysis the relationship between items unrelated to school discipline were not significant while 

school discipline remained significant. This supported the convergent and discriminant validity 

for the measure.   

We also explored the factors related to student assessment of Kind Discipline. Girls 

reported higher levels of Kind Discipline than boys. This finding is consistent with other studies 

that have found girls to have more positive perceptions of school climate than boys.87,98 Also, 

since girls are less likely to experience disciplinary actions in schools, they may have fewer 

disciplinary experiences of any kind which may lead to their reports of higher levels of Kind 

Discipline.25 

Students in higher grades reported lower levels of Kind Discipline than students in lower grades.  

For example, based on our model, a student in 8th grade (in a K-8 school) would rate Kind 

Discipline in their school 6 points lower than a 5th grade student. This finding is consistent with 

studies of school climate, which have found that student ratings of school climate are higher in 

sixth grade than in eighth grade.87,98  

While students of color are overrepresented in school discipline systems nationwide and 

students living in poverty do experience higher levels of disciplinary actions in schools, that did 

not appear to be the case in our sample:  neither the proportion of students of color nor the 

proportion of students in a free or reduced lunch program at the school were significantly 

associated with school discipline reports, nor with students’ assessment of Kind Discipline.1,19  

Strengths & Limitations  
 

This is the first study to operationalize a model of Kind Discipline and examine its 

relationship to meaningful school-level data on disciplinary rates. Other strengths include the 
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study’s use of multi-informant measures integrating the perspectives on Kind Discipline of both 

students and teachers. This study was grounded in a conceptual model that integrates the 

collective knowledge of community members and addresses multiple domains including many 

not typically considered within school climate instruments or standard disciplinary measures.   

The study was limited in the number of schools participating in this evaluation. Ten 

schools is a small number for being able to explore school-level data. Even with these 

limitations, however, we identified significant associations between teacher and student 

experiences of Kind Discipline and school disciplinary rates. The study also had sufficient 

students participating to be able to explore nuances in students’ experiences of Kind Discipline. 

We would have like to have explored similar nuances within teachers’ experiences of Kind 

Discipline, but were limited by sample size. 

While we did not find associations between the proportion of students of color or the 

proportion of students living in poverty, participating schools were relatively homogenous in 

having high levels of students of color and in the free and reduced lunch program, and we 

explored these associations only at the school level. It would be interesting for future 

investigations to explore individual-level data on race or ethnicity and poverty to better 

understand how these factors relate to students’ experience of Kind Discipline. Similarly, we 

were unable to control for a student’s own experience with the school discipline system, which 

may strongly impact a student’s assessment of Kind Discipline. 

Implications and Directions for Future Research 

These measures for assessing the level of Kind Discipline in a school show promise as a 

tool for evaluating schools working to improve approaches to discipline and for guiding 

interventions that aim to promote positive and relational motivation strategies. This study 
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established a measure for Kind Discipline that could be used longitudinally to explore whether 

Kind Discipline can be implemented intentionally to help reduce rates of disciplinary action.  

Since disciplinary actions are now understood as a complex issue, trying to balance a 

need for order in the classroom but also the well-being of the problematic student, new 

alternatives are needed. Kind Discipline, the idea of using neither rewards nor punishments, but 

rather a system based on proactively developing a positive school climate; responding to conflict 

with conflict accountability and skill; and supporting staff skills in understanding and sharing 

expectations, provides a useful framing for designing systems to help students to thrive in 

schools.  
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS & FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

Dissertation Conclusions 
 

Overall, this dissertation contributes to an understanding of the challenges of current 

practices in school discipline. Although suspensions have been conceptualized as removing 

students causing trouble so other students can work effectively, data suggest that suspensions are 

neither good for the students being removed from the school environment nor for school climate 

or school connectedness. Reward-based responses to discipline have emerged as a popular 

strategy in response to these challenges and can help control behavior, but may undermine 

people’s sense of responsibility and motivation for regulating themselves. This review of the 

successes and challenges of existing approaches to school discipline suggests the need for a 

response to student misbehavior that operates on multiple levels within a social ecological 

model.  

This dissertation also develops a theoretical understanding of kind discipline, an 

alternative school discipline approach whose core principles are neither reward- nor punishment-

based, through the use of a community-informed concept mapping methodology. We formulated 

this kind discipline conceptual model based on the experience of core school-based stakeholders. 

Three core themes emerged from an analysis of this model: (1) proactively developing a positive 

school climate, (2) responding to conflict with empathy, accountability, and skill, and (3) 

supporting staff skills in understanding and sharing expectations. Positive climate is well 

established as being associated with positive child development and student learning and 

achievement, but it is novel to propose positive school climate as a component of an integrated 

approach to school discipline. This model also suggests that a positive environment is necessary, 

but not sufficient for supporting school discipline. Also critical to a kind school discipline system 
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is a value in responding to conflict with empathy and accountability. Finally, staff in school 

settings may require support to be able to master these skills and be able to adopt an empathic 

mindset about discipline.  

This dissertation takes the conceptual model a step further in operationalizing kind 

discipline and assessing it as a scale for students and a scale for teachers. The resulting scales 

showed promise as a tool for evaluating schools working to improve approaches to discipline and 

for guiding interventions that aim to promote positive and relational motivation strategies. Mixed 

linear models showed that teachers’ assessment of kind discipline predicted students’ perception 

of kind discipline. Validity of this measure was supported by the finding that the more positively 

students assessed kind discipline in their schools, the lower the school disciplinary action rate.  

These findings contribute to better understanding of the current context of school 

discipline and suggest that the integrated multi-level social ecological model proposed through 

modeling of kind discipline could be of value in framing an approach associated with lower 

disciplinary actions rates at a school. Since these disciplinary actions are now understood as not 

being entirely benign, the kind discipline model could provide guidance to schools interested in 

approaching discipline in new ways.  

 
Future directions 
	  
 Since disciplinary actions are now understood as a complex issue, balancing a need for 

order in the classroom with the well-being of the problematic student, new alternatives are 

needed. Kind discipline, the idea of using neither rewards nor punishments, but rather a system 

based on proactively developing a positive school climate; responding to conflict with conflict 

accountability and skill; and supporting staff skills in understanding and sharing expectations, 

provides a useful framing for designing systems to help students to thrive in schools.  
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 Schools can also take immediate steps in implementing components of this model. The 

Ben’s Bells Project has already developed materials that describe a process for developing a “Be 

Kind” culture code for classrooms. This was developed to integrate students’ ability to imagine a 

kind place and possibilities for a kind future and for thinking about how each person can 

contribute to making the classroom a kind place. It also integrates the importance of skill 

development since people sometimes make mistakes providing an opportunity to build kindness 

skills. This is one example of the type of material and support to schools that can be developed 

based on the kind discipline framework.  

 It is interesting to consider how the components of Kind Discipline are reflected in 

existing approaches to discipline and to contemplate how aspects of existing models might be 

integrated to address all of these components. Table 13 provides a subjective assessment of 

which components of Kind Discipline are reflected in the PBIS, Restorative Practices, and 

Problem-Solving models. PBIS addresses many of the components of proactively developing a 

positive school climate and sets very clear expectations and boundaries. Restorative Practices 

and Problem-Solving models both provide frameworks for addressing providing an approach to 

responding to conflict with empathy, accountability and skill and supporting staff skills in these 

arenas. Table 14 also includes outcome measures that could be used to assess long-term 

outcomes of Kind Discipline. These measures combine aspects of Martin Seligman’s 2011 

PERMA framework for flourishing which defined five domains of positive emotions, 

engagement, relationships, meaning, and accomplishment and the operationalization to that 

measurement of well-being in students.99,100 They also include measures of empathy from the 

social psychology literature and measures of conflict management. 
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Table 14: Kind Discipline components typically represented in Positive Behavior Interventions 
and Supports (PBIS), Restorative Practices, and Problem-Solving models and outcome measures 
that could be used to assess long-term outcomes 
 

Kind 
Discipline 
Component 

PBIS Restorative 
Practices 

Problem-
Solving 

Outcome 
Measures 

(1) Proactively developing a positive school climate 
Collaborative 
and cooperative 
school climate 

✔ ≈* ≠ • Relationship well-
being 

School and 
community 
infrastructure 

≠ ≈ ≠ Process indicator 

Honoring the 
kind potential of 
every child 

✔ ✔ ✔ 
• Relationship well-

being 
• Capacity for 

empathy 
Cultivation of 
positive 
character 

✔ ≠ ≠ • Positive emotion 
• Ability to self-

regulate 

(2) Responding to conflict with empathy, accountability, and skill 
Student centered 
accountability 
and connections 

✔ ✔ ✔ 
• Relationship well-

being 
• Ability to manage 

conflict 

Accountability 
with dignity 

≠ 
 

✔ ✔ 
• Relationship well-

being 
• Ability to manage 

conflict 
Compassionate 
boundaries with 
empathetic 
reinforcement 

✔ ✔ ✔ 
• Capacity for 

empathy 

Developing pro-
social and 
conflict 
management 
skills 

≠ 
 

✔ ✔ 
• Relationship well-

being 
• Ability to manage 

conflict 
• Capacity for 

empathy 

(3) Supporting staff skills in understanding and expectations 
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Practices that 
facilitate 
students and 
teachers 
understanding 
each other 

≠ 
 

✔ ✔ 
• Relationship well-

being 
• Ability to manage 

conflict 
• Capacity for 

empathy 

Adult education ≠ 
 

✔ ✔ 
Process indicator 

Collaborative 
expectations that 
empower growth 

≠ 
 

✔ ✔ 
• Ability to manage 

conflict 
• Capacity for 

empathy 
• Ability to self-

regulate 

✔ Reflected in this model 
≈ Sometimes reflected in this model 
≠ Not typically reflected in this model 
 
* Restorative Practices are sometimes conceptualized as having proactive communication circles, in those settings, it 
would warrant a check here 
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This dissertation contributes a new framework for addressing school discipline so that 

schools can work at multiple levels in supporting students in thriving. Essential components 

include developing positive environments and providing empathetic support to students while 

still holding them accountable when their behaviors do not meet expectations. School staff 

require tools and support in bringing new approaches to student discipline. The stakeholder-

driven approach to the development of the conceptual model also provides a model for a ground-

up approach to working through how to best operationalize this concept model in practice. This 

approach could be carried out by working directly with school systems to articulate their existing 

strengths in implementing each of the components of the kind discipline model, sharing stories 

of current successes and mapping out strategies for building on those successes.  
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Abstract 

 

Objectives: Schools aim to create safe, productive, and healthy learning environments, yet the 

best approach for accomplishing this goal is not clear. This article reviews a diverse set of school 

discipline approaches, the research supporting them, and discusses how they fit into a social 

ecological framing. 

Methods: This theoretical review contextualizes divergent approaches to school discipline by 

utilizing a social ecological model to frame how discipline models address an individual, 

relational, or environmental or structural level.  

Results: The conceptual model illustrates how different school discipline approaches address 

disparate explanations of what may lead to student misbehavior.  

Conclusions: Effective school discipline programs may need to operate on multiple levels. 

There is increasing support for the importance of a relationship-level component to disciplinary 

approaches.  
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The need for schools to create safe, productive, and healthy learning environments for 

children is irrefutable.1 Yet the best approach for accomplishing this goal is not clear. School 

discipline—how schools respond to student misbehavior—is a core aspect of school’s efforts to 

create a safe and productive learning environment. School suspensions, while a popular 

discipline strategy in recent decades, are associated with poor outcomes in children.  

This article reviews the connections between this conventional discipline approach of 

school suspension and academic, physical, and mental health outcomes. This article utilizes a 

social ecological model to provide a theoretical framing how discipline models address an 

individual, relational, or environmental or structural level. This is not a systematic review, but 

rather a theoretical review—an effort to describe the divergent theoretical lenses through which 

discipline is evaluated in schools. The article provides examples of a diverse set of school 

discipline approaches, reviews the research supporting these approaches, and discusses how 

these approaches fit into this social ecological conceptual framing.   

Definition of school discipline 

The word discipline comes from the Latin disciplina meaning teaching or learning.2 The 

definition has evolved to a focus on rules and orders.  According to the Merriam-Webster 

dictionary, there are three current definitions: control that is gained by requiring that rules or 

orders be obeyed and punishing bad behavior; a way of behaving that shows a willingness to 

obey rules or orders; and behavior that is judged by how well it follows a set of rules or orders. 

While “instruction” was once part of the definition of discipline, this interpretation is now 

obsolete.2  The definition of school discipline, likewise integrates an emphasis on the 

maintenance of rules through control. The collaborative encyclopedia, Wikipedia, (appropriate 

for this context of exploring the cultural significance of a term at a point in time), defines school 
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discipline as “the system of rules, punishments, and behavioral strategies appropriate to the 

regulation of children or adolescents and the maintenance of order in schools. Its aim is to 

control the students' actions and behavior.” 3 School discipline, while once associated with 

teaching or learning, has come to be associated with a punitive approach to controlling student 

action and behavior.  

Who is in the School Discipline System? 

Nationwide, school discipline systems have an over-representation of people of color, English 

Language Learners and students with disabilities.4 Nonheterosexual youth also experience higher 

rates of expulsions than other adolescents.5 Poverty is strongly associated with higher suspension 

rates and academic disengagement has been identified as a strong predictor of disciplinary 

referrals.6,7 When different types of disability are disentangled, students with emotional 

disturbances are much more likely to be suspended or expelled than students with other types of 

disabilities.8 While we did not identify studies directly connecting a history of childhood trauma 

with suspension, researchers have documented a significant dose-response relationship between 

the total number of trauma exposures experienced by 11-18 year olds and externalizing problems 

through aggressive behavior, attention problems, and rule breaking, suggesting these youth are 

more likely to have contact with school discipline systems.9  

How are discipline outcomes assessed?  

It is difficult to assess the effects of a wide range of discipline practices on student well-

being because the outcome measures in the existing literature do not necessarily lend themselves 

to addressing this issue. Few studies explore the well-being of a student population following the 

implementation of a new approach to school discipline. Commonly measured outcomes include 

office disciplinary referrals; school suspensions and expulsions; disruptive, aggressive, or violent 
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behavior; teacher ratings of student behavior; social adjustment; academic achievement; and 

school climate or perceived safety (protective and risk factors). Each measure is associated with 

its own challenges. Office disciplinary referrals have been questioned for their validity since 

disciplining practices are subject to variation based on administrative practices and how rules are 

implemented.10,11 School tracking systems may be able to effectively capture suspension and 

expulsion, but the use of suspension has been found to be highly associated with principal beliefs 

that suspension and expulsion are an important part of school discipline, and they may not 

therefore accurately reflect changes in student behavior.12 The data source may also influence 

certain measures, for example, student reports showed smaller effect sizes in a meta-analysis of 

249 studies.13 While these commonly measured outcomes capture important information, they 

fail to address the long-term ramifications of disciplinary practices on students’ ability to behave 

in socially acceptable ways beyond the school setting. Problems with suspension, however, 

emerge from an analysis of this popular discipline strategy.  

The problem with suspension 

School suspension has been an increasingly popular discipline strategy over the past four 

decades with nearly 3.5 million public school students out of school for a suspension at least 

once in the 2011-12 school year.14 The average suspension lasts 3.5 days and it is estimated that 

U.S. public school children are losing almost 18 million days of instruction each school year.14 

Suspensions and expulsions even impact pre-kindergarteners. A representative random sample of 

4,815 preschool classrooms found a pre-kindergarten expulsion rate of 6.7 per 1,000—a rate 3.2 

times higher than the national rate of expulsion for kindergarten through 12th graders for that 

year.15 

Outcomes of suspension 
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Suspensions in particular have been well studied and are associated with a range of 

negative outcomes including poor academic outcomes, increased contact with the justice system, 

and mental health ramifications. In a longitudinal Florida cohort of 181,897 students, 

suspensions were associated with decreased high school graduation rates, increased high-school 

drop out rates, and decreased odds of enrolling in postsecondary school, controlling for 

demographics, attendance, and course performance.7 Greater suspensions also are associated 

with higher rates of contact with the juvenile justice system. A longitudinal study analyzed data 

for all Texas seventh-grade public school students in 2000, 2001, and 2002 (a total of 928,940 

students), followed those students over a six-year period, and linked their data to the state 

juvenile justice database.8 Researchers found that nearly 50 percent of students disciplined the 

most (11 or more school disciplinary actions) were in contact with the juvenile justice system, in 

contrast to two percent of students who were disciplined the least (had no school disciplinary 

actions).8 When these researchers controlled for campus characteristics (e.g. teacher experience, 

student body racial and ethnic diversity, and performance on state standardized testing) and 

individual student characteristics (e.g. demographics, at-risk status, limited English proficiency 

status), they found that a student suspended or expelled for a discretionary violation was nearly 

three times as likely to be in contact with the juvenile justice system the following year.8 

Nationwide data corroborate these findings. A study using data from the National 

Longitudinal Survey of Youth found suspension associated with lower rates of receiving a high 

school diploma and higher rates of arrest and incarceration.16 Suspensions are associated with 

poorer academic outcomes for people of color: 46 percent of Black boys, and 42 percent of 

Hispanic boys, compared to 36 percent of White boys who were ever suspended at any point in 

their school careers did not obtain a high school diploma by their late 20s.16 The American 
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Academy of Pediatrics connects poor academic outcomes associated with suspensions to health 

outcomes by noting that those who drop out of school experience both worse health and have a 

six to nine year shorter life expectancy than high school graduates.17 Researchers have found 

growing disparities in major chronic conditions including arthritis, diabetes, heart disease, 

hypertension, and lung disease for those who do not finish high school compared to the more 

educated.18 Researchers identified lower rates of health insurance and exercise, and higher rates 

of smoking and obesity among those with less education as compared to those with more 

education.18 While studies do not link suspensions to health directly, suspensions are associated 

with poor academic outcomes such as dropping out of school, which are associated poor health 

outcomes. 

Suspensions are also associated with significant mental health repercussions.19,20 An 

analysis of students in 7th through 12th grades participating in the National Longitudinal Study of 

Adolescent Health identified suspension from school as a factor significantly associated with 

persistent or moderate/severe depressive symptoms.19 A case-control psychological autopsy of 

suicides of individuals younger than 20 in the New York area found suspension from school as a 

psychosocial risk for suicide.20  

High rates of suspension are not good for school climate. School climate is a term that 

integrates the quality and character of school life.21 The term refers to the experience of school 

life of students, parents, and school personnel as well as norms, goals, values, and interpersonal 

relationships. It also includes organizational structures and teaching and learning practices.21 A 

study examined rates of suspension and its relationship with school climate in a school district in 

Kentucky. The authors found that from all stakeholder perspectives, including administrators, 

teachers and students, school climate was experienced as more positive in schools that had lower 



 

 102 

rates of suspension compared to schools that had higher rates of school suspension.22 Similarly, 

suspensions erode important protective factors within schools. Protective factors are conditions 

that when present, mitigate or eliminate risks. One protective factor of particular interest is 

school connectedness. This is the belief by students that adults and school peers care both about 

their learning as well as about them as individuals. School connectedness has been identified by 

the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) as a strong protective factor for a range of 

issues including decrease in substance use, school absenteeism, early sexual initiation, violence, 

and risk of unintentional injury.23 Yet in schools where punishments for infractions are more 

likely to include suspensions, students experience less connectedness to the school.24 

Some researchers suggest that suspensions may serve as rewards for students who prefer 

suspension to school and inadvertently increase problem behavior.25,26 In one study, researchers 

found that suspensions did not decrease office referrals for students with chronic and severe 

problem behaviors.26  

Even proponents of a role for punitive behaviorist models identify a lack of empirical 

research on the effectiveness of suspension as a deterrent.27 They argue, however, that punitive 

techniques are effective in achieving the aim of compliance and obedience.27  

Political context of discipline policies 

Nationwide, scholars have documented political shifts towards “zero tolerance policies” a 

term broadly embraced by schools in the early 1990s. While no single definition exists, the 

American Psychological Association’s (APA) Zero Tolerance Task Force describes these as a 

“philosophy or policy that mandates the application of predetermined consequences, most often 

severe and punitive in nature, that are intended to be applied regardless of the gravity of 

behavior, mitigating circumstances, or situational context”.1 Scholars have documented their 
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increasing use within a broader context of “media hysteria” over youth violence.28 These policies 

can be traced back to the federal mandate within the Gun-Free Schools Act of 1994 (GFSA) that 

schools receiving federal funding must have policies to expel any student who brings a firearm to 

school or to a school zone and must report that student to local law enforcement.28 Though the 

intent of the GFSA was to punish serious weapons-related violations, this approach has been 

broadened to include minor and non-violent violations of rules (e.g. tardiness and disorderly 

conduct).28  

Zero tolerance policies are not supported by evidence 

In reviewing this zero tolerance philosophy and its effects, the American Psychological 

Association (APA) Zero Tolerance Task Force found no evidence to support the claim that 

violence in schools is out of control or increasing, nor evidence that zero tolerance has increased 

the consistency of school discipline or improved school climate or safety.1 They go so far as to 

note that “zero tolerance policies as applied appear to run counter to our best knowledge of child 

development” 1. The American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) has also synthesized the evidence 

and came out with a strong statement against this type of policy: “The AAP does not support the 

concept of zero tolerance for the developing child. The AAP maintains that out-of-school 

suspension and expulsion are counterproductive to the intended goals, rarely if ever necessary, 

and should not be considered as appropriate discipline in any but the most extreme and 

dangerous circumstances, as determined on an individual basis rather than as blanket policy”.17 

The evidence has not supported zero tolerance policies and suggests instead that these policies 

are problematic for the developing child.  

METHODS 

Core theoretical frameworks for approaching discipline in school settings 
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 Given this context of negative outcomes associated with suspensions, what alternatives 

exist? Approaches to school discipline frame a school’s response to student misbehavior. 

Dramatically different theoretical frameworks and accompanying models for discipline have 

been proposed for school contexts. This review contextualizes divergent approaches to school 

discipline by utilizing a social ecological and exploring whether the approach is individually 

focused, relationship-driven, or environmental or structural. Individually focused approaches 

center on the student’s behavior and the modifications the student must make to meet 

expectations. Relationship-driven approaches focus on the context of a student’s relationships 

and how interpersonal factors relate to a student’s behavior. Environmental or structural 

approaches focus on how the context or environment support or get in the way of a student’s 

being able to meet expectations.  

Four divergent theoretical approaches to school discipline 

 It is helpful to have concrete examples to put this theoretical framing in context. This 

critical review contextualizes four divergent approaches to school discipline: behaviorist, 

problem solving, non-punitive approaches to bullying, and restorative practices. (See Table 1 for 

an overview of these approaches.) We searched educational (ERIC), psychological (PsychINFO) 

and medical literatures (MEDLINE) using the term “school discipline”, “health”, and “well-

being” and performed an iterative search of references of articles reviewed. Once the behaviorist, 

problem solving, non-punitive approaches to bullying, and restorative practices approaches to 

school discipline were identified as four theoretical frames, we reviewed the literature for each of 

these approaches.  The article describes how each of these approaches has been implemented, 

provides a critique, and discusses the available evidence. Other approaches are synthesized 

briefly including teacher reframing, effective instructions, and threat assessment. The article then 
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synthesizes each approach’s theoretical framing in terms of whether the approach is individually 

focused, relationship-driven, or environmental or structural. (See Table 4 for a synthesis of each 

approach’s theoretical framing.)  

 Four approaches to school discipline illustrate the diversity of theoretical framing on this 

topic: behaviorist, problem solving, non-punitive approaches to bullying, and restorative 

practices. An overview of each is provided in Table 1 and a detailed description follows below.  

 

[Place Table 1 here] 

RESULTS 

Behaviorist approach 

The behaviorist approach developed initially from classical conditioning work pioneered 

by Pavlov. His work with laboratory animals led him to the idea that when a strong physiological 

or emotional response was produced by a stimulus, like a punishment, the effect of that stimulus 

was transferred to the other stimuli present at the time.29 The behaviorist approach developed 

further through the concept of operant conditioning proposed and promoted by B.F. Skinner.34 In 

this approach, behavior is controlled by the events that immediately follow a particular behavior. 

A student will continue to do things for which he or she is rewarded and stop doing things that 

are followed by aversive or uncomfortable experiences.29   

The punitive side to the behaviorist model is implemented by applying a punishment 

following a student’s misconduct or misbehavior. The reward side to the behaviorist model is 

implemented by rewarding students who comply with behavioral expectations. Within the 

Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports (PBIS) model, for example, a team of 

administrators, classified staff and teachers from a school develops a set of positively stated 
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behavioral expectations and makes sure that at least 80 percent of staff are supportive of the 

chosen expectations. The behavioral expectations are put into matrices of examples of what these 

expectations look like are and taught in the school. Schools track their office discipline referrals 

and determine a system for labeling appropriate behavior. Teachers and staff are taught to 

acknowledge and reward good student behavior through a ‘gotcha’ system, often through a token 

economy in which ‘gotcha’ notes can be exchanged for prizes.35 

Critique of behaviorist approach 

 Critics argue that consequences can teach basic lessons about the right and wrong ways to 

behave and give incentives for kids behaving the right way, however punishments teach only 

what a student is not supposed to do, not what should be done instead.30,36 Critics contend that 

punishments and rewards ignore the underlying reasons for a particular behavior in that they 

manipulate behavior without addressing underlying explanations for what might be causing a 

particular behavior. Critics likewise argue that rewards rely on an external locus of control and 

can be as controlling as punishments in that they can be withdrawn for a failure to act in a 

specified way.36 The biggest concern for critics may be the long-term utility of rewards and the 

decrease in intrinsic motivation that results from them.36 Critics of the behaviorist approach 

argue that while punishments or rewards can temporarily modify student behavior, the external 

control by teachers or administrators that is used to enforce these modifications may not be as 

effective for student learning in the long run.36 

Data supporting these concerns is synthesized in a seminal 1999 meta-analytic review of 

experiments examining the effects of extrinsic rewards on motivation. This review included 128 

studies and found that rewards contingent on engagement, completion, and performance all 

significantly undermined free-choice intrinsic motivation.37 The review concluded that rewards 
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can control behavior, but undermine people’s sense of responsibility and motivation for 

regulating themselves. Rewards have also been found to decrease pro-social behavior. In one 

study, for example, students paid to provide a reading for a blind person reported less moral 

obligation to help in a similar circumstance in the future as compared to those not offered 

payment for the same activity.38 In another study of elementary school children, those who 

received material rewards for helping others were less inclined to be generous.39 Verbal rewards 

are somewhat more complex; in the 21 studies on verbal rewards synthesized in the meta-

analytic review, positive feedback did enhance intrinsic motivation for college students, but not 

for children.37 Researchers note that expected verbal rewards undermine intrinsic motivation in 

the same way expected tangible rewards do. When positive feedback is provided in a controlling 

way, the negative effect of the control counteracts the positive effects of the motivation. When 

verbal rewards are effective, it may be because the affirmation of confidence enhances intrinsic 

motivation.37      

Evidence regarding behaviorist models 

Positive behaviorist models have been widely implemented in the United States, with 

7,953 schools in 47 states engaged in the adoption of School Wide Positive Interventions and 

Supports as of 2008.40 Schools implementing the Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports 

model have demonstrated reductions in suspensions and behavioral referrals in elementary, 

middle school, and high school environments.41-45 One analysis of elementary schools in Hawaii 

and Illinois found schools implementing the School-wide Positive Behavior Interventions and 

Supports model were perceived as safer environments.46 Students with internalizing behaviors—

behaviors that are directed inward such as avoiding or withdrawing from social situations – were 

most responsive to the Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports approach, while those with 
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both internalizing and externalizing characteristics (and who were not receiving special 

education services) were the least responsive.47 Researchers have noted that in spite of these 

generally favorable results regarding rates of disciplinary actions and suspensions, studies have 

not demonstrated effectiveness in reducing racial or ethnic disparities in disciplinary exclusion 

with this type of programming.48 

Problem Solving Approach 

 A problem solving approach conceptualizes a child’s misbehavior as a ‘teachable 

moment’, a problem to be collaboratively solved.36 Within this approach, children who are 

behaviorally challenging are conceptualized as lacking specific thinking skills. The difficult 

behavior occurs when the demands or expectations placed on a child surpass the child’s skills for 

responding adaptively.30 Essentially, the lagging skills cause problems that need to be addressed. 

This approach integrates the idea that children would do well if they had the skills to do so or 

“kids do well if they can” in contrast to the idea that “kids do well if they want to”.30  

A model that operationalizes this problem solving approach to school discipline is the 

Collaborative & Proactive Solutions approach. This model includes the following steps: 

recognizing that a child lacks a particular skill, identifying the specific situations (or unsolved 

problems) in which the lagging skill is causing the difficulty, and finally solving the problem 

collaboratively. This collaborative problem-solving includes gathering information from the 

child to get a clear understanding of his concern or perspective, defining the adult concern on the 

same unsolved problem, and finally having the student and adult brainstorm solutions to arrive at 

a plan of action that is both realistic and mutually satisfactory.30,49 

Critique of problem-solving approach 
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 Problem-solving approaches take time and individual attention, something that is 

challenging in busy school environments. Staff at facilities considering this type of approach can 

be resistant, particularly initially, seeing the model as soft or a way that children can “get away 

with it”.50  

Evidence regarding problem solving models 

Research on the Collaborative & Proactive Solution’s (CPS) model in schools has not 

been published in peer-reviewed journals. Findings from a study in public schools in Maine is 

currently under review.51 Evaluators have compared the CPS model to Parent Management 

Training in treating oppositional defiance disorder and found both conditions to be superior to 

the waitlist control condition with about 50 percent of youth diagnosis-free compared to 0 

percent in the waitlist condition.52 Media reports suggest that state juvenile facilities and public 

and private schools using this approach have experienced reductions in disciplinary referrals, 

suspension, and incidents of peer aggression of as much as 80 percent.50 More evidence on the 

CPS approach in school settings is needed.  

Non-punitive bullying approaches 

Non-punitive approaches to bullying involve working towards shifting the social 

dynamics and promoting empathy for the person being bullied. The approach brings an 

assumption that students who misbehave in this way are not aware of the harm they cause to 

other students. In contrast to a punitive approach that may elicit defensiveness or retaliation, this 

approach emphasizes solving the problem of a child’s suffering. The approach focuses on the 

transformation of a student from one who has behaved in a hurtful way to one who is motivated 

by empathy to give help.29 Through this process students identify and commit to ways in which 

they can contribute to improving the situation of the student who has experienced the bullying. 
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The idea is that if students who are doing the bullying are not blamed, they do not need to feel 

threatened and can be part of finding a solution.31 

 Two models operationalize this non-punitive bullying approach, the Support Group 

Method and the Method of Shared Concern.31 These models share a broad philosophy in which 

students suspected of bullying are included in a process of solving the problem of how to 

improve a difficult situation to a child who has been the target of bullying. The models are 

distinct in the design of how students are engaged—specifically the Support Group Method 

includes the target of the bullying and elicits their perspective in the early interviews, but does 

not include a face-to-face meeting with the suspected bullies and the target at any point. The 

Method of Shared Concern, in contrast, works initially with the suspected bullies before 

initiating contact with the target and closes the process with a meeting between all parties.  A 

summary of the steps included in both processes is detailed in Table 2.  

 

[Place Table 2 here] 

 

Critique of non-punitive bullying approach  

Critics have raised concerns about both the Support Group Method and the Method of 

Shared Concern. The Support Group Method was attacked in the 1990s by then Prime Minister 

Blair of the United Kingdom describing it as both dangerous and reckless.29 The Minister of 

Education at the time, David Blunkett also felt that teachers required greater powers to punish 

pupils. The perspective was that the government needed to be seen as tough on bad behavior.29 In 

response to this political controversy, originators of the method changed the name from its initial 

title of ‘No Blame Approach’ to the ‘Support Group Approach’.29 Critics saw the method as 
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relieving bullies from responsibility for reprehensible behavior. Supporters of the method 

suggest that the method does not absolve participants from responsibility, rather it promotes 

shared responsibility for the behavior—which is more likely after participants have become 

aware of the harm done.29 Critics also challenge the method’s assumption that bullies can be 

motivated to respond with empathy. Other critics take issue with details of the method such as 

the indication that victims be seen first—holding the concern that this could lead to recrimination 

when bullies discover that they have been told on.29 

The Method of Shared Concern is a complex method and is criticized for this complexity 

and the intensive training and skill required of practitioners.29 This method is also criticized for 

being time consuming and challenging to implement in low resourced school environments.29 

Critics of the Method of Shared Concern also question the implementation details and suggest 

that it can be impractical to see victims only after the bullies have been seen individually.29 

Victims or their parents are often in contact with the school to complain—making it impossible 

to initiate contact with the bully first.  

Evidence regarding non-punitive bullying approach 

The Support Group Method has been evaluated in England, where it was initially 

developed. One study found that in 51 primary school cases, the method was an immediate 

success (defined as the bullying either stopping completely or the victim no long feeling in need 

of support) in 80 percent of cases and successful within three to five more weeks in an additional 

14 percent of cases, with limited success in six percent of cases.54 A survey of schools and Local 

Authorities within England on the Support Group Method found general support for the method. 

The 11 Local Authorities that reported on their satisfaction gave a mean rating of 3.6 on a 5-
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point scale (with 1=unsatisfactory and 5=satisfactory). The 40 schools that reported on the 

method rated it at 4.4.55  

The Method of Shared Concern has been evaluated in Scotland and Australia with 

promising results. A study in Scotland that included students between the ages of seven and 16 

years found that the method was considered to be successful or very successful 34 of the 38 

cases in which it was applied and made no difference in the remaining four cases.56 In a 

qualitative study in Scotland, researchers found evidence of improvements in the situation for 

targeted students in about 90 percent of the 17 cases studied—generally a cessation of the 

bullying.57 Researchers also documented positive ramifications for the suspected bullies in that 

they became aware that their behavior was inappropriate and were motivated to behave in more 

affirming ways towards the person who had been targeted for the bullying.57   

Restorative Practices 

 Restorative practices are an approach to discipline that involve addressing the harms, 

needs, and obligations of an offence by bringing together those who have a stake in the offense 

to heal and put things as right as possible.58 Proponents describe restorative justice as focusing 

on the motivation of “relational ecologies” rather than on the external sanctions of the institution 

as its source of influence.59 The approach integrates the idea that students require both support 

and accountability to meet community expectations.59 The approach comes from a humanist 

tradition that highlights the subjective experience of the wrongdoing for all parties involved 

along with a belief in the need for collaborative problem solving.60 The process integrates a focus 

on strengthening and mending relationships with a core value of respect.60,61 The restorative 

approach is conceptualized as impacting not only school discipline, but also school climate as a 

whole. In describing the continuum model of restorative justice used in Denver Public Schools, 
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for example, restorative justice is described as aiming “not only to restore harms to the 

community, but also to build social capital, improve academic performance, and promote a safer 

school environment”.62 They regard restorative justice as a district wide practice that promotes 

positive change in the school culture at all levels.62 

Restorative practices have been implemented through a range of models including more 

formal structures such as restorative conferences or problem-solving circles as well as less 

formal approaches to conflict such as asking affective questions of people who have either 

caused or experienced harm.33,63 Denver Public Schools have found frequent proactive 

restorative exchanges, affective statements and questions, informal conferences, large group 

circles and conferences to have the greatest impact within their continuum model.62 Examples of 

questions that can be used to frame a restorative model can be found in Table 3.  

 

[Place Table 3 here] 

Critique of restorative practices  

 While programs utilizing restorative practices have demonstrated declines in disciplinary 

referrals, a 2007 comprehensive review of the global evidence on restorative justice identified 

challenges with both implementing and evaluating this type of program 64. These researchers 

described tensions between restorative principles and prevailing punishment-based practices for 

school discipline. They also identified challenges in addressing the requirement of broad 

institutional commitment within the relevant educational authority and adequate training for 

staff. One evaluation challenge they highlighted was that outcome measures such as “culture 

change” are difficult to measure, while indicators such as numbers of suspensions and expulsions 

may not be sufficiently clear. Finally they identified limited value in the use of restorative 
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conferences when used as an isolated practice outside of a culture of restorative practice—

instead they see a whole-school approach as essential for a satisfactory test of restorative 

justice.64  

Evidence regarding restorative practices 

Restorative practices have been implemented widely within the states of Minnesota, 

California, Colorado, and Florida, as well as in other countries, including Australia, Scotland, 

Wales, England, Canada, and Hong Kong.60,65 While no randomly controlled trials of restorative 

practices in schools have been completed to date (though at least two are underway) school 

record data have shown drops in suspensions and office referrals.66-69 Denver Public School 

implementation has been notable in that restorative practices have been brought to scale 

throughout a school district.62 In that context, implementation began in 2003 with a single-year 

pilot project in one middle school. A multi-school project followed in 2006 in which Denver 

Public Schools targeted schools with the highest rates of racial disproportionality in discipline. In 

2009, the district shifted from a model of intervention to a model of prevention and now regards 

restorative justice as a district-wide practice. In Denver Public schools the district’s overall 

suspension rate declined from 10.6 percent to 5.6 percent. Of particular note, the Black/White 

gap decreased from almost a 12 point gap in 2006 to just over an 8 point gap in 2013.62 

Restorative practices have been found to impact student-teacher relationships as well. A study of 

two high schools found student report of restorative practices implementation was associated 

with students’ report of greater teacher respect and fewer discipline referrals 60. In that study 

high-implementing restorative practice teachers rarely used exclusionary discipline for student 

misconduct and had a narrower gap in referrals between White or Asian students and Black or 

Latino students.60 
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Reroute the Pipeline: Other proposed approaches for preventing or correcting misbehavior 

 The four approaches detailed above are by no means exhaustive. Other approaches 

provide unique insights to how student misbehavior is conceptualized and addressed in schools. 

This section briefly synthesizes three other approaches to student misbehavior: teacher 

reframing, effective instructions, and threat assessment. 

Teacher reframing of student behavior 

 Advocates concerned about high rates of school suspensions and their ramifications for 

students have proposed a number of strategies for re-conceptualizing student behavior and 

shifting from a highly punitive to an alternate response. The Southern Poverty Law Center has 

developed a Teaching Tolerance Project that actively supports teachers in making a 

philosophical shift towards less punitive responses to student behaviors. They advocate five 

shifts in teachers reactions to reframe the situation: adopting a social emotional lens; knowing 

your students and developing cultural competency; planning and delivering effective student-

centered instruction; moving the paradigm from punishment to development; and finally 

resisting the criminalization of school behavior.70 This framing suggests that teacher responses to 

students and the school approach to discipline may be critical in addressing student behavior.     

Delivering effective instruction 

 The American Psychological Association articulated the need for effective instruction 

highlighting it as “one of the most effective disciplinary strategies”.1 Specific teacher training 

techniques for enhancing teaching quality have had a demonstrated effect on disciplinary 

referrals. One study focused on improving how teachers and students interact by enhancing 

emotional, organizational, and instructional supports through a program of an introductory 

workshop followed by coaching cycles every two weeks. Researchers found positive program 
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effects for all students, with particularly large drops in exclusionary discipline referrals for 

African American students.71 A study looking at the use of curriculum based assessment for 

special education students similarly found drops in discipline referrals in the group utilizing this 

instructional technique.72   

Threat assessment 

 In the context of zero tolerance policies and required suspensions for specified behaviors, 

researchers have also explored techniques for assessing threatened violence and mechanisms for 

taking appropriate action. Threat assessments such as the Virginia Student Threat Assessment 

Guidelines have been developed. These guidelines propose training a multidisciplinary team at 

each school to use a standard procedure and seven-step decision tree to assess the seriousness of 

a student’s threatening behavior and take appropriate action.73 This team then takes a problem-

solving approach to preventing violence that integrates counseling and support services to 

resolve the conflict or issue that prompted the threat. A goal of the process is to help the student 

deal with the problem so that threats will no longer be needed.73 A randomized controlled study 

of this threat assessment process found that schools using the guidelines had 19 percent fewer 

long-term suspensions and 8 percent fewer short-term suspensions than schools not using them.73 

The guidelines, however, were not effective without training; suspension rates at schools using 

the guidelines without training did not differ from those that were not using the guidelines.73 

Synthesis of each approach’s theoretical framing 

Table 4 synthesizes each approach’s theoretical framing in terms of whether the approach 

is individually focused, relationship-driven, and environmental or structural. Behaviorist, 

problem solving, and threat assessment approaches are typically focused on the individual’s 

behavior. Some problem-solving approaches may additionally take into account environmental 
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or structural issues that get in the way of a student’s being able to meet expectations. Non-

punitive bullying interventions, like the Support Group Method or the Method of Shared 

Concern are focused in contrast on the supporting the relationships that surround a student who 

has experienced bullying and utilizing group behavioral norms to support both empathy and 

kindness on the part of those who have been in the role of bully. Teacher reframing of student 

behavior focuses on both the relationship between the student and the teacher and the context in 

within the school—both in terms of teacher instruction as well as how student misbehavior is 

handled administratively and criminalized or not. The approach of delivering effective 

instruction as a way of supporting student behavior operates primarily at the environmental or 

structural level.  Restorative practices are unique in operating at both the individual, relational, 

and in some cases the environmental or structural level. Restorative practices operate at the 

individual level in the sense that each person in a restorative process is typically held 

accountable for their behavior and the harm it may have caused. At the same time, restorative 

processes often bring individuals who have been in conflict together (sometimes including 

additional community members) and address relationships as part of the process. Since 

restorative models typically explore how the harm that was experienced might be addressed, both 

individual and structural solutions to problems can emerge.  

 

[Place Table 4 here] 

 It is not yet clear whether an integrated approach that operates on each of these levels will 

be required or whether some of these levels will emerge as more significant than others. Reviews 

of related arenas provide some further insight and support for the importance of both the 

relationship-driven and the environmental or structural levels.  
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A systematic review of randomized controlled trials of bullying and cyberbullying 

conducted between 2000 and 2013 divided studies into universal interventions that had a 

systemic or ecological approach oriented to the entire school population and sometimes 

involving families or interventions focused on the categories of bullies, victims or bystanders.74 

They noted that the theoretical assumption of the universal approach is that the cultural climate 

may promote or diminish violence among peers.74 They identified studies based on a social 

approach to bullying as being more effective than those focused on changing the behavior of the 

bully or the victim.74 Individually targeted programs did have a moderate effect on the outcomes 

measured.74 The importance of this whole-school approach to bullying has been identified in 

earlier systematic reviews as well.75 

Another systematic review focused on randomized controlled trials of school-based 

violence prevention programs targeted at aggressive children or children at risk of aggression.76 

Aggressive behavior was significantly reduced in 34 of 56 trials identified. Researchers found 

interventions focused on improving relationship or social skills and interventions designed to 

teach skills of non-response in provocative situations both capable of reductions in violence. 

Interventions designed to improve relationship or social skills included skills such as listening, 

responding positively to your own and others’ feeling, understanding how your behavior affects 

the way others relate to you, how to work cooperatively with others, or how to assert yourself 

constructively. Researchers found this type of relationship or social skill building programs to be 

most beneficial.76   

  Other studies provide support for this type of relationship-driven framing as well. One 

study looked at the role of “social referent” students, those with many connections within the 

school’s social network.77 Half of the 56 participating public middle schools were assigned to the 
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intervention that encouraged anti-conflict norms and behavior through the training of a selected 

group of students the researchers called “seeds”. A random proportion of those assigned as seeds 

were in the top 10 percent of their school in number of connections reported by other students. 

The intervention reduced overall levels of disciplinary reports of peer conflict by 30 percent over 

a one year period. Researchers found highly connected students were most effective at 

influencing school social norms and behavior.77 Authors suggest that the common assumption of 

other programs that conflict is driven by student’s personal characteristics is not supported by 

this data.77   

 Evolutionary psychologists have also framed a theory around the evolutionary basis of 

risky adolescent behavior that supports the importance of a relational component to addressing 

student misbehavior. They contrast this theory with the prevailing developmental psychology 

model.78 They define the evolutionary significance of risky behavior in terms of the costs and 

benefits with respect to the “organism’s fitness”—its ability to contribute offspring to future 

generations. Of particular importance is that both stressful and supportive environments have 

always been part of the human experience and developmental systems respond adaptively to both 

contexts. One key insight related to adolescent misbehavior is the evolutionary analysis 

articulation of the utility of both prosocial and antisocial strategies and how both have function 

of controlling resources. Bullying for example is a “facultative adaptation” in that it develops 

under conditions in which bullying confers adaptive benefit. Evolutionary psychologists suggest 

that interventions based on faulty assumptions about social incompetence of bullies have failed. 

They describe successful programs as converging with evolutionary theory. One successful 

program recognizes the functionality of bullying as a means of obtaining structure and 

dominance. This program works to alter the cost-benefit ratio so that bullying will no longer be 
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an adaptive strategy in a school ecology. They argue that part of the failure of zero tolerance 

policies is that they ask bullies to give up a successful social strategy simply because it is 

forbidden by authorities. They suggest this is more likely to lead to concealment or shift the 

behavior to more anonymous forms of bullying such as cyber bullying.78  

 The importance of the environmental or structural level is supported by the literature as 

well. A series of three studies of all schools within Kentucky examined school characteristics 

related to delinquency—academic failure, suspension, and dropout—and identified school-based 

policies and practices as exacerbating risks for youth.79 They found that supportive school 

leadership, dedicated and collegial staff, school-wide behavior management and effective 

academic instruction all help minimize risks for students.79 

DISCUSSION 

 The concept of discipline in schools has come to be synonymous with training students to 

obey rules or codes of behavior and punishing them if they do not comply. Research suggests 

that strategies associated with zero tolerance policies are ineffective and often have a negative 

impact on student well-being. Suspensions have been particularly problematic for students of 

color, those with disabilities, and students who are not heterosexual. All of these groups are over-

represented within school discipline programs. Suspensions have been associated with higher 

rates of high school dropouts, juvenile detention, depression, and suicide. The discipline 

strategies schools employ in replacing this conventional suspension-based approach have the 

capacity to impact a substantial proportion of students. Reward-based approaches are 

demonstrated to reduce suspensions and office referrals, but raise concerns about the loss of 

intrinsic motivation for students. Few studies have explored the connection between disciplinary 
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strategies and student wellbeing or campus climate. There is a need for research that assesses the 

broader ramifications of school discipline programs on student health and wellbeing. 

 The conceptual model illustrates how different school discipline approaches address 

disparate explanations of what may lead to student misbehavior. It could be that effective school 

discipline programs must operate on multiple levels. There is increasing support for the 

importance of a relationship-level component to disciplinary approaches. There may be a need 

for an integrated approach that promotes the use of appropriate strategies for specific scenarios. 

While it may be appropriate to utilize individualized proactive problem-solving approaches for 

addressing certain problem scenarios for students, it may also be necessary to have relationship-

focused strategies for adequately addressing issues that have to do with interpersonal 

interactions. Structural issues such as how to best develop positive student-centered learning 

communities that foster student engagement may require a distinct set of strategies altogether. 

This type of structural change may be the most challenging type of approach to effectively 

implement. Yet while challenging, environmental or structural aspects may be an essential 

component of effective school discipline. Finally, disciplinary strategies must also take into 

account the likelihood that students behaving in challenging ways in schools settings have 

experienced trauma and complex outside-of-school circumstances. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR HEALTH BEHAVIOR OR POLICY 

The array of potential problem-solving approaches has been less well researched than 

behaviorist approaches. Policy decisions would be better informed by a careful assessment of 

these promising options. There is a need for research that explores both the efficacy of these 

approaches according to traditional measures of disciplinary referrals and suspensions as well as 

research that looks more deeply at the long-term ramifications of disciplinary practices on 
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students’ ability to behave in socially acceptable ways beyond the school setting and to master 

the interpersonal skills to navigate challenging situations regardless of where they occur. In order 

to ensure long-term effectiveness and sustainability, successful approaches will also need to be 

feasible and acceptable within school systems. The next challenge will be to define how school 

discipline programs could be conceptualized differently and in support of better long-term 

outcomes for students. The framing of school discipline strategies according to individual, 

relational, and environmental or structural levels provides a starting point for exploring this new 

frontier.  
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Tables  

Table 1: Overview of the Theoretical Framing of Four Divergent Approaches to School 

Discipline 

 Theoretical approach 

Behaviorist Based on operant conditioning approach proposed and promoted by B.F. Skinner. Behavior is 

controlled by the events that immediately follow a particular behavior. A student does things for 

which he or she receives rewards and stops doing things that are followed by aversive 

experiences.29  

Problem 

solving 

approaches 

Students who are behaviorally challenged lack specific thinking skills 30.   

“Challenging behavior occurs when the demands and expectations being placed on a child outstrip 

the skills he as to respond adaptively.” 30 

Philosophical approach that “kids do well if they can” in contrast to the idea that “kids do well if 

they want to”.30 

Non-punitive 

bullying 

interventions 

(Support 

Group 

Method, 

Method of 

Shared 

Concern) 

Core assumptions behind this approach include: 

• Many students who bully others are not aware of the harm they cause to the other 

students. 

• Since bullying takes place in a group environment, shifting the social dynamics and 

promoting empathy for the victim can change the situation. 

• Punitive approaches invite defensiveness and retaliation and also model and reinforce the 

use of power for getting what you want 

• It is more important to solve the problem than punish the students who were doing the 

bullying 

• If students who are doing the bullying are not blamed, they do not need to feel threatened 

and can be part of finding a solution.31 
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Restorative 

Practices 

Restorative practices involve the people that have stake in a particular transgression in identifying 

the harms and needs created by the offense in order to put things as right as possible.32 

Repairing the harm is more important than assigning blame.33  

The misconduct is seen as a violation of people and relationships. The violations create 

obligations. The process involves problem-solving that is focused on healing and making things 

right.31 
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Table 2: Core Steps in Two Non-Punitive Approaches to Bullying: The Support Group Method 

and the Method of Shared Concern  

Support Group Method Method of Shared Concern 

Step 1: The facilitator collects information about the 

bullying situation, interviews the target, expresses 

empathy for the target’s situation, and obtains the 

victim’s permission to hold a support group meeting 

(that the target will not attend) with the students 

involved as well as bystanders and students who are 

supportive of the target. 

 

Step 2: The facilitator holds a support group meeting 

with six to eight students (the target does not attend), 

describes the victim’s difficult situation and elicits an 

empathic response from the group. All group members 

are asked to make suggestions for improving the 

situation for the victim. 

 

Step 3: A week later, the facilitator coordinates another 

support group meeting to review progress 

 

Step 4: The facilitator checks in with the target again to 

see if there have been changes.  

 

Step 5: A week later, the facilitator interviews each 

student in the support group about what they have been 

able to do. 31 

Step 1: Facilitator identifies bullying through reports 

and observation that do not involve the target in 

disclosing the identities of the bullies. 

 

Step 2: The facilitator interviews suspected bullies 

individually, shares concern over the plight of the target, 

and each bully is invited to suggest possible solutions 

and make a commitment to assist. 

 

Step 3: The facilitator interviews the target, explores 

their situation, shares the suggestions made for 

improving things, and asks about ways in which they 

can improve their own situation as well. 

 

Step 4: A week later, the facilitator interviews everyone 

separately again to monitor progress. 

 

Step 5: If there has been a positive change after two 

weeks, the facilitator holds a group meeting with the 

suspected bullies. At the meeting the facilitator suggests 

a group meeting with the target to show that the bullying 

problem has been solved.  

 

Step 6: The facilitator interviews the target again 
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separately to check for improvements and to ask 

permission for a group meeting, which would include 

them. 

 

Step 7: The facilitator convenes a group meeting 

including the suspected bullies and the target. They 

provide positive feedback on the progress made and 

negotiate a solution to the problem.31,53 
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Table 3: Examples of Overarching and Affective Questions that can be used in a Restorative 

Approach58,63  

  Overarching Restorative Questions 

Who has been hurt? 

What are their needs? 

Whose obligations are those needs? 

Restorative Questions for Challenging Behavior: Restorative Questions to Help Those Affected: 

What happened?  

What were you thinking of at the time? 

What have you thought about since? 

Who has been affected by what you have done?  

In what way have they been affected?  

What do you think you need to do to make things right? 

What did you think when you realized what happened? 

What impact has this incident had on you and others? 

What has been the hardest thing for you? 

What do you think needs to happen to make things 

right? 
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Table 4: The theoretical underpinnings of a range of approaches to school discipline 

Approach Individual 

focused 

Relationship 

driven 

Environmental 

or structural 

Behaviorist ✔   

Threat assessment ✔   

Problem solving  ✔  Possibly 

Non-punitive bullying interventions (Support 

Group Method, Method of Shared Concern) 
 ✔  

Teacher reframing of student behavior  ✔ ✔ 

Delivering effective instruction   ✔ 

Restorative practices ✔ ✔ Possibly 
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Abstract 
 
This formative evaluation develops a novel conceptual model for a discipline approach fostering 
intrinsic motivation and positive relationships in schools. We used concept mapping to elicit and 
integrate perspectives on kind discipline from teachers, administrators, and other school staff. 
Three core themes describing kind discipline emerged from 11 identified clusters: (1) proactively 
developing a positive school climate, (2) responding to conflict with empathy, accountability, 
and skill, and (3) supporting staff skills in understanding and sharing expectations. We mapped 
the identified components of kind discipline onto a social ecological model and found that kind 
discipline encompasses all levels of that model including the individual, relational, 
environmental/structural, and even community levels. This contrasts with the dominant 
individual-behavioral discipline approaches that focus on fewer levels and may not lead to 
sustained student and staff motivation. The findings illustrate the importance of setting and 
communicating clear expectations and the need for them to be collaboratively developed. 
Products of the analysis and synthesis reported here are operationalized materials for teachers 
grounded in a “be kind” culture code for classrooms.   
 
Keywords 
 
concept mapping, mixed-method, community-based participatory research, school discipline, 
school-based prevention, alternative discipline 
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Introduction 

 

Current school discipline approaches, particularly the use of suspension, are problematic for 

students and school communities. To counter this, there has been a rise in more positive, 

rewards-based approaches, though there may be unintended consequences of these approaches. 

Effective alternatives to these paradigms have not been widely disseminated. This formative 

evaluation develops a novel conceptual model for an alternative discipline approach based on 

developing intrinsic motivation and positive interpersonal relationships within schools. 

 

An astonishing number of students in the United States are suspended each year. Over 3.5 

million public school students missed school due to a suspension at least once in the 2011-12 

school year (Losen, Hodson, Keith II, Morrison, & Belway, 2015).  Suspensions last an average 

of three days (Losen, et al., 2015).  This amounts to U.S. public school children losing almost 18 

million days of instruction each school year (Losen, et al., 2015).   

 

Recent data suggest that suspensions are associated with a range of negative outcomes for both 

the students being suspended and their school communities. Suspension has been associated with 

decreased high school graduation rates, increased high school dropout rates, and decreased odds 

of enrolling in postsecondary school (Balfanz, Byrnes, & Fox, 2015; Fabelo, et al., 2011; 

Shollenberger, 2015). Suspensions are also associated with mental health problems, including 

persistent depressive symptoms and suicide (Gould, Fisher, Parides, Flory, & Shaffer, 1996; 

Rushton, Forcier, & Schectman, 2002).  
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Although suspensions have been conceptualized as removing students causing trouble so other 

students can work effectively, data suggest that high rates of suspension are not good for school 

climate, i.e., the quality and character of school life (National School Climate Center, 2016). 

School climate integrates the experience of life at school for students, parents, and school 

personnel. It also incorporates norms, goals, values, and interpersonal relationships, as well as 

organizational structures and the teaching and learning practices in a school (National School 

Climate Center, 2016). A Kentucky study found that from all stakeholder perspectives, including 

administrators, teachers and students, school climate was experienced as more positive in schools 

that had lower rates of suspension compared to schools that had higher rates of school 

suspension (Bickel & Qualls, 1980). Similarly, suspensions erode school connectedness, the 

belief by students that teachers and school peers care about their learning as well as about them 

as individuals. In schools where punishments for infractions are more likely to include 

suspensions, students experience less connectedness to the school (McNeely, Nonnemaker, & 

Blum, 2002).  

 

In recognition of some of these consequences of punitive discipline, there has been a nationwide 

shift towards a positive behavioral approach with a core focus on rewards. Perhaps the most 

popular approach is School Wide Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS), 

implemented in most states and supported by the U.S. Department of Education (Spaulding, 

Horner, May, & Vincent, 2008). Even with technical support available, PBIS initiatives have 

been difficult to maintain with fidelity within a school, and have proven even more challenging 

across districts or at state levels (Lohrmann, Forman, Martin, & Palmieri, 2008; Sugai & Horner, 

2006). Studies of PBIS implementation have identified barriers to implementation and sustained 
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use including a lack of administrative leadership; skepticism about a need for this type of 

intervention; the perception that the intervention isn’t applicable or feasible; lack of staff 

expertise to implement the highly-manualized intervention; teaching in a high-stress environment 

that may make staff feel hopeless about change; and concerns about the reward system (Kincaid, 

Childs, Blase, & Wallace, 2007; Lohrmann, et al., 2008). Although rewards may help control 

behavior, critics note that they can undermine people’s sense of responsibility and motivation for 

regulating themselves (Deci, Koestner, & Ryan, 1999). Rewards have also been found to 

decrease pro-social behavior. Students paid to provide a reading for a blind person in one study 

reported less moral obligation to help in a similar future circumstance as compared to those not 

offered payment for the same activity (Kunda & Schwartz, 1983). In a different study of 

elementary school children, those who received material rewards for helping others were less 

inclined to be generous (Smith, Gelfand, & Hartmann, 1979).  

 

There has also been growing interest in integrating restorative practices into school settings. The 

restorative practices movement was initiated in criminal justice arenas and has extended to 

include an approach to discipline that involves addressing the harms, needs, and obligations of an 

offence by bringing together those who have a stake in the offense to heal and put things as right 

as possible (Zehr, 2002). Restorative practices have been implemented widely within the states 

of California, Colorado, Florida, and Minnesota as well as in Australia, Canada, England, Hong 

Kong, Scotland, and Wales (Gregory, Clawson, Davis, & Gerewitz, 2014; Schiff, 2013). While 

no randomized controlled trials of restorative practices in schools have been completed to date, 

school record data have shown drops in suspensions and office referrals (International Institute 

for Restorative Practices, 2014; Karp & Breslin, 2001; Simson, 2012; Stinchcomb, Bazemore, & 
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Riestenberg, 2006). Denver Public School implementation has been notable in that restorative 

practices have been brought to scale throughout a school district; in that setting, the district’s 

overall suspension rate declined from 10.6 percent to 5.6 percent (Gonzalez, 2015). Although 

restorative practices programs have demonstrated some promising results, implementation 

challenges have been identified, particularly the requirement for broad institutional commitment, 

tensions between restorative principles and prevailing punishment-based practices for school 

discipline, and assuring adequate training for staff (Sherman & Strang, 2007).   

 

There remains a need for carefully considered revisions to the current system of school discipline 

to develop practices that honor the integrity of the child, support high-functioning classrooms 

and schools, and support long term motivation and social development. There is also a need for a 

school discipline approach that addresses infractions in a manner that is geared toward bringing 

offenders back into the fold of the school community rather than pushing them out, putting them 

at further risk for dropout and unhealthy behaviors. 

 

This formative assessment defines an alternate approach for school discipline that is grounded in 

neither individual punitive exclusionary nor reward-based systems, but rather supports students 

in thriving. In partnership with a local movement focused on intentional kindness, we set out to 

formulate this new “kind discipline” model based on the experience of core school-based 

stakeholders.  

 

1. Methods 
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2.1.Project Goals and Evaluation setting  

 

This work grew out of a partnership amongst a research university, a grassroots community 

organization, and teachers, administrators, and students at schools implementing intentional 

kindness programming. The overall goal of the grassroots organization, the Ben’s Bells Project, 

is to inspire, educate, and motivate people to realize the impact of intentional kindness. “Kind 

Campus” is their school-based program which began in 2007 in four Arizona schools and has 

now been adopted in over 400 schools across the country, reaching more than 244,000 students. 

The Kind Campus program currently includes individual, classroom, and school-wide exercises 

in practicing kindness recognition, active gratitude, and intentional kindness towards oneself, 

one’s peers, one’s community, and one’s overall environment.  

 

The current project was designed to seed a new “kind discipline” component of the Kind 

Campus program. The goal was to identify the components that stakeholders felt were key to 

have in place for establishing kind discipline in schools. 

 

2.2.Design 

 

We used concept mapping to elicit and integrate perspectives on school discipline from school 

teachers, administrators, and other school staff from public district, charter and private schools in 

Southern Arizona, as well as from other stakeholders involved in school programming.  

 



 

 146 

Concept mapping is a group process of generating ideas (in this case, defining kind discipline) 

and articulating the relationship between these ideas (Kane & Trochim, 2007).  The concept 

mapping methodology as described by Kane and Trochim includes: a brainstorming phase, a 

statement analysis phase, a sorting and rating phase, and multidimensional scaling and 

hierarchical cluster analysis of the collected data (Kane & Trochim, 2007). Concept mapping 

culminates in maps that visually represent the group’s ideas and how they are interrelated (Kane 

& Trochim, 2007). We used the Concept System Global MAXTM software to facilitate data 

collection, measurement, and analysis (The Concept System® 2016 Concept Systems 

Incorporated). 

 

Participants in this project were invited to participate in one or more of the three separate 

components of the concept mapping process: brainstorming statements, sorting and ranking, and 

data interpretation. Participants received a Starbucks gift card for participating in the sorting and 

ranking and were provided dinner at the data interpretation session.  

 

This study was not considered human subjects research by the Human Subjects Protection 

Program at the University of Arizona and so did not require review by its institutional review 

board.   

 

2.3. Brainstorming statements 

 

A brainstorming activity was included as part of a plenary session on discipline held as part of 

the Ben’s Bells Annual Science of Kindness Conference in August 2015. Approximately 150 
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school staff (teachers, administrators, and support staff) participated, the majority of them from 

schools implementing or planning to implement the Kind Campus programming. Participants 

were invited to verbally generate statements in response to the prompt: Describe for us (in words 

or phrases) what kind discipline in schools would include. Please be as specific as possible. 

"Kind discipline in schools would include..." Project staff captured these in writing on flip charts. 

Participants were given a link allowing them to contribute additional statements via an on-line 

platform. They were encouraged to provide the link to colleagues not in attendance. The link was 

also provided to all Ben’s Bells Kindness Coordinators (the person voluntarily spearheading the 

Kind Campus implementation in a school), scientific advisory council members, and governing 

board members. 

 

In addition, a panel of six middle school students identified by administrators as having repeated 

personal experience with the school discipline system was invited to participate in an in-person 

brainstorming session. Their suggestions were captured in writing on a white board in the room. 

In total, this phase yielded 298 responses. 

 

2.4. Statement analysis and idea synthesis 

 

The statements collected through the brainstorming phase were analyzed and synthesized by a 

team of researchers evaluating the Ben’s Bells Kind Campus program. We used the criteria for 

synthesis recommended by Kane & Trochim: each statement expresses only one distinct idea, 

each statement is relevant to the focus of the project, each statement is unique and non-

redundant, and each statement is clear and understandable (Kane & Trochim, 2007).  
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Each of the 298 statements was printed onto a small card and placed on a sticky wall.  The 

research team clustered similar statements together and the criteria for synthesis were applied—

cards that were duplicative or not relevant to the focus of the project were removed, cards that 

contained multiple ideas were rewritten into multiple cards each with a single idea, and cards that 

were not understandable were reworded into clearer language. This phase yielded 111 

statements.   

 

2.5. Sorting and ranking 

 

A group of 35 adult stakeholders comprised of 15 teachers, 5 principals or vice principals, 6 

counselors, and 9 other school staff were recruited to participate in an on-line sorting and ranking 

activity. Their experience in education ranged from 1 to 35 years, with a mean of 14 years. 

Participants sorted the consolidated list of 111 statements into virtual “piles” of items that they 

perceived as similar, and then rated each statement on both its relative importance and its 

feasibility. Both of these ratings were assessed on a Likert-type scale ranging from one to five. 

For the importance scale, 1 indicated relatively unimportant and 5 indicated extremely important. 

For the feasibility scale, 1 indicated relatively unfeasible and 5 indicted extremely feasible. 

Thirty-two participants participated in the sorting, 33, in the importance rating, and 29 in the 

feasibility rating.  

 

2.6. Analyses 
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The software we selected allowed us to develop a point map to visualize the relationships 

between the statements. In this initial process, a similarity matrix was generated in which 

statements were paired and assigned a numerical value based on the number of people who 

included that pair in the same pile. Next, multidimensional scaling was used to produce X-Y 

coordinates for each statement based on the bivariate distribution. Finally, hierarchical cluster 

analysis was used to group statements into clusters of similar themes based on empirical criteria.  

 

There is no mathematical formula for choosing a final number of clusters, so the research team 

selected the number of clusters in our final conceptual model by following the approach 

recommended by Kane and Trochim (Kane & Trochim, 2007). We determined the highest 

number of clusters that would be useful and looked at which statements were merged as we 

moved to fewer cluster levels. Reducing to fewer than 11 clusters resulted in groupings that no 

longer appeared coherent; thus 11 clusters were used to organize these data.  

  

2.7. Data interpretation 

 

A group of seven adult stakeholders and two evaluation team members participated in the data 

interpretation session to name and interpret each identified cluster. Participants included teachers 

and counselors and represented five different school districts. Participants brought experience 

from careers in elementary, middle, and high schools. 

 

Participants were introduced to the data generated from the sorting process and asked to assign a 

name to each of the 11 clusters describing its unifying theme. After participants had the 
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opportunity to complete this process individually, they participated in a group discussion about 

each cluster. Through this process the group arrived at consensus for a name or title that could be 

used to accurately describe each cluster. 

 

3. Results 

 

Multidimensional scaling analysis located each statement within a point map as shown in Figure 

1. Each circle on the point map represents a statement. Statements that were sorted together more 

often were physically closer on the map than statements sorted together less often. These are 

demonstrated by exemplars of statements from three different clusters in Figure 1. The stress 

index—a measure of the goodness of fit between the input matrix data and the distances 

represented on the map was 0.306. This is within the normal range of 0.285 and 0.365 (Kane & 

Trochim, 2007). 
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Figure 1: Kind Discipline Statement Point Map With Illustrative Statements Shown 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The group data interpretation resulted in the following labels for the 11 components of the kind 

discipline concept map as shown in Figure 2: 1) Practices that facilitate students and teachers 

understanding each other, 2) Adult education, 3) School and community infrastructure, 4) 

Student centered accountability and connections, 5) Collaborative and cooperative school 

climate, 6) Accountability with dignity, 7) Honoring the kind potential of every child, 8) 

Cultivation of positive character, 9) Compassionate boundaries with empathetic reinforcement, 

10) Collaborative expectations that empower growth, and 11) Developing pro-social and conflict 

management skills. Appendix A includes the final statement set for each cluster.  
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Figure 2: Kind Discipline Cluster Map 

 

 

 

  

Bridging values, as shown in Appendix A, indicate how frequently a statement is sorted within a 

cluster as compared to other clusters. These values range from 0 to 1 with lower bridging values 

indicating more cohesion compared to higher bridging values, among the statements in a cluster. 

In this analysis the lowest bridging values were for “Honoring the kind potential of every child” 

0.09, “Cultivation of positive character” 0.15, and “Compassionate boundaries with empathetic 

reinforcement” 0.16 suggesting that these are the most conceptually cohesive of the clusters, and 

thus, that these ideas represented in these clusters overlap the least with ideas in other clusters. 
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The highest bridging values were for “Developing pro-social and conflict management skill” 

0.50, and “Practices that facilitate students and teachers understanding each other” 0.58, 

suggesting these are relatively more interrelated with other concepts in the map. Appendix A 

includes the statement and cluster bridging values.   

 

Participants rated each of the 111 statements on their relative importance and feasibility. Clusters 

ranged in importance from an average of 3.98 for “Practices that facilitate students and teachers 

understanding each other” to 4.55 for “Honoring the kind potential of every child.”  Clusters 

ranged in feasibility from an average of 3.28 for “School and Community infrastructure” to 4.30 

for “Compassionate boundaries with empathetic reinforcement.” Figure 3 details the relative 

importance and feasibility of each cluster. Overall, “Honoring the kind potential of every child” 

and “Compassionate boundaries with empathetic reinforcement” were among the highest clusters 

for being both important and feasible. “Adult education,” “School and community 

infrastructure,” and “Practices that facilitate students understanding each other” were among the 

lowest rated clusters for both importance and feasibility. “Collaborative and cooperative school 

climate,” while ranked second in overall importance as a cluster, was at about the mid-point of 

feasibility ratings. “Compassionate boundaries with empathetic reinforcement” was the cluster 

considered most feasible; it was ranked second highest in importance. 
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Figure 3: Relative Importance and Feasibility of each Cluster  

  

 

We also plotted “go-zone” graphs – bivariate graphs in which axes representing feasibility and 

importance divide the space into quadrants.  The “go-zone” is the top right quadrant, containing 

statements with ratings above the mean on both importance and feasibility. Fifty-five statements 

fell within the go-zone for kind discipline and are listed in Appendix B by cluster. One statement 

stood out as being rated both most important and most feasible by participants. The statement 

“clear expectations” within the “Compassionate boundaries with empathetic reinforcement” 

cluster was rated at 4.91 in importance and 4.75 in feasibility—the highest single item on both 

dimensions. 
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4. Discussion 

 

4.1. Clusters 

 

Overall, participant ratings of importance and feasibility of the statements within kind discipline 

were high. On a scale of 1 to 5, the cluster with the lowest average importance was 3.98. The 

feasibility ratings were also generally high, with the lowest scoring cluster having a feasibility 

rating of 3.28. Feasibility was consistently rated lower than importance for every cluster. 

Participants may see change in this context as complex and challenging. Yet the overall high 

scores reflect an optimistic view of what is possible.  

  

The clusters that emerged as most important and feasible are worth highlighting. Participants 

rated “Honoring the kind potential of every child” and “Compassionate boundaries with 

empathetic reinforcement” among the highest clusters for being both important and feasible. The 

statements that were considered both important and feasible for “Honoring the kind potential of 

every child” included: listening to all sides of the story without judgment; consistency; follow-

through; and recognition of student’s assets/positive behaviors as well as behavior that warrants 

transformation. This strengths-based approach is supported by the principles of positive 

psychology (Snyder & Lopez, 2009). The cluster “Compassionate boundaries with empathetic 

reinforcement” included the statements considered both important and feasible: forgiveness; 

clear expectations; empathy; and reinforcement of good behavior. Finding ways to clarify 

expectations and then hold those boundaries with empathy was seen as eminently doable. The 

idea of clear expectations was rated both most important and most feasible of all statements 
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within this framework of kind discipline. These areas warrant particular focus in intervention 

development.  

 

Collaborative and cooperative school climate, while ranked second in overall importance among 

the 11 clusters, was at about the mid-point of feasibility ratings. While clearly seen as important, 

this seems to be experienced as more challenging to transform than other components. 

Interestingly, infrastructure was scored as the cluster least feasible overall. This cluster ranking 

may indicate a lack of perceived control over school-level structural issues and points to a clear 

challenge in school systems moving towards structural change. Individuals empowered to 

operate at these structural levels will ultimately need to be involved in genuine transformation of 

school discipline systems.  

 

4.2. Themes 

This concept mapping process helped to elucidate a conceptual model of kind discipline. Three 

broad themes emerged from the 11 identified clusters: (1) proactively developing a positive 

school climate, (2) responding to conflict with empathy, accountability, and skill, and (3) 

supporting staff skills in understanding and sharing expectations (Figure 4).  
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Figure 4: Kind Discipline Cluster Map Coded by Theme. Dots: Proactively developing a positive 

school climate; Wavy lines: Responding to conflict with empathy, accountability, and skill; 

Solid: Supporting staff skills in understanding and expectations.  

 

 

The three themes are reflected in existing literature and help point the way to how schools and 

school districts can take action in moving towards this idea of kind discipline. The importance of 

the first theme, proactively developing a positive school climate, has tremendous promise as 

evidenced in the school climate and school connectedness developmental and health literatures. 

A review of 206 articles describing school climate research found sustained positive school 

climate to be associated with positive child development, effective risk prevention and health 
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promotion efforts, student learning and achievement, and teacher retention (Thapa, Cohen, 

Guffey, & Higgins-D’Alessandro, 2013). School connectedness has likewise been identified as a 

strong protective factor for a range of issues such as substance use, school absenteeism, early 

sexual initiation, violence, and risk of unintentional injury (Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention, 2009).  

 

The value of responding to conflict with empathy, accountability, and skill (the second theme) 

has been identified in other literature as well. Empathy can be described as the ability to 

understand and share another’s emotional state. Empathy has been found to promote good 

communication and successful conflict management in ongoing relationships (de Wied, Branje, 

& Meeus, 2007). One study of adolescent boys and girls found empathy to be positively linked to 

problem solving and negatively linked to conflict engagement (de Wied, et al., 2007). While they 

can be challenging to implement, restorative practices integrate components that are based on 

building empathy through affective statements and questions and circles and conferences that 

aim to promote understanding in the context of healing and putting things right. This may be at 

the root of the impact restorative practices have had on student-teacher relationships. Student 

report of restorative practices implementation has been associated with high school students’ 

report of greater teacher respect and fewer discipline referrals (Gregory, et al., 2014).  

 

Supporting staff skills in understanding and expectations may also be of importance to shifting 

discipline processes. A recent randomized field study of an online intervention that encouraged 

teachers to adopt an empathic mindset about discipline found that students whose teacher 
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received the intervention were half as likely to be suspended over the school year (4.6%) 

compared to students who had control teachers (9.8%) (Okonofua, Paunesku, & Walton, 2016). 

 

Teachers’ work environment, peer relationships, and feelings of inclusion and respect may also 

contribute to teachers’ ability to support students effectively. A study of middle schools found 

that teachers’ work environment mediated the explanatory path from a whole school character 

intervention to climate change at the school (Guo, 2012).  

 

This model illustrates the importance of school climate and connectedness as supported in 

existing literature, but also suggests a role for strategies for responding to conflict with empathy, 

accountability, and skill and having staff in a school setting with the skills and tools to do that 

effectively.  

 

4.3. Social Ecological Framing 

 

It is also illuminating to explore the clusters that emerged within the context of a social 

ecological model that maps each cluster to the individual, relational, environmental or structural, 

and community levels. Figure 5 illustrates how each of the kind discipline clusters can be 

categorized at these various levels. Although traditional discipline approaches tend to operate at 

the individual level—with a focus on fixing the problem child--this approach to discipline 

recognizes the need for components at all levels including the individual, relational, 

environmental or structural, and even community levels.    
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Figure 5: Social Ecological Model of the Clusters within Kind Discipline 

 

 

 

 

4.4. Programmatic Applications 

 

Ben’s Bells has taken the findings from this concept mapping process and integrated them into 

Kind Campus programming. The importance and feasibility of clear expectations and the need 

for collaborative expectations as well as an understanding of strategies for honoring the kind 

potential of every child have been operationalized in materials for teachers that describe a 

process for developing a “Be Kind” culture code for classrooms. This process integrates 

recognition of the existing strengths of students in understanding their ability to imagine a kind 
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place and possibilities for a kind future, This culture brings student creativity and individual 

character strengths to thinking about how each person can contribute to making the classroom a 

kind place. The process also integrates recognition of the importance of skill development since 

as much as we all try, people sometimes make mistakes and that can be an opportunity to build 

kindness skills. Detailed instructions for implementing this process are included in Appendix C.  

 

4.5. Future Directions 

 

The next stage will be to apply this conceptual work to the development of kind discipline 

intervention measurement tools. Each cluster within the kind discipline construct could be 

operationalized to develop intervening strategies as well as evaluation items that could be 

integrated into school-based surveys of teachers and students.  

 

5. Lessons learned 

 

Concept mapping was a useful approach for integrating perspectives from a broad spectrum of 

stakeholders into a conceptual model. The perspectives of students, administrators, teachers, and 

other school staff were effectively engaged in collaboratively constructing an understanding of 

kind discipline. This process included student perspectives in the brainstorming stage of the 

concept mapping process as this has been a phase in concept mapping where students have been 

able to participate fully (Kaplan, deBlois, Dominguez, & Walsh, 2016). This project did not 

integrate the perspectives of parents or families of students or of community stakeholders. Given 
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the importance of the multiple levels of a social ecological model, future research could attempt 

to validate this model with broader community and parent input.  

 

One effective methodological strategy implemented in this study was a sticky wall for the 

statement analysis and idea synthesis. We placed the sticky wall (a rip-stop nylon fabric sprayed 

with a repositionable adhesive spray mount) on one side of the room and placed each 

brainstormed statement on an individual card onto it. We posted the brainstorming statement and 

the criteria for idea synthesis on a white board in the same room. Because of the sticky wall, it 

was simple to reposition cards and keep them all visible while we moved through the iterative 

process of organizing the cards into clusters of similar ideas or words and applied the idea 

synthesis criteria to each cluster of cards. This methodology worked well for synthesizing and 

refining the large number of statements we had brainstormed. Future studies with comparable 

evaluation and planning goals could implement similar physical props like that used in the 

current study or potentially achieve comparable iteration and interaction through virtual 

interfaces.  

 

6. Conclusion 

 

The current study used concept mapping and multiple analytic methods to specify, refine and 

integrate an alternative school discipline approach whose core principles are neither reward- nor 

punishment-based. This “kind discipline” model had 11 clusters identified and clarified three 

core themes of (1) proactively developing a positive school climate, (2) responding to conflict 

with empathy, accountability, and skill, and (3) supporting staff skills in understanding and 
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sharing expectations. The next steps for this work are to further develop intervening strategies 

and create evaluation tools based on the clusters from the current study. Ultimately this work has 

the potential to contribute to new models of school discipline that may yield better longer-term 

developmental growth of students and contribute to more positive education and health outcomes 

for participating youth and school communities.   
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10. Appendices 
 
Appendix A: Final Statement set by Cluster with Bridging Values 
 
Cluster Statement Bridging Value 
   
1. Practices that facilitate students and teachers understanding each other  0.58 

    

 
restorative justice practices 0.33  

 
peer mediation 0.41  

 
social and emotional learning principles 0.61  

 

an awareness or attention to (if possible) what is going on 
when the child is not at school and in their home life 0.62  

 

actively seeking to understand nuances of culture, gender, 
language, developmental stage 0.93  

 
2. Adult education  0.59 

    

 
mentoring 0.43  

 

proper training for all stakeholders (staff, students, parents) to 
respond to misbehavior in a kind manner 0.43  

 
counseling 0.46  

 
teachers/staff who look into why a child is misbehaving 0.48  

 

staff understanding of their own reactions to student behavior, 
and how to create space between blind reactions and skillful 
response 0.53  

 

rigorous analysis of race, ethnic, gender, social class, and 
sexuality disparities in discipline 0.62  

 
education on the science of kindness 0.63  

 
access to medical and brain health 0.72  

 
more exercise/outside time 1   

3. School and community infrastructure  0.4 

    

 

materials for teachers, office personnel, and administration to 
record behaviors, administer discipline if needed, and provide 
communication to parents 0.3  

 
more support staff ratios 0.32  

 
communicating with all involved 0.34  

 
more social workers and school psychologists 0.35  

 

input from students, staff, and parents so that the discipline 
plans are mutually agreed upon 0.35  

 
professional development 0.38  

 
smaller class size 0.41  

 
data tracking 0.42  
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family-school systems and collaborations 0.46  

 
connection with community agencies 0.46  

 
healthy good food in school 0.48  

 
community support 0.53   

4. Student centered accountability and connections  0.19 

    

 
student buy-in 0.12  

 

rules that are framed from a kindness angle ("kind code of 
conduct")  0.15  

 

ways that teachers can quickly, effectively deal with a 
situation as soon as it happens 0.16  

 
systems that are intrinsically rewarding 0.18  

 
communication with parents 0.25  

 

ways for teachers and students to get to know each other so 
students feel comfortable sharing their stories 0.29  

 
5. Collaborative and cooperative school climate  0.33 

    

 
a focus on prevention 0.22  

 

all kids keeping recess and lunch and never restricting active 
time 0.27  

 

supportive alternatives to classroom removal, rather than 
strictly punitive measures 0.29  

 
an ongoing commitment from the whole school 0.3  

 
a common language 0.31  

 
guidance 0.31  

 
creating a culture of kindness on campus 0.32  

 
a team approach 0.35  

 
a positive school culture 0.36  

 

non-judgemental support for teachers and other adults on 
campus when they're struggling with kindness 0.38  

 
support 0.43  

 
building positive relationships between all staff and students 0.48   

6. Accountability with dignity  0.3 

    

 
meaningful and non-punitive responses 0.15  

 

refraining from passing judgment, even for "frequent flyers" 
but instead focusing on their capacity to change 0.24  

 
accountability on both parts 0.25  

 
transparency 0.3  

 

understanding that the same discipline doesn't work for 
everyone 0.33  
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dignity for students and discipliners 0.36  

 
timely responses 0.49   

7. Honoring the kind potential of every child  0.09 

    

 
validating students perspective 0.02  

 
proactivity 0.03  

 
listening to all sides of the story without judgment 0.03  

 
considering the individual child 0.04  

 
disciplining students without embarrassing them 0.04  

 
distinguishing between behavior and person 0.08  

 
consistency 0.1  

 
finding the kindness in each child 0.1  

 
mutual respect 0.13  

 
follow-through 0.16  

 

recognition of student's assets/positive behaviors as well as 
behavior that warrants transformation 0.24  

 
8. Cultivation of positive character  0.15 

    

 
being calm 0.08  

 
patience 0.1  

 
not being sarcastic 0.11  

 
humor and lightness 0.12  

 
love 0.13  

 
humility 0.14  

 
fun and playfulness 0.24  

 
trust (especially among teachers and students) 0.31   

9. Compassionate boundaries w/empathetic reinforcement  0.16 

    

 
warnings 0  

 
constructive feedback with heart 0.05  

 
forgiveness 0.08  

 
clear expectations 0.09  

 
empathy 0.12  

 
reinforcement of good behavior 0.12  

 
fairness 0.16  

 
positive affirmations 0.24  

 
self-kindness 0.34  

 

encouragement and acceptance of child's emotions and the 
feelings they describe 0.39  

 
10. Collaborative expectations that empower growth  0.21 
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effective resolution without loss of dignity 0.04  

 
consequences that are corrective rather than punitive 0.04  

 
empowerment over enabling 0.07  

 
creative solutions 0.08  

 
opportunities to make things right 0.09  

 

holding students accountable for their behavior, while 
supporting student growth 0.09  

 
goal-setting 0.13  

 
logical consequences 0.14  

 
classroom contracts 0.16  

 
teaching responsibility 0.18  

 
active listening 0.22  

 
modeling 0.31  

 
student self-management 0.35  

 
opportunities for self-reflection 0.41  

 

compassionate regard for others, taught as a skill and 
encouraged as a shared value 0.5  

 
rules that are created by students and teachers together 0.55   

11. Developing pro-social and conflict management skills  0.5 

    

 
alternative assignments that are pro-social in nature 0.31  

 

recognition that it is about teaching and learning and mistakes 
are a part of that process 0.32  

 
understanding the context of any misbehavior 0.34  

 

the student understanding the adverse affect of his/her 
behavior and an appropriate replacement behavior 0.39  

 
helping the student develop appropriate choices 0.4  

 
teaching students to cope with feelings 0.43  

 
discussing other possible choices and outcomes 0.46  

 
pairing a negative child with a positive child 0.49  

 
students "taking charge" of  discipline and problem solving 0.5  

 
teaching students social skills and conflict resolution skills 0.52  

 
giving students practice in dealing with real-world conflicts 0.55  

 
students learning how to articulate their desires or frustrations 0.59  

 
understanding of the root causes of behavior 0.62  

 

regular calming activities i.e. yoga, meditation, mindfulness, 
guided imagery 0.74  

 
student driven conflict resolution 0.79   
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Appendix B: Go-Zone Statements: Statements by cluster with ratings above the mean for both 
importance and feasibility  
  
1. Practices that facilitate students and teachers understanding each other  

   

 
social and emotional learning principles  

 

an awareness or attention to (if possible) what is going on when the child is 
not at school and in their home life  

   
2. Adult education  

   

 

proper training for all stakeholders (staff, students, parents) to respond to 
misbehavior in a kind manner  

 
counseling  

 
teachers/staff who look into why a child is misbehaving  

 

staff understanding of their own reactions to student behavior, and how to 
create space between blind reactions and skillful response  

   
3. School and community infrastructure  

   

 

materials for teachers, office personnel, and administration to record 
behaviors, administer discipline if needed, and provide communication to 
parents  

 
communicating with all involved  

 

input from students, staff, and parents so that the discipline plans are 
mutually agreed upon  

 
professional development  

 
family-school systems and collaborations  

   
4. Student centered accountability and connections  

   

 
rules that are framed from a kindness angle ("kind code of conduct")   

 
communication with parents  

   
5. Collaborative and cooperative school climate  

   

 
a common language  

 
guidance  

 
creating a culture of kindness on campus  

 
a team approach  

 
a positive school culture  

 
building positive relationships between all staff and students  

   
6. Accountability with dignity  
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understanding that the same discipline doesn't work for everyone  

 
dignity for students and discipliners  

 
timely responses  

   
7. Honoring the kind potential of every child  

   

 
listening to all sides of the story without judgment  

 
consistency  

 
follow-through  

 

recognition of student's assets/positive behaviors as well as behavior that 
warrants transformation  

   
8. Cultivation of positive character  

   

 
being calm  

 
patience  

 
love  

   
9. Compassionate boundaries w/empathetic reinforcement  

   

 
forgiveness  

 
clear expectations  

 
empathy  

 
reinforcement of good behavior  

   
10. Collaborative expectations that empower growth  

   

 
consequences that are corrective rather than punitive  

 
opportunities to make things right  

 
logical consequences  

 
teaching responsibility  

 
active listening  

 

compassionate regard for others, taught as a skill and encouraged as a shared 
value  

   
11. Developing pro-social and conflict management skills  

   

 

recognition that it is about teaching and learning and mistakes are a part of 
that process  

 

the student understanding the adverse affect of his/her behavior and an 
appropriate replacement behavior  

 
helping the student develop appropriate choices  
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teaching students to cope with feelings  

 
discussing other possible choices and outcomes  

 
teaching students social skills and conflict resolution skills  

 
giving students practice in dealing with real-world conflicts  

 
students learning how to articulate their desires or frustrations  Appendix C: “Be Kind” Code Development Instructions 

 
 
 
 
 

Creating a ‘be kind’ Code 
 
Clear expectations can support an environment where kindness can thrive. We used to think that 
asking students to participate in developing rules would undermine a teacher’s authority. Now 
evidence shows that setting limits in ways that support student autonomy supports more intrinsic 
motivation to learn.    
 
Methodology 
 
This process can be used to develop your ‘be kind’ Code. The process may be completed in one 
day or stretched over a week or two. The point is to dedicate time to exploring these ideas as a 
group so that the resulting ‘be kind’ Code will be meaningful for everyone involved.  
 
Ground rules 

• Everyone participates 
• All ideas are valid 
• Everything is written on a sticky note (one idea per note) or board 
• Listen, ask and be curious 

 
Imagining a kind place  

1. Ask the students the following question (have question written on the board as well) and 
write their responses on post it notes – one response per note – and stick them on the 
board: 

“Let’s pretend that you visited another class for a day and you were trying to 
decide if that class was a kind place or not. What things might you see, hear, or 
notice that would help you know whether or not the class is a kind place?” 

2. Continue brainstorming for as long as students are engaged and contributing.  
3. Ask students if they see any ideas that could be grouped together. Move the sticky notes 

so that ideas that students see as having something in common are in groups. 
4. Ask students to come up with a name or title for each of the groupings.  
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Imagining possibilities for a kind future 

1. Ask students the following question and write their responses on post it notes – one 
response per note – and stick them on the board: 

“Imagine that it is the very end of the school year and this class has been working 
exactly as you hoped in being the most successful and kindest class you could 
desire. What has made it so successful and kind? 

2. Continue brainstorming for as long as students are engaged and contributing.  
3. Ask students if they see any ideas that could be grouped together. Move the sticky notes 

so that ideas that students see as having something in common are in groups. 
4. Ask students to come up with a name or title for each of the groupings.  

 
Kindness in action 

1. Ask students to look over all of the names or titles of the groupings from the previous 
two exercises and then ask the following question and write their responses on post it 
notes – one response per note – and stick them on the board: 

“What can each of us do to make our classroom a kind place?” 
2. Continue brainstorming for as long as students are engaged and contributing.  
3. Ask students if they see any ideas that could be grouped together. Move the sticky notes 

so that ideas that students see as having something in common are in groups. 
4. Ask students to come up with a name or title for each of the groupings. 

 
Building kindness skills 

1. Explain to students that as much as we all try, people sometimes make mistakes. Ask 
students the following question and write their responses on post it notes – one response 
per note – and stick them on the board: 

 “How do we make things right when we make a mistake or are unkind to 
someone? 

2. Continue brainstorming for as long as students are engaged and contributing.  
3. Ask students if they see any ideas that could be grouped together. Move the sticky notes 

so that ideas that students see as having something in common are in groups. 
4. Ask students to come up with a name or title for each of the groupings.  

 
Creating the “be kind” Code 

1. Ask students to look over all of the names or titles of the groupings from the previous 
exercises. Ask if there is anything else they would like to include in their ‘be kind’ Code.  

2. Use the ideas that were generated to write down a ‘be kind’ Code for your class.  
3. Post your “be kind” Code for all to see and revisit it often. 
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APPENDIX C: CONCEPT MAPPING NON-RESEARCH DETERMINATION 
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Abstract  
Background: School discipline—how schools manage and respond to student misbehavior—is a 
central component of how schools seek to create safe and productive learning environments. 
School suspensions have been a popular discipline strategy in recent decades. Yet, recent studies 
have demonstrated their association with poor outcomes in youth including increased high school 
dropout rates, decreased odds of enrolling in postsecondary school, and increased mental health 
concerns. There is a need for new discipline approaches that support students in developmentally 
appropriate ways and that integrate promising motivational approaches. This investigation 
extends prior work on Kind Discipline, an alternative school discipline approach whose core 
principles are neither reward- nor punishment-based, to develop a quantitative instrument that 
schools can use to assess promising interventions that might support improved approaches to 
addressing school discipline.  
Methods: This study validates a newly developed measure of Kind Discipline through an 
assessment of the measure’s internal consistency, an exploration of convergent and discriminant 
validity, and a descriptive analysis of the strength of relationships between Kind Discipline and 
school-level discipline frequency. The retrospective analysis includes survey data from 3456 4th 
– 8th grade students and 110 teachers.  
Results: Teacher assessment of Kind Discipline was associated with student’ assessment of Kind 
Discipline (Pearson’s Correlation -.772, p=0.005). Convergent validity of the measure was 
supported by our finding that the more positively students assessed Kind Discipline in their 
schools, the lower the school disciplinary action rate (β=-0.759, p=0.05). Mixed linear models 
showed teachers’ perceived Kind Discipline at the school level predicted individual students’ 
perception of Kind Discipline. Girls reported higher levels of Kind Discipline than boys; and 
students in higher grades reported lower levels of Kind Discipline than students in lower grades.  
Conclusions: This measure for assessing the level of Kind Discipline in a school shows promise 
as a tool for evaluating schools working to improve approaches to discipline and for guiding 
interventions that aim to promote positive and relational motivation strategies. 
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1. Introduction 
Schools are intended to be places where children have an opportunity to learn and thrive. Yet the 
best approach for creating the safe and productive learning environment that can achieve this 
goal is not clear. School discipline—how schools manage and respond to student misbehavior—
is a central component of how schools seek to create safe and productive learning environments. 
School suspensions have been a popular discipline strategy in the past two decades. However, 
recent studies have demonstrated their association with poor outcomes in children, including 
decreased high school graduation rates, increased high school dropout rates, and decreased odds 
of enrolling in postsecondary school (Balfanz, Byrnes, & Fox, 2015; Fabelo et al., 2011; 
Shollenberger, 2015). Suspensions are also associated with mental health concerns, including 
persistent depressive symptoms and suicide (Gould, Fisher, Parides, Flory, & Shaffer, 1996; 
Rushton, Forcier, & Schectman, 2002).  
 
1.1 Examples of Current Paradigms of Positive Approaches to School Discipline 
Recognizing that suspension and negative reinforcements appear to have negative consequences, 
alternative models of discipline have been developed. One prominent model is Positive Behavior 
Interventions and Supports (PBIS). In this model, a team of administrators, classified staff, and 
teachers from a school develops a set of positively stated behavioral expectations and makes sure 
that staff are supportive of the chosen expectations. These expectations are put into matrices of 
examples and then these expectations are taught in the school. Schools track their office 
discipline referrals and determine a system for labeling appropriate behavior. Teachers and staff 
are taught to acknowledge and reward good student behavior through a ‘gotcha’ system, where 
adults “catch students being good” by demonstrating the established positive behaviors and 
reward students often through a token economy in which ‘gotcha’ notes can be exchanged for 
prizes (U.S. Department of Education's Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) Technical 
Assistance Center, 2015). Schools implementing the Positive Behavior Interventions and 
Supports model have demonstrated reductions in suspensions and behavioral referrals (Barrett, 
Bradshaw, & Lewis-Palmer, 2008; Bradshaw, Mitchell, & Leaf, 2010; Curtis, Van Horne, 
Robertson, & Karvonen, 2010; McCurdy, Mannella, & Eldridge, 2003; Warren et al., 2006). 
There are some concerns among scholars that this highly manualized program has been difficult 
to maintain with fidelity within diverse schools and communities (Lohrmann, Forman, Martin, & 
Palmieri, 2008; Sugai & Horner, 2006). There may also be a concern in that this model does not 
fully promote intrinsic motivation, viewed by some positive psychology and human development 
theorists as crucial to long-term goal-driven behavior (Deci, Koestner, & Ryan, 1999). Intrinsic 
motivation supports learning and creativity and high quality engagement (Ryan & Deci, 2013). 
 
Restorative practices have also been promoted as an alternative to punitive approaches. 
Restorative practices are an approach to school discipline that involves addressing the harms, 
needs, and obligations of an offense by bringing together those who have a stake in the offense to 
heal and finding ways to address the harm done and put things as right as possible (Zehr, 2002). 
Random controlled trials of restorative practices have yet to be completed in schools, though 
school record data have shown drops in suspensions and office referrals in schools that have 
implemented restorative practices through techniques such as restorative conferencing and 
circles that bring together victims and offenders (and sometimes also include supporters of both 
victims and offenders as well as community members) (International Institute for Restorative 
Practices, 2014; Karp & Breslin, 2001; Simson, 2012; Stinchcomb, Bazemore, & Riestenberg, 
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2006). Denver Public Schools have implemented restorative practices throughout the school 
district; in that setting, the district’s overall suspension rate declined from 10.6 percent to 5.6 
percent over a six year period (Gonzalez, 2015). Although restorative practices programs have 
demonstrated promising results, challenges have included difficulty achieving broad institutional 
commitment, tensions between restorative principles and prevailing punishment-based practices 
for school discipline, and adequate training for staff (Sherman & Strang, 2007).   
 
1.2 Broader Goals in Orientation of the Current Work 
The current project was built from a ground up, community centered, perspective. This research 
is informed by the Community Based Participatory Research (CBPR) model, which has been 
used to address issues in environmental justice, community psychology, and health inequities 
(Lykes, 2017; Parker, Chung, Israel, Reyes, & Wilkins, 2010) CBPR requires community 
engagement and feedback during the research process, and research data collection methods may 
include qualitative methods, quantitative methods or both (Minkler, 2010). CBPR has theoretical 
roots shared with action research (Cammarota, 2011; Gaulter & Green, 2015), and like those 
models is typically employed to provide a strong voice to often marginalized or underserved 
communities into the research process. Our CBPR framework utilizes the engagement of a 
diverse range of stakeholders in the development of the conceptual model including students, 
teachers and administrators from a school district lying within a high-poverty, high ethnic-
minority, community, as well as academic and other community agency partners. Thus our 
model of participatory research engaged a diverse range of stakeholders in the community 
(Groundwater-Smith, 2015; Minkler, 2010), with all stakeholders sharing a central commitment 
of promoting kindness within a school environment.     
 
Understanding the challenges of current approaches is not the same as having effective solutions 
for what might work better. There is a need for new discipline approaches that focus on the well-
being of all students and integrate promising approaches.  We use the term “Kind Discipline” to 
describe alternative school discipline approaches whose core principles are neither reward- nor 
punishment-based. Previous work with school-based stakeholders identified three core themes 
that define Kind Discipline: proactively developing a positive school climate; responding to 
conflict with empathy, accountability, and skill; and supporting staff skills in understanding and 
sharing expectations (Winkler, Walsh, deBlois, Maré, & Carvajal, 2016).This investigation 
extends prior work on Kind Discipline by developing a quantitative instrument that schools can 
use to assess promising interventions addressing these facets of school discipline.   
 
The current work uses an instrument for assessing Kind Discipline that grew from a partnership 
amongst a grassroots community organization, teachers, administrators, and students at schools 
implementing intentional kindness programming, and a research university. The overall goal of 
the grassroots organization, the Ben’s Bells Project, is to inspire, educate, and motivate people to 
realize the impact of intentional kindness.  
 
Through a collaborative concept mapping process, we developed a model of Kind Discipline 
based on the experience of core school-based stakeholders for how discipline could be practiced 
in a way that is kind. The final concept map identified three core themes of (1) proactively 
developing a positive school climate, (2) responding to conflict with empathy, accountability, 
and skill, and (3) supporting staff skills in understanding and sharing expectations.  
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These themes weave together components of multiple models. Aspects of these themes are 
assessed in the school climate literature and instruments, but others are unique. In particular, 
Kind Discipline integrates ideas around students and teachers learning to see problems from each 
other’s point of view; students getting help taking responsibility for their actions; adults 
respecting students even when they have not behaved well; having clear expectations for how 
students should behave; and students getting help in making things right when they have caused 
harm to others.  
 
The purpose of the present study is to operationalize the construct of Kind Discipline through the 
development and validation of a new measure.  
 
We expected that students’ and teachers’ assessments of Kind Discipline would be associated 
with each other and that schools with higher perceptions of Kind Discipline would be associated 
with lower rates of school disciplinary actions, but not related to the number of sports and clubs 
reported on the school website or school enrollment.  
 
Specifically, our hypotheses were as follows: (1) Teachers’ assessments of Kind Discipline 
would be positively associated with students’ assessment of Kind Discipline. (2) Higher student 
and teacher Kind Discipline scores would be associated with a lower rate of school disciplinary 
action. (3) There would be no discernable relationship between student assessment of Kind 
Discipline and school level variables not expected to be related to discipline.  
 
We also sought to describe the factors related to student assessment of Kind Discipline. We 
wanted to understand more about how gender and grade related to perceptions of Kind 
Discipline. We also sought to explore relationships between school-level proportions of students 
living in poverty and students of color and student appraisals of Kind Discipline. 
 
2. Methods  
This retrospective evaluation utilizes data collected as part of an ongoing longitudinal evaluation 
of kindness practices being conducted by evaluators from the University of Arizona, in Tucson, 
Arizona in collaboration with Ben’s Bells staff. The evaluation employed online surveys to 
collect survey data from teachers and 4th-8th grade students within a public school district within 
Tucson, Arizona. The initial student data set included 3852 responses. We removed responses 
with entirely missing data (25), where school was missing (61), from people in schools not 
participating in the evaluation (27), and for students not within the grade range for the survey 
(283). The final student data set included 3456 responses from six elementary and four middle 
schools and one school that included students 2nd-8th grades. The teacher data set included 117 
responses with 110 non-itinerant teachers from six elementary and four middle schools and a 2-8 
school. One of the elementary schools contributing student evaluations did not contribute teacher 
evaluations and one of the elementary schools contributing teacher evaluations did not 
contributed student evaluations. There were a total of five elementary and four middle schools 
and one 2-8 school in the school-level data set.   
 
2.1 Participants 



 

 190 

Student and adult demographic characteristics can be found in Tables 1 and 2. Students were 
relatively evenly distributed across 4th through 8th grades. Close to forty percent of both the 
student and adult populations reported speaking Spanish at home. Most adult respondents were 
teachers (83 percent); other adult respondents included counselors, administrators, instructional 
technologists, librarians, and psychologists. Adult survey respondents reported from less than 
one year to 35 years at their current school, with a mean of six years at the school.  
 
Table 1: Student Respondent Demographics 
 
Demographic Item Number (%) 
Male 1666 (48.2%) 
Female 1743 (50.2%) 
4th grade  694 (20.1%) 
5th grade 716 (20.7%) 
6th grade 780 (22.6%) 
7th grade 712 (20.6%) 
8th grade 554 (16%) 
Speaks English at home 2426 (70.2%) 
Speaks Spanish at home 1455 (42.1%) 
 
Table 2: Adult Respondent Demographics 
 
Demographic Item Number (%) 
White 53 (48.2%) 
Hispanic  53 (48.2%) 
Speaks English at home 107 (97.3%) 
Speaks Spanish at home 42 (38.2%) 
Teacher 91 (82.7%) 
Counselor/social worker 7 (6.4%) 
Administrator 3 (2.7%) 
Instructional technologist 3 (2.7%) 
Librarian 2 (1.8%) 
Psychologist/psychiatrist 2 (1.8%) 
 
2.2 Kind Discipline measures 
A measure of Kind Discipline was constructed for students and teachers based on the Kind 
Discipline conceptual model described above. Table 3 details the components that make up each 
of the three themes within the conceptual model and provides examples of the statements that 
make up each of these components. Items for students were assessed on a five-item Likert-type 
response scale with the labels YES! (almost always), yes (Usually), sometimes, no (Not usually), 
and NO! (almost never). These were coded on a scale of 0 to 4 with NO! coded as 0 and Yes! 
coded as 4.  The two negatively worded items (“Adults here are rude to students.” and “Students 
here tease or make fun of other kids.”) were reverse-coded. Items for teachers were assessed on a 
Likert-type response scale from 1 to 7 with 1 labeled as Strongly Disagree and 7 labeled as 
Strongly Agree.  
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Table 3: Kind Discipline components are organized into three broad themes with examples of 
statements describing each component identified as being both important and feasible 
 
(1) Proactively developing a positive school climate 

Collaborative and cooperative 
school climate 

• a common language 
• guidance 
• creating a culture of kindness on campus 
• a team approach 
• a positive school culture 
• building positive relationships between all staff and 

students 

School and community 
infrastructure 

• materials for teachers, office personnel, and 
administration to record behaviors, administer discipline 
if needed, and provide communication to parents 

• communicating with all involved 
• input from students, staff, and parents so that the 

discipline plans are mutually agreed upon 
• professional development 
• family-school systems and collaborations 

Honoring the kind potential of 
every child 

• listening to all sides of the story without judgment 
• consistency 
• follow-through 
• recognition of student's assets/positive behaviors as well 

as behavior that warrants transformation 

Cultivation of positive character 
• being calm 
• patience 
• love 

(2) Responding to conflict with empathy, accountability, and skill 

Student centered accountability 
and connections 

• rules that are framed from a kindness angle ("kind code 
of conduct")  

• communication with parents 

Accountability with dignity 

• understanding that the same discipline doesn't work for 
everyone 

• dignity for students and discipliners 
• timely responses 

Compassionate boundaries with 
empathetic reinforcement 

• forgiveness 
• clear expectations 
• empathy 
• reinforcement of good behavior 

Developing pro-social and 
conflict management skills 

• recognition that it is about teaching and learning and 
mistakes are a part of that process 

• the student understanding the adverse affect of his/her 
behavior and an appropriate replacement behavior 

• helping the student develop appropriate choices 
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• teaching students to cope with feelings 
• discussing other possible choices and outcomes 
• teaching students social skills and conflict resolution 

skills 
• giving students practice in dealing with real-world 

conflicts 
• students learning how to articulate their desires or 

frustrations 
(3) Supporting staff skills in understanding and expectations 
Practices that facilitate students 
and teachers understanding 
each other 

• social and emotional learning principles 
• an awareness or attention to (if possible) what is going 

on when the child is not at school and in their home life 

Adult education 

• proper training for all stakeholders (staff, students, 
parents) to respond to misbehavior in a kind manner 

• counseling 
• teachers/staff who look into why a child is misbehaving 
• staff understanding of their own reactions to student 

behavior, and how to create space between blind 
reactions and skillful response 

Collaborative expectations that 
empower growth 

• consequences that are corrective rather than punitive 
• opportunities to make things right 
• logical consequences 
• teaching responsibility 
• active listening 
• compassionate regard for others, taught as a skill and 

encouraged as a shared value 
 
2.3 School-level measures 
The outcome of school discipline was measured though school-level discipline records (number 
of disciplinary actions, in-school suspensions, and out-of-school suspensions) provided by the 
school district.  We calculated a rate of disciplinary actions by dividing the number of 
disciplinary incidents by the school enrollment.  Additional school-level variables included the 
enrollment of 4th through 8th graders at each school, the number of disciplinary incidents reported 
to the district for 4th through 8th graders at each school, the number of sports and clubs advertised 
on each schools website, the proportion of children receiving free or reduced-price lunches, and 
the proportion of children of color at the school.  Percentage of children within each school 
approved for free or reduced-price lunches for the 2015 calendar year were obtained from the 
Arizona Department of Education statistics (Arizona Department of Education, 2016b). 
Percentage of students of color was obtained from the Arizona Department of Education by 
calculating the proportion of children who reported Latino ethnicity or a race other than white by 
the number of children enrolled in the school for the 2014-2015 school year (Arizona 
Department of Education, 2016a).  Within each school, we also computed the mean Kind 
Discipline measure score for both teachers and students. Descriptive statistics including the 
minimum, maximum, mean, and standard deviation for these school-level measures are included 
in Table 4.  
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Table 4: Descriptive Statistics for School-Level Measures  
Measure Minimum Maximum Mean (Std. Dev.) 
Student Kind Discipline 44.3 52.2 48.5 (3.1)  
Teacher Kind Discipline 70.5 100.0 87.4 (9.9) 
School Discipline Rate 0.2 0.8 0.5 (0.2) 
School Enrollment 260 854 504.5 (238.6) 
Sports & Clubs on School Website 0 30 13.7 (12.1) 
Proportion in Free or Reduced Lunch Program 72% 95% 86% (7%) 
Proportion of Students of Color 92% 100% 97% (2%) 
 
 
2.4 Institutional Review 
This retrospective analysis of de-identified survey responses and school-level data was 
determined to not represent human subjects research by the University of Arizona Intuitional 
Review Board.  
 
2.5 Data Analysis  
Analysis included an assessment of the measure’s internal consistency, variance components 
analysis, and a descriptive analysis of the strength of relationships between kind-discipline and 
the school-level outcomes of discipline frequency designed to assess construct validity. We used 
IBM SPSS Statistics Version 24 for all analyses (IBM Corp., 2016).  
 
Descriptive statistics (means and standard deviations) are presented for each item for teachers 
and students separately. Since the construct of Kind Discipline was conceptualized as a 
composite indicator (i.e., index) in that we would expect that some of the components of Kind 
Discipline would not necessarily be related to each other, we generated a summative composite 
score for the student and teacher Kind Discipline measures (Bollen & Lennox, 1991). We used 
listwise deletion of missing data for the Kind Discipline measures. 
 
Although not conceptually required for a composite indicator, we examined Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficients for the measures to assess the extent to which the items within the Kind Discipline 
measure were related to each other. 
 
Variance components analysis was used to estimate the contribution of the within school 
variance and the between school variance in each measure. The inter-class coefficient was used 
to express between-school variance and to test if this between-school variance was statistically 
significant.  
 
Pearson coefficients were used to examine the correlations among measure school-wide average 
scores for teachers and students, for items that should not be related to Kind Discipline such as 
the school enrollment and the number of clubs in the school, and for school discipline frequency.  
 
We performed linear regression on the school-level data to model the relationships between Kind 
Discipline among students, the number of sports and clubs on the school website, and the school 
enrollment in relation to the school disciplinary rate. We included type of school (whether it was 



 

 194 

elementary only or included a middle school) in the model to control for the influence of school 
type on these outcomes.  
 
We wanted to further understand what explained the variation in students’ experience of Kind 
Discipline. We sought evidence for convergent validity for the student Kind Discipline measure 
by examining whether individual differences and differences between schools was related to with 
students’ perceptions of their schools’ Kind Discipline. We developed a multilevel model to see 
if teachers’ assessment of Kind Discipline aggregated at the school level was significantly 
associated with student Kind Discipline, accounting for the nested nature of students within 
schools. We included the individual explanatory factors of gender and grade level, as well as 
school level factors of proportion of student on free and reduced lunch and proportion of students 
of color. Given the small number of schools in the model, we used restricted maximum 
likelihood estimation (REML) because fixed effects are more likely to be robust in cases of small 
numbers of level-2 units using this approach (Hayes, 2006; Hoyle & Gottfredson, 2015).  
 
 
3. Results  
 
3.1 Descriptive statistics 
Tables 5  and 6 show the text of each of the 16 items in each of the student and teacher surveys 
with the mean and standard deviation for each item and for the measure as a whole. The lowest 
and highest rated items are bolded within the table. 
 
 Table 5: Survey Items Included in Kind Discipline Measure for Students with Means, Standard 
Deviations and Corrected Item-Total Correlation (N= 3456)  
 

Survey Categories and Items 
Students 

Mean* 
Std. 

Deviation* 

Corrected 
Item-Total 
Correlation 

(1) Proactively developing a positive school climate 
   

Honoring the kind potential of every child       
Students here try to be kind  2.62 1.06 .582 
Middle: My teachers notice when I am doing a 
good job and let me know about it. Elementary: 
My teachers tell me when I am doing a good job. 2.97 1.06 

.553 

Adults here treat students with respect  3.17 0.99 .651 
Adults here are rude to students. (Negatively 
coded)  2.87 1.21 

.358 

Cultivation of positive character       
Students here tease or make fun of other kids. 
(Negatively coded)  1.86 1.15 .269 
Being kind to myself is important  3.36 0.88 .519 
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(2) Responding to conflict with empathy, accountability, 
and skill 

      
Student centered accountability and connections       

When there is a problem, adults help students take 
responsibility for their actions.  3.05 0.99 .599 

Accountability with dignity       
Adults respect students, even when they have not 
behaved well.  2.81 1.10 .572 

Compassionate boundaries with empathetic 
reinforcement       

There are clear expectations for how students 
should behave.  3.22 0.92 .547 

Developing pro-social and conflict management skills       
When I get angry, I know how to calm myself 
down.  2.79 1.13 

.394 

I try to help classmates when they need it.  2.95 0.96 .459 
I try to be kind to my friends at school.  3.37 0.80 .528 
I try to be kind to adults at school.  3.45 0.81 .570 
I try to be kind to kids at school that I don't know.  3.06 0.95 .472 

(3) Supporting staff skills in understanding and 
expectations 

      
Practices that facilitate students and teachers 
understanding each other       

Both students and teachers are learning how to see 
problems from each other's point of view.  2.83 1.06 .571 

Collaborative expectations that empower growth       
When students misbehave, they get help to make 
things right.  2.66 1.14 .568 

Overall Kind Discipline Measure for Students**  47.07 0.17  
*Range for all items is 0 to 4 
**Range for complete measure is 0 to 64 
 
 
Table 6: Survey Items Included in Kind Discipline Measure for teachers (N=110) 
 

Survey Categories and Items 
Teachers 

Mean* 
Std. 

Deviation* 

Corrected 
Item-Total 
Correlation 
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(1) Proactively developing a positive school climate 
   

Collaborative and cooperative school climate    
There is a collaborative and cooperative climate at 
the school.  

5.39 1.31 .721 

School and community infrastructure       
The school and community infrastructure supports 
individualized attention in addressing discipline.  

5.05 1.50 .681 

Honoring the kind potential of every child       
Adults at this school see the potential for kindness 
in every child.  

5.57 1.32 .707 

Cultivation of positive character       
The school supports the cultivation of positive 
character.  

5.76 1.23 .773 

(2) Responding to conflict with empathy, accountability, 
and skill 

      
Student centered accountability and connections       

When there is a problem, adults at this school help 
students take responsibility for their actions.  

5.49 1.25 671 

Accountability with dignity       
The school approach to conflict holds students 
accountable while maintaining dignity.  

5.18 1.57 .715 

Compassionate boundaries with empathetic 
reinforcement       

The school integrates clear expectations and 
constructive feedback.  

5.55 1.30 .766 

Developing pro-social and conflict management skills       
Teaching and improving social-emotional skills is 
an important part of my role as educator. 

6.26 1.16 .502 

Differences and conflicts are dealt with respectfully 
among school employees.  

5.52 1.40 .799 

Students are willing to go out of their way to help 
someone.  

4.83 1.31 .711 

In my class, I talk with students about emotions 
and why they are important.  

5.67 1.46 .553 

Students in my class work together to solve 
problems.  

5.11 1.44 .692 

Students are able to voice their opinions without 
using anger.  

4.94 1.32 .723 

(3) Supporting staff skills in understanding and 
expectations 

      
Practices that facilitate students and teachers       
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understanding each other 
The school supports practices that facilitate 
students and teachers understanding each other.  

5.61 1.48 .664 

Adult education       
There is training or mentoring in place to address 
adult reaction and response to misbehavior. 

4.46 1.66 .586 

Collaborative expectations that empower growth       
At this school, student misbehavior is handled in a 
way that helps students be part of the solution.  

4.98 1.60 .762 

Overall Kind Discipline Measure for Teachers**  85.33 1.58  
*Range for all items is 1 to 7 
**Range for complete measure is 16 to 112 
 
 
3.2 Kind Discipline Measures 
Cronbach’s alpha estimate of internal consistency for these 16 items was .87 for students and .94 
for teachers. Removal of any of the items resulted in lower or equivalent internal consistency. 
Though we are conceptualizing Kind Discipline as a emergent variable, this level of internal 
consistency is above standard acceptable criteria for reliability (Nunnally, 1978).  
 
We conducted sensitivity analysis of our Cronbach’s alpha estimates using imputation (instead of 
listwise deletion) at the individual student-level based on school-level means for the missing data 
and findings were not substantively different. Cronbach’s Alpha varied by 0.02 and no main 
effects or interaction terms were significant in one analysis but not the other. Given these 
similarities, we used listwise deletion of missing data for the Kind Discipline measure and the 
final student data set included 3181 respondents and the final teacher data set included 107 
respondents.  
  
The skewness and kurtosis of -0.6 and 0.5 for the student Kind Discipline and -0.7 and 0.1 for 
teacher Kind Discipline respectively is considered quite minimal for the conduction of general 
linear models (West, Finch, & Curran, 1995). Therefore subsequent analyses treated these 
variables as relatively continuous.  
 
3.3 Variance Components Analysis 
Variance components analysis showed important differences in Kind Discipline between 
schools. Which school a student attended represented 10.1% of total variance in the Kind 
Discipline measure; and which school a teacher worked in represented 22.8% of the total 
variance in the Kind Discipline measure. Figures 1 and 2 show the variability in the mean of 
Kind Discipline by school for both students and teachers.  
 
Although the majority of variance in Kind Discipline is between students and teachers within 
their school, variances over 10% of the total reflect substantive between school variance and 
should be accounted for in study design and analysis (Murray, 1998).  
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Figure 1: Variability in the mean of Kind Discipline by school for students 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Figure 2: Variability in the mean of Kind Discipline by school for teachers 
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3.4 Evidence for Convergent and Divergent Validity 
 
3.4.1 Pearson’s Correlations 
We created a correlational matrix to explore the relationships between school-level Kind 
Discipline and school discipline frequency as well as variables we did not anticipate being 
related to Kind Discipline including school enrollment and the number of clubs in the school 
(Table 7). Student school-level average rating of Kind Discipline was correlated with the school 
discipline rate and this negative association was the direction we had predicted (Pearson’s 
Correlation -.772, p=0.005). Student school-level average rating of Kind Discipline was also 
correlated with teacher school-level average rating of Kind Discipline in the anticipated positive 
direction (Pearson’s Correlation .669, p=0.034). However, contrary to our prediction, student 
Kind Discipline was inversely associated with both larger school enrollment (Pearson’s 
Correlation -.757, p=0.007) and the number of sports and clubs listed on the school website 
(Pearson’s Correlation -.727, p=0.011).  This relationship was most likely because both school 
enrollment (Pearson’s Correlation .653, p=0.021) and the number of sports and clubs listed on 
the school website (Pearson’s Correlation .671, p=0.017) were associated with the school 
discipline rate, a relationship we did not anticipate.  Teacher rating of Kind Discipline was not 
significantly correlated with discipline rates, but the correlation was in the anticipated direction 
(Pearson’s Correlation -.553, p=0.078).  The proportion of students of color in the school and 
students the proportion of students in the free or reduced lunch program were not correlated with 
student or teacher assessments of Kind Discipline.  
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Table 7: Pearson Correlations between School-Level Variables (N= 10) 

 

Student 
Kind 

Discipline 

Teacher 
Kind 

Disciplin
e 

School 
Discipline 

Rate 

School 
Enrollme

nt 

Sports & 
Clubs on 
School 
Website 

Free or 
Reduced 
Lunch 

Program 

Proporti
on of 

Students 
of Color 

Student Kind 
Discipline 
 

1       

Teacher Kind 
Discipline 
 

.669* 1      

 School Discipline 
Rate 
 

-.772** -.553† 1     

School Enrollment 
 

-.757** -.188 .653* 1    

Sports & Clubs on 
School Website 

-.727* -.270 .671* .819** 1   

Proportion in Free 
or Reduced Lunch 
Program 

.220 .012 -.007 -.492 -.222 1  

Proportion of 
Students of Color 

-.094 -.008 .309 .029 .079 .622* 1 

† p < 0.1 
*p < 0.05 
** p < 0.01 level  

 

 
 

3.4.2 Linear Regression 
We performed linear regression on the school level data to model the relationships between Kind 
Discipline among students, the number of sports and clubs on the school website, and the school 
enrollment in relation to the school disciplinary rate. In these analyses we controlled for the type 
of school (elementary only or included a middle school) (Table 8). In the model with student 
Kind Discipline, the standardized beta coefficient was -.759 and p=0.05. This is approximately 
the same magnitude of association as we saw between student Kind Discipline and the school 
discipline rate. The standardized beta coefficients for sports and clubs and school enrollment in 
relation to school discipline were not significant when school level was included in the model. 
 
Table 8: Standardized Beta Coefficients in Regression Analyses of School Discipline Rates 
Controlling for School Level (elementary only or included a middle school) 
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Variable Standardized Beta 
Coefficient 

p R2 

Student Kind Discipline -.759 0.05 .60 
Teacher Kind Discipline -.446 0.08 .62 
Sports & Clubs on School 
Website 

.483 0.20 .48 

School Enrollment .830 0.36 .43 

 

3.5 Linear Mixed Models  
 
We calculated a series of 2-level random-coefficient regression models to model the factors that 
have a relationship with individual student appraisals of Kind Discipline while accounting for the 
clustering of students within schools.  
 
In the first models to explain student Kind Discipline, we entered school as a random effect and 
one variable at a time as a fixed effect. We grand-mean-centered the school-level mean teacher 
Kind Discipline variable. We found significant associations for school-level mean of teacher 
Kind Discipline, being female, and grade (Table 9). As in the bivariate analyses, teacher Kind 
Discipline was positively associated with student Kind Discipline (b=0.26, p < 0.1). Being 
female was positively associated with student Kind Discipline, meaning girls were more likely to 
report higher Kind Discipline scores than boys (b=1.80, p < 0.01).   Grade was negatively 
associated with student Kind Discipline, meaning older students reported lower Kind Discipline 
scores than younger students (b=-2.09, p < 0.01). Neither the proportion of students in a free or 
reduced lunch program at the school nor the proportion of students of color was significantly 
associated with student assessment of Kind Discipline. We then compiled a model including all 
of the factors that we had found significant.  All three of these explanatory variables were 
significant in this mixed linear model: teacher Kind Discipline (b=0.16, p < 0.01), gender 
(b=1.85, p < 0.01), and grade (b=-2.06, p < 0.01). 
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Table 9: Parameter Estimates with Teacher Kind Discipline and Other Explanatory 
Variables in a Mixed Linear Model of Student Kind Discipline  
  
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 
Factors of Interest       

Intercept 47.85** 47.42** 59.72** 43.59 32.74 58.01** 
Teacher Kind Discipline  0.26†     0.16** 
Female Gender   1.80**    1.85** 
Grade   -2.09**   -2.06** 
Proportion in Free or 
Reduced Lunch Program 

   4.16   

Proportion of Students of 
Color 

    16.07  

Covariance Parameter 
Residual 

82.44 81.72 78.85 83.18 82.78 77.42 

Deviance (-2LL) 22691.36 22710.91 22939.22 23333.20 23097.63 22130.06 
Models 1-5 are single predictor models. Model 6 includes all significant predictors.  
† p < 0.1 
*p < 0.05 
** p < 0.01 level  
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4. Discussion  
 
This study aimed to develop a new measure of Kind Discipline for schools conceptualized 
through a community based participatory research process. The community partners and 
stakeholders included a high minority under-served school district and their students, teachers, 
and administrators. The results of this study suggest that the new measure of Kind Discipline is a 
useful instrument for assessing the concept of Kind Discipline. The measure used content 
developed from a robust conceptual development process and demonstrated high internal 
consistency for both students and teachers.  As hypothesized, teachers and students tended to 
have positively correlated views of the Kind Discipline practices in their schools.  This is in 
keeping with other research that has looked at school safety as perceived by both teachers and 
students and found that safety is experienced as greater by both groups in schools with high-
quality relationships among students, teachers and families (Steinberg, Allensworth, & Johnson, 
2015).  
 
We also found the Kind Discipline measure to have good predictive validity: the more positively 
students and teachers assessed Kind Discipline, the lower the school disciplinary action rate. 
Even in this small sample of schools, there was a statistically significant association between 
rates of Kind Discipline and the rate of disciplinary action at the school level, even after 
controlling for type of school (elementary only or included a middle school).  This is a cross-
sectional study and we cannot know whether having a Kind Discipline orientation leads to fewer 
disciplinary actions, however this important finding at least suggests that Kind Discipline 
warrants further exploration through longitudinal studies.  
 
Contrary to our expectations, student Kind Discipline was also associated with school-level 
variables that we expected to be unrelated to school discipline including the number of sports 
and clubs listed on the school website and the school enrollment. However, when we controlled 
for the type of school (elementary only or included a middle school) in a regression analysis the 
relationship between items unrelated to school discipline were not significant while school 
discipline remained significant. This supported the convergent and discriminant validity for the 
measure.  
  
We also explored the factors related to student assessment of Kind Discipline. Girls reported 
higher levels of Kind Discipline than boys. This finding is consistent with other studies that have 
found girls to have more positive perceptions of school climate than boys (Way, Reddy, & 
Rhodes, 2007; White et al., 2014) Also, since girls are less likely to experience disciplinary 
actions in schools, they may have fewer disciplinary experiences of any kind which may lead to 
their reports of higher levels of Kind Discipline (Losen et al., 2015).  
 
Students in higher grades reported lower levels of Kind Discipline than students in lower grades.  
For example, based on our model, a student in 8th grade (in a K-8 school) would rate Kind 
Discipline in their school 6 points lower than a 5th grade student. This finding is consistent with 
studies of school climate, which have found that student ratings of school climate are higher in 
sixth grade than in eighth grade (Way et al., 2007; White et al., 2014).  
 
While students of color are overrepresented in school discipline systems nationwide and students 
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living in poverty do experience higher levels of disciplinary actions in schools, that did not 
appear to be the case in our sample:  neither the proportion of students of color nor the 
proportion of students in a free or reduced lunch program at the school were significantly 
associated with school discipline reports, nor with students’ assessment of Kind Discipline 
(Balfanz et al., 2015; Toldson et al., 2015).  
 
4.1 Strengths & Limitations  
This is the first study to operationalize a model of Kind Discipline and examine its relationship 
to meaningful school-level data on disciplinary rates. Other strengths include the study’s use of 
multi-informant measures integrating the perspectives on Kind Discipline of both students and 
teachers. This study was grounded in a conceptual model that integrates the collective knowledge 
of community members and addresses multiple domains including many not typically considered 
within school climate instruments or standard disciplinary measures.   
 
The study was limited in the number of schools participating in this evaluation. Ten schools is a 
small number for being able to explore school-level data. Even with these limitations, however, 
we identified significant associations between teacher and student experiences of Kind 
Discipline and school disciplinary rates. The study also had sufficient students participating to be 
able to explore nuances in students’ experiences of Kind Discipline. We would have like to have 
explored similar nuances within teachers’ experiences of Kind Discipline, but were limited by 
sample size. 
 
While we did not find associations between the proportion of students of color or the proportion 
of students living in poverty, participating schools were relatively homogenous in having high 
levels of students of color and in the free and reduced lunch program, and we explored these 
associations only at the school level. It would be interesting for future investigations to explore 
individual-level data on race or ethnicity and poverty to better understand how these factors 
relate to students’ experience of Kind Discipline. Similarly, we were unable to control for a 
student’s own experience with the school discipline system, which may strongly impact a 
student’s assessment of Kind Discipline. 
 
4.2 Implications and Directions for Future Research 
These measures for assessing the level of Kind Discipline in a school shows promise as a tool for 
evaluating schools working to improve approaches to discipline and for guiding interventions 
that aim to promote positive and relational motivation strategies. This study established a 
measure for Kind Discipline that could be used longitudinally to explore whether Kind 
Discipline can be implemented intentionally to help reduce rates of disciplinary action. An 
intervention study fully operationalizing the ideas of Kind Discipline and testing them to see if 
rates of Kind Discipline change and whether disciplinary actions drop would be the next step in 
moving this model forward.   
 
Since disciplinary actions are now understood as a complex issue, trying to balance a need for 
order in the classroom but also the well-being of the problematic student, new alternatives are 
needed. Kind Discipline, the idea of using neither rewards nor punishments, but rather a system 
based on proactively developing a positive school climate; responding to conflict with conflict 
accountability and skill; and supporting staff skills in understanding and sharing expectations, 
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provides a useful framing for designing systems to help students to thrive in schools.  
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