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Abstract
Although prior research has linked school-based punishment to a series of negative consequences, little is known about 
how being punished in school predicts future school-based punishment. To address this, the current study examines the 
extent to which being suspended in 9th grade predicts subsequent suspensions within the same school. Using stereotype 
congruence theory as a framework, we examine differences by race (black versus white) and household income. The data 
are drawn from three cohorts of four-wave annual administrative data from a large urban school district in the Midwestern 
USA (N = 11,006). Findings indicate that being suspended in 9th grade is associated with higher odds of subsequent sus-
pension and a greater number of subsequent suspensions, but not a greater number of days per suspension. Black students 
suspended in 9th grade were particularly likely to experience more subsequent suspensions. Further, these racial differences 
are not driven by household income measures. These findings indicate that racially disparate school punishment practices 
have cascading effects for black students.

Keywords  Suspension · School discipline · Punishment · Discipline gap · Educational equity · Racial disparities

U.S. public schools saw a precipitous rise in exclusionary 
discipline as a form of school-based punishment in the 1980s 
and 1990s, buoyed by rising fear of school violence and 
federal monies premised on the adoption of crime control 
measures (Hirschfield, 2008; Kupchik, 2010; Simon, 2007). 
Exclusionary discipline, which temporarily or permanently 
removes children from school or class, has been shown to 
incur damage on students’ educational trajectories, leading 
to disinvestment in education, poor grades, and higher rates 
of school pushout (e.g., Arcia, 2006; Skiba, Arredondo, 
et al., 2014). These collateral consequences of exclusion-
ary discipline may redirect some youth toward the criminal 
justice system, with increased likelihood of being arrested 

and incarcerated later in life (Hemez et al., 2020; Monahan 
et al., 2014; Mowen & Brent, 2016; Wolf & Kupchik, 2017).

In the past decade, scholars, activists, and policymak-
ers have increasingly drawn attention to the negative conse-
quences of exclusionary discipline and further underscored 
the disproportionate punishment of youth of color. The latest 
national-level data found that although black students con-
stituted only 16% of the population of students enrolled in 
public schools, they were 39% of the students who received 
at least one out-of-school suspension (USDE Office of Civil 
Rights, 2019). By contrast, white students constituted 49% 
of enrolled students, but were only 32% of the students who 
received an out-of-school suspension (USDE Office of Civil 
Rights, 2019). Even after controlling for individual- and 
school-level characteristics, black, Latinx, and Indigenous 
students bear the brunt of disciplinary practices relative to 
their white peers (Pearman et al., 2019; Skiba et al., 2011). 
Despite a substantial body of empirical literature showing 
that youth of color are disproportionately suspended and 
expelled, it is unknown how these disparities unfold over 
time to affect their experiences of future school discipline.

Research has recently begun to examine the impact that 
school discipline has on future school punishments (Wiley 
et al., 2020). In a process known as secondary sanctioning, 
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initial punishments may lead to subsequent punitive 
responses because of increased surveillance and reactivity 
(Liberman et al., 2014; Rios, 2011; Sampson & Laub, 1997). 
Teachers and school administrators may have heightened 
awareness of and increasingly punitive responses to youth 
who have been deemed “troublemakers”. However, these 
patterns are also highly racialized. Qualitative research 
suggests that a secondary sanctioning pattern is particularly 
pernicious for black boys—who are often singled out for 
their behavior and thus elicit more stringent scrutiny in the 
future (Ferguson, 2000; Gansen, 2020). Research within 
the criminal justice system further finds long-term crimi-
nal justice consequences for black youth who are exposed 
to police through police-initiated stops, while white youth 
experience no such long-term criminal justice responses 
(McGlynn-Wright et al., 2020). These findings suggest that 
the combination of race and punishment interact to create 
differential subsequent punishments.

Building on this literature, the purpose of the current 
study is to examine black–white differences in the extent 
to which being suspended in 9th grade predicts being sus-
pended in subsequent years within the same school. This 
study contributes to the literature in two ways. First, while 
the existing research highlights the negative impact that 
exclusionary discipline has on educational outcomes and 
justice system involvement, we examine an understudied 
outcome: subsequent school punishment. If youth who expe-
rience a single exclusionary discipline event are more likely 
to receive subsequent punishment, this could compound the 
risk for future negative outcomes (Mowen & Brent, 2016; 
Sampson & Laub, 1997; Wiley et al. 2020). Highlighting 
the cascading consequences of school punishment is use-
ful for mitigating both the short- and long-term negative 
impacts of exclusionary discipline for all youth. Second, we 
build on the widely acknowledged finding that black youth 
disproportionately experience school discipline by exam-
ining whether, once suspended, patterns of future suspen-
sion vary for white and black students. If black youth are 
already disadvantaged due to differential disciplinary prac-
tices, they may be at increased risk of receiving additional 
school punishment, which mortgages future achievements. 
This focus on black-white differences further emphasizes 
the need to address the discriminatory nature of school dis-
cipline practices.

Race and Patterns of School Discipline

Although the education system is seen as a cornerstone 
of social and economic advancement, it has also become 
an institution of punishment, control, and oppression 
(Annamma, 2017; Morris, 2016)—governed by many of 
the same principles that guide the criminal justice system 

(Rios, 2011; Shedd, 2015; Simon, 2007). Beyond the con-
sequences that exclusionary discipline practices have for 
all students, the punitive turn in school discipline has exac-
erbated many existing educational inequities, particularly 
among schools in low-income areas. In addition to grappling 
with overcrowding, teacher and student retention, poor aca-
demic performance, and technological issues, impoverished 
school districts must also contend with a limited number of 
resources for dealing with students. A lack of counselors or 
restorative practices to address student behaviors perceived 
as non-normative means that exclusionary discipline and 
even justice system involvement are often the most efficient 
available responses (Ferguson, 2000; Kupchik, 2010). In 
already disadvantaged schools, then, reliance on punitive 
responses contributes to a cyclical pattern whereby aca-
demic progress is affected, funding is further reduced, and 
criminalizing responses are increasingly used (Kozol, 1991; 
Simon, 2007).

One consequence of the overreliance on exclusionary dis-
cipline in poorer schools is that students of color are dispro-
portionately affected by these practices. In fact, the empirical 
research on school discipline consistently shows that, even 
after controlling for socioeconomic factors, schools admin-
ister significantly more exclusionary discipline to black 
students (within schools) and in schools with larger propor-
tions of black students (between schools; Edwards, 2016; 
Jacobsen et al., 2019; Payne & Welch, 2010; Petras et al., 
2011; Skiba et al., 2011). One explanation for the racialized 
pattern of school discipline is that schools serving more non-
white students also tend to have fewer resources. Indeed, 
class and race are deeply intertwined, and this relationship is 
particularly noticeable within the educational sphere (Kozol, 
1991). Above and beyond the relationship between race and 
class, however, racism may uniquely impact schools’ use of 
formal social control. Exploring the unique effect of race in 
educational inequality, Lewis and Diamond (2015) observed 
a racially diverse, well-funded high school in the Midwest 
United States, noting that it maintained a two-tier academic 
system—one of Advanced Placement classes primarily serv-
ing white students and general education courses primar-
ily serving black students. When it came to discipline, the 
authors found that suspensions tended to be leveled more 
at black students than white students. Similarly, Skiba and 
colleagues (2002) assessed the disciplinary records of over 
11,000 students in 19 middle schools across several mid-
western cities. After accounting for socioeconomic status, 
the researchers reported that black youth were still more 
likely than their white counterparts to be disciplined for the 
same behavior.

These findings have prompted the need for explanations 
of racialized school discipline practices that are independ-
ent of socioeconomic status. Although it may be tempting 
to explain the racial gap in school discipline by pointing to 
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differential racial patterns of student behaviors, this argu-
ment has little empirical support. In an analysis of nationally 
representative data that controlled for prior assessments of 
student behavior, Huang (2020) found that differences in 
student behaviors could not fully account for the existence 
of the nationwide racial discipline gap. Related research 
has found that racial discipline gaps are primarily driven by 
characteristics of school administrators and their philoso-
phies about discipline, not by characteristics of students or 
their behaviors that led to their experience of school disci-
pline (Skiba, Arredondo, et al., 2014; Skiba, Chung, et al., 
2014). While there is clear evidence that student behaviors 
are associated with patterns of student discipline (Huang, 
2020), they are insufficient in explaining the racial gap in 
school discipline.

Moving beyond a focus on student behavior, one promi-
nent explanatory framework is racial stereotyping (Edwards, 
2016; Ferguson, 2000; Skiba et al., 2002, 2011). According 
to this framework, teachers and school administrators are 
more likely to view students of color as problematic due to 
conditioned beliefs about the types of behaviors youth of 
color participate in. In the next section, we use stereotype 
congruence theory as a framework for understanding the 
relationship between student race and patterns of exclusion-
ary discipline over time. Although this study does not empir-
ically examine stereotypes or student behaviors that might 
lead to stereotype congruence, this theoretical framework 
may be useful for directing future research that investigates 
this phenomenon or on-the-ground interventions that seek to 
interrupt racialized patterns of school discipline.

Stereotype Congruence and Stereotypes 
of Black Criminality

In the United States, race plays a central and enduring role 
in everyday life from policy development to interpersonal 
interactions, and schools are no exception (Omi & Winant, 
2014). Stereotype congruence theory offers one way of 
understanding racial differences in patterns of school punish-
ment. This theory suggests that identical behaviors of black 
and white individuals will result in different interpretations 
based on the extent to which the behavior is stereotype con-
gruent or divergent (e.g., Eberhardt et al., 2006; Goff et al., 
2008; Valentino et al., 2002). Stereotypes are assumptions 
that distinguishable groups hold specific traits, and can influ-
ence individuals’ interpretations of ambiguous behavior 
(Hilton & von Hippel, 1996) and even influence memory 
processes (Rothbart et al., 1979). Stereotype congruence is 
when the behavior of an individual is seen as consistent with 
prevailing stereotypes. One prevailing stereotype throughout 
the history of the United States is that of black criminality 
(Muhammad, 2010), which holds that black individuals are 

more likely to engage in crime. In the context of the edu-
cational setting, stereotype congruence might appear when 
teachers and school administrators punish students on the 
basis of preconceived behavioral expectations; if school 
personnel believe that black students are more disruptive 
or delinquent than their white peers, then black students are 
more likely to receive punishments even if their behavior is 
similar to white students’.

Experimental research with educators provides support 
for stereotype congruence theory as it relates to teachers’ 
expectations of black students. For example, one experiment 
tracked the eye movements of preschool teachers watching 
videos of a group of children playing; when the teachers 
were prompted to expect challenging behaviors from the 
children—even though no challenging behaviors were actu-
ally present—their eyes tracked more on the black children, 
expecting the black children to misbehave in a manner con-
gruent with stereotypes of black criminality (Gilliam et al., 
2016). In this case, it is likely that educators’ stereotypes 
linking blackness to misbehavior directed their scrutiny and 
attention toward black students when they were primed to 
expect misbehavior. Another experiment found that pre-
service teachers who read a vignette about a defiant student 
were more likely to expect future problem behaviors when 
the vignette was about a black student rather than a white 
student (Kunesh & Noltemeyer, 2019).

In addition to contextualizing teachers’ perceptions of 
student behaviors, stereotype congruence theory is helpful 
for understanding how teachers respond to behaviors dif-
ferently on the basis of student race. In one factorial survey 
experiment, teachers read vignettes about student misbehav-
ior that were varied by (a) student race (using stereotypi-
cally black and white names), and (b) the number of infrac-
tions the students had committed (Okonofua & Eberhardt, 
2015). Teachers recommended more severe discipline for 
black students than white students when there were multiple 
infractions, suggesting that teachers viewed black students 
as more likely to continue to have infractions and in need of 
punishment to deter future misbehavior.

Observational research corroborates this trend. For exam-
ple, Gansen’s (2020) ethnographic observations in three pre-
schools showed that black boys were the most likely recipients 
of punitive disciplinary measures, including time-outs and 
physical restraint. These responses, Gansen (2020) argues, 
identified the “bad” and “good” kids, which reproduced 
societal stereotypes and hierarchies in the classroom. Other 
research shows that schools are more likely to punish black 
students, but give therapy or medication to their white peers 
(Ramey, 2018). Together, these studies’ findings provide sup-
port for stereotype congruence by showing that teachers expect 
black students to behave in ways consistent with stereotypes 
that link blackness to criminality, but also by demonstrating 
that teachers believe harsh discipline is required to curb the 
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perceived misbehavior of black students more so than white 
students.

There is reason to believe that initial incidents of exclu-
sionary discipline more frequently lead to subsequent dis-
cipline among black students. When school personnel draw 
upon common cultural scripts linking blackness to violence 
or disruptive behavior, they may view black youth who have 
already been suspended as stereotype congruent. That is, when 
a black student is suspended it may signal to school person-
nel that the student has done something congruent with the 
stereotype of black criminality, leading to increased surveil-
lance and continued punishment during the student’s time in 
the school. Ferguson’s (2000) ethnographic fieldwork among 
black elementary school boys documents these stereotyping 
patterns. Minor misbehavior, when initiated by black boys who 
had already experienced disciplinary infractions, was rarely 
ignored by teachers. Indeed, each incident was used as “an 
occasion for a teacher to (re)mark the identity of a boy as dis-
ruptive” (Ferguson, 2000, p. 92).

Current Study

Prior research has made three parallel phenomena clear. First, 
black students are far more likely to experience school-based 
punishment than their white peers. Second, educators often 
view black students in ways consistent with stereotypes of 
criminality. Third, experiencing punishment is likely to lead 
to subsequent punishment, particularly for black youth. An 
examination of suspension patterns across multiple years is 
necessary to understand how to mitigate associated harms 
for all students, while our focus on racial disparities uncovers 
additional ways in which black youth are disproportionately 
impacted by school punishments. As such, the current study 
addresses this gap in the literature by examining the use of 
suspensions within a longitudinal sample of students from a 
large, diverse, urban school district. This study is guided by the 
following research question: Is being suspended in 9th grade 
associated with future suspensions differently for white and 
black students? Additionally, because class is a salient con-
struct distinct from (but often highly correlated with) race, we 
investigate a parallel research question: Is being suspended in 
9th grade associated with future suspensions differently for 
students from low-income families? Together, answering these 
research questions will allow us to better understand differen-
tial patterns of within-school disparities in punishment.

Method

Data

The data used in this study come from the administrative 
records of a single large urban school district in the Midwest 

United States. In the original panel data set, information 
about students in kindergarten through 12th grade were 
included for six consecutive years (i.e., 2010–11 through 
2015–16) in such a way that students’ data could be linked 
over time. This included data from 149,494 students nested 
in 115 schools. For the purposes of this study, we restricted 
the sample to the three cohorts of students that had data for 
each of their four years of high school. Because we were 
interested in students’ suspension patterns during their time 
within the same school, we removed observations from stu-
dents who moved schools. Additionally, given our interest in 
black-white differences, we removed observations from stu-
dents who were not identified as white or black in the data-
set. This yielded a final analytic sample of 11,006 students 
in 21 schools who provided four waves of data representing 
their 9th–12th grade years.

Measures

Dependent Variables

Three dependent variables were used in this study to exam-
ine the robustness of our results across distinct operation-
alizations of follow-up discipline. First, to examine the like-
lihood of a student ever being suspended after 9th grade, 
we used a dichotomous measure of whether a student was 
suspended in 10th, 11th, or 12th grade (0 = No, 1 = Yes). 
Second, to examine the frequency of suspension, we used 
a count of the number of times a student was suspended 
in grades 10, 11, and 12. This measure is more sensitive 
than the likelihood of being suspended, allowing for the 
identification of the total number of suspensions after 9th 
grade rather than a binary indicator of whether a suspension 
occurred. Third, to measure the average length of suspen-
sion, we divided the total number of days suspended by the 
total number of suspensions to calculate the mean number 
of days per suspension in grades 10, 11, and 12. School 
personnel have discretion in the length of suspensions that 
they administer to students, and administer longer suspen-
sions for behaviors they consider more severe. As such, this 
measure of the number of days per suspension captures the 
severity of punishment.

Independent Variable

The focal independent variable in this study was a dichoto-
mous measure of whether a student was suspended in 9th 
grade (0 = No, 1 = Yes).

Moderators

We included two potential moderators to examine whether 
the relationship between being suspended in 9th grade and 
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suspension outcomes in future years depended on student 
characteristics. First, we incorporated a measure of stu-
dent race to examine racial disparities in school discipline 
(0 = white, 1 = black). Second, we included a measure of 
whether a student was eligible for free or reduced-price 
lunch (FRPL) in 9th grade (0 = No, 1 = Yes). FRPL eligibil-
ity is based on household income and is thus an indicator 
of poverty, which allows us to determine whether race and 
socioeconomic status exert independent effects on subse-
quent exclusionary discipline. We note that although these 
moderators are student-level measures, we do not take them 
to be explanatory variables in and of themselves. Rather, 
we understand them as indicators of which students are 
likely to experience the benefits and harms of the prevailing 
structures of racism and classism in the school environment 
(Holland, 2008).

Control Variables

We included control variables at both the student and school 
level. To adjust for possible year-to-year differences in prac-
tices around suspension, we included a measure of the cohort 
to which each student belonged (1 = 2010–11, 2 = 2011–12, 
3 = 2012–13). Student race and FRPL eligibility were used 
as control variables in models where they were not used as 
moderators. At the school level, we included racial com-
position measured as the percent of the student body that 
was identified as black in the administrative data. We also 
included a measure of school-level poverty operationalized 
as the percent of the student body that was FRPL eligible.

Data Analysis

To assess the relationships between being suspended in 9th 
grade and the three suspension outcomes, we estimated a 
series of multilevel models to account for the non-independ-
ence of observations (i.e., students nested within schools). 
We first estimated null models to assess the appropriateness 
of using a multilevel modeling strategy. Results indicated 
a substantial proportion of the variability in the outcome 
was attributable to school-level characteristics, making 
multilevel modeling an appropriate choice. Specifically, 
the intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC)—a measure of 
the proportion of total variability that occurs between clus-
ters—for the dichotomous measure of suspension after 9th 
grade was 0.14; the ICC for the count of suspensions after 
9th grade was 0.09; and the ICC for the number of days 
per suspension after 9th grade was 0.12. Next, we added all 
the independent variables to the models to assess the rela-
tionship between being suspended in 9th grade and each of 
the three outcomes. Finally, we examined race and FRPL 
eligibility as moderators. For the dichotomous measure of 
suspension after 9th grade, we used a logit link function. For 

the count measure of suspension after 9th grade, we used a 
log link function. For the continuous measure of the number 
of days per suspension after 9th grade, we used an identity 
link function. All student-level control variables were group-
mean-centered and all school-level control variables were 
grand-mean centered. Because we were interested in within-
school estimates (i.e., differential experiences of suspension 
within the same school), all models used fixed slopes and 
random intercepts.

To assess the extent to which the relationship between 
being suspended in 9th grade and each of the three outcomes 
was moderated by student race and FRPL eligibility, we 
created multiplicative interaction terms between the meas-
ures of 9th grade suspension and race and FRPL eligibility, 
respectively. These interactions were examined in separate 
models. Because the p-values associated with the regression 
coefficients of interaction terms are untrustworthy in non-
linear models, we followed the guidance of Mize (2019) and 
examined the predicted probabilities and counts associated 
with each interaction and the statistical significance of the 
second differences. These second differences refer to, for 
example, the difference between (a) the black-white discrep-
ancy in the predicted probability of being suspended after 
9th grade for students who were not suspended in 9th grade, 
and (b) the black-white discrepancy in the predicted prob-
ability of being suspended after 9th grade for students who 
were suspended in 9th grade. The statistical significance of 
this second difference was used to determine the statistical 
significance of the interaction.

We modeled the outcomes in three additional ways to 
assess the extent to which our findings were sensitive to 
the choices made in our analyses. First, rather than allow-
ing for random intercepts, we used fixed intercepts so that 
our models represented a school fixed effects analysis. 
Second, we group-mean-centered the variables that con-
stituted the multiplicative interaction term. Third, we used 
single-level logistic, negative binomial, and ordinary least 
squares regression modeling strategies for each outcome, 
while using school dummy codes and cluster robust standard 
errors. The findings across all of these modeling choices 
were substantively similar, so we present only the findings 
from the modeling strategy described in the previous para-
graph. All data analyses were conducted in Stata 15.

Results

Table 1 displays descriptive statistics for all the variables 
used in the analyses. As shown, 39.2% of the sample was 
black and 88.6% was FRPL eligible. At the school level, 
there was an average of 41.8% black students per school 
(range = 22.8 – 92.0%) and 88.0% who were FRPL eligi-
ble (range = 58.6 – 100%). About 7.0% of the sample was 
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suspended in 9th grade and 14.1% was suspended after 9th 
grade. On average, students experienced 0.25 suspensions 
after 9th grade and were suspended an average 0.78 days. 

Among students who were suspended, the average number 
of days suspended after 9th grade was 3.45.

As shown in Table 2 Panel A, two of the models examin-
ing the relationship between being suspended in 9th grade 
and each measure of suspension after 9th grade indicated a 
significant positive relationship. Specifically, students who 
were suspended in 9th grade had 482% higher odds of being 
suspended in subsequent grades (OR = 4.82, p < 0.001, 95% 
CI [4.05, 5.73]). Similarly, students who were suspended in 
9th grade had 458% higher incident rates of the total number 
of suspensions (IRR = 4.58, p < 0.001, 95% CI [3.92, 5.34]). 
However, there was not a statistically significant relationship 
between being suspended in 9th grade and the number of 
days per suspension after 9th (b = −0.11, p 0.337, 95% CI 
[−0.33, 0.11]). Additionally, consistent with prior literature 
on racial disparities in school discipline, black students had 
higher odds of ever being suspended in 10th–12th grade 
(OR = 2.06, p < 0.001, 95% CI [1.81, 2.34]) and higher 
incident rates of the number of suspensions (IRR = 2.06, 
p < 0.001, 95% CI [1.81, 2.34]). Student race was not related 

Table 1   Descriptive statistics for key variables (N = 11,006)

FRPL free or reduced-price lunch

M SD Min Max

Dependent Variables
 Ever suspended after 9th grade 0.14 0.35 0.00 1.00
 Times suspended after 9th grade 0.25 0.85 0.00 14.00
 Days per suspension after 9th grade 3.45 1.91 0.33 10.00

Student-Level Predictors
 Suspended in 9th grade 0.07 0.26 0.00 1.00
 Race (white = 0, black = 1) 0.39 0.49 0.00 1.00
 FRPL eligible 0.89 0.32 0.00 1.00

School-Level Predictors
 Percent black 39.20 15.71 22.79 92.00
 Percent FRPL eligible 86.05 13.47 58.56 100.00

Table 2   Regression models predicting suspension (N = 11,006)

Ever suspended model uses logit link function, times suspended relies on log link function, and days suspended model relies on identity link 
function
OR odds ratio, IRR incident rate ratio, FRPL free or reduced-price lunch

Ever suspended after
9th grade

Times Suspended After
9th grade

Days Per Suspension after
9th Grade

OR p 95% CI IRR p 95% CI b p 95% CI

Panel A: No moderator
 Suspended in 9th grade 4.82  < .001 [4.05, 5.73] 4.58  < .001 [3.92, 5.34] −0.11 .337 [−0.33, 0.11]
 Black 2.21  < .001 [1.92, 2.55] 2.06  < .001 [1.81, 2.34] −0.07 .514 [−0.28, 0.14]
 FRPL eligible 1.28 0.058 [0.99, 1.65] 1.26 0.051 [1.00, 1.59] −0.25 .234 [−0.66, 0.16]
 Percent black student body 0.30 0.016 [0.11, 0.80] 0.30 0.042 [0.09, 0.96] 0.28 .735 [−1.35, 1.92]
 Percent FRPL Eligible student body 91.44  < .001 [20.99, 398.38] 117.96  < .001 [21.35, 651.79] −3.52 .005 [−5.97, −1.08]
 Cohort 0.93 0.071 [0.09, 0.12] 0.94 0.098 [0.87, 1.01] −0.23  < .001 [−0.34, −0.11]

Panel B: race as moderator
 Suspended in 9th grade 5.19  < .001 [3.86, 7.00] 4.98  < .001 [3.79, 6.54] 0.04 .848 [−0.36, 0.44]
 Black 2.25  < .001 [1.93, 2.62] 2.10  < .001 [1.82, 2.42] −0.02 .847 [−0.26, 0.22]
 Suspended in 9th grade X Black 0.89 0.546 [0.62, 1.29] 0.88 0.459 [0.64, 1.23] −0.21 .395 [−0.68, 0.27]
 FRPL eligible 1.28 0.062 [0.99, 1.65] 1.25 0.055 [0.99, 1.58] −0.26 .222 [−0.67, 0.15]
 Percent black student body 0.30 0.016 [0.11, 0.80] 0.30 0.042 [0.09, 0.96] 0.27 .742 [−1.36, 1.91]
 Percent FRPL eligible student body 91.25  < .001 [20.90, 398.43] 117.36  < .001 [21.16, 650.86] −3.53 .005 [−5.98, −1.09]
 Cohort 0.93 0.072 [0.85, 1.01] 0.94 0.096 [0.87, 1.01] −0.22  < .001 [−0.34, −0.11]

Panel C: FRPL as moderator
 Suspended in 9th grade 6.69  < .001 [2.80, 15.98] 4.87  < .001 [2.17, 10.91] −0.71 .241 [−1.91, 0.48]
 FRPL eligible 1.31 0.046 [1.01, 1.70] 1.26 0.052 [1.00, 1.60] −0.31 .154 [−0.74, 0.12]
 Suspended in 9th grade X FRPL 0.71 0.453 [0.29, 1.73] 0.94 0.878 [0.41, 2.13] 0.63 .311 [−0.59, 1.84]
 Black 2.21  < .001 [1.92, 2.55] 2.06  < .001 [1.81, 2.34] −0.07 .503 [−0.29, 0.14]
 Percent black student body 0.66 0.401 [0.25, 1.75] 0.62 0.411 [0.19, 1.96] 0.21 .800 [−1.41, 1.82]
 Percent FRPL eligible student body 71.61  < .001 [16.31, 314.40] 93.66  < .001 [16.85, 520.62] −3.27 .009 [−5.72, −0.83]
 Cohort 0.93 0.071 [0.85, 1.01] 0.94 0.098 [0.87, 1.01] −0.23  < .001 [−0.34, −0.11]
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to number of days per suspension (b = −0.11, p = 0.514, 95% 
CI [−0.28,0.14]).

Next, we examined the extent to which student race (black 
versus white) moderated the relationship between being sus-
pended in 9th grade and each outcome (see Table 2 Panel 
B). Following best practices for interpreting non-linear inter-
action effects (Mize, 2019), we calculated and plotted the 
predicted probabilities and predicted counts for each model 
at each level of both the predictor (i.e., 9th grade suspen-
sion) and moderator (i.e., race) and calculated the statistical 
significance of the second differences. The first outcome we 
examined was whether students were ever suspended after 
9th grade. Figure 1 displays the predicted marginal prob-
ability of being suspended after 9th grade at each level of 
9th grade suspension and race. The model predicted that 
white non-suspended students would have a 0.10 probability 
of suspension, white suspended students would have a 0.40 
probability of suspension, black non-suspended students 
would have a 0.20 probability of suspension, and black sus-
pended students would have a 0.57 probability of suspen-
sion. The influence of being suspended in 9th grade on the 
predicted probability of being suspended after 9th grade was 
not significantly different for black students from white stu-
dents (2nd difference = 0.07, p = 0.088).

The next outcome we examined was the number of sus-
pensions following 9th grade. Figure 2 displays the predicted 
marginal count of times suspended after 9th grade at each 
level of 9th grade suspension and race. The model predicted 
that white non-suspended students would have 0.15 suspen-
sions, white suspended students would have 0.93 suspen-
sions, black non-suspended students would have 0.32 sus-
pensions, and black suspended students would have 1.73 

suspensions. The influence of being suspended in 9th grade 
on the predicted count of times suspended after 9th grade 
was significantly higher for black students than white stu-
dents (2nd difference = 0.63, p = 0.001). Together, the find-
ings from Figs. 1 and 2 suggest that being suspended in 9th 
grade has no racially disparate relationship with the likeli-
hood of ever being suspended in later grades, but it is linked 
with a larger number of suspensions for black students rela-
tive to white students.

The final outcome we examined was the number of days 
per suspension following 9th grade. Figure 3 displays the 
predicted marginal mean number of days per suspension 
after 9th grade at each level of 9th grade suspension and 
race. The model predicted that white non-suspended stu-
dents would be suspended 3.36 days per suspension, white 
suspended students would be suspended 3.32 days per sus-
pension, black non-suspended students would be suspended 
3.34 days per suspension, and black suspended students 
would be suspended 3.09 days per suspension. The influence 
of being suspended in 9th grade on the predicted number 
of days per suspension after 9th grade was not significantly 
higher for black students than white students (2nd differ-
ence = −0.21, p = 0.395).

Next, we examined the extent to which FRPL moderated 
the relationship between being suspended in 9th grade and 
each outcome (see Table 2 Panel C). Figure 4 displays the 
predicted probability of being suspended after 9th grade 
at each level of 9th grade suspension and FRPL eligibil-
ity. The model predicted that non-suspended students with 
paid lunch would have a 0.12 probability of suspension, sus-
pended students with paid would have a 0.53 probability of 
suspension, non-suspended students with FRPL would have 

Fig. 1   Predicted probability of 
suspension after 9th grade by 
9th grade suspension and race
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a 0.15 probability of suspension, and suspended students 
with FRPL would have a 0.52 probability of suspension. 
The influence of being suspended in 9th grade on the pre-
dicted probability of being suspended after 9th grade was 
not significantly different for FRPL eligible and non-eligible 
students (2nd difference =−0.05, p = 0.657).

Figure 5 displays the predicted count of times suspended 
after 9th grade at each level of 9th grade suspension and 
FRPL eligibility. The model predicted that non-suspended 
students with paid lunch would have 0.18 suspensions, 
suspended students with paid lunch would have 1.25 

suspensions, non-suspended students with FRPL would have 
0.23 suspensions, and suspended students with FRPL would 
have 1.48 suspensions. The influence of being suspended in 
9th grade on the predicted count of times suspended after 
9th grade was not significantly different for FRPL eligible 
and non-eligible students (2nd difference = 0.18, p = 0.720).

Figure 6 displays the predicted number of days per sus-
pension after 9th grade at each level of 9th grade suspen-
sion and FRPL eligibility. The model predicted that non-
suspended students with paid lunch would be suspended 
3.63 days per suspension, suspended students with paid 

Fig. 2   Predicted number of sus-
pensions after 9th grade by 9th 
grade suspension and race

Fig. 3   Predicted number of 
days per suspension after 9th 
grade by 9th grade suspension 
and race
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lunch would be suspended 2.84  days per suspension, 
non-suspended students with FRPL would be suspended 
3.32 days per suspension, and suspended students with 
FRPL would be suspended 3.16 days per suspension. The 
influence of being suspended in 9th grade on the predicted 
number of days per suspension after 9th grade was not 
significantly higher for FRPL eligible than non-eligible 
students (2nd difference = 0.63, p = 0.311).

As noted, one sensitivity analysis included re-estimating 
the models using school dummy variables and cluster robust 

standard errors rather than multilevel models. The overall 
pattern of results was similar using this modeling strategy. 
It is noteworthy, though, that the results of each of the six 
models (three outcomes, each with two moderators) indi-
cated that there was a substantial range of coefficients on 
the school dummy variables, as well as statistically signifi-
cant differences among schools. For instance, in the model 
predicting the number of suspensions after grade 9 using 
student race as a moderator, the coefficients on the dummy 
variables ranged from −3.49 to 3.40. Moreover, all but three 

Fig. 4   Predicted probability of 
suspension after 9th grade by 
9th grade suspension and FRPL 
eligibility

Fig. 5   Predicted number of 
suspensions after 9th grade by 
9th grade suspension and FRPL 
eligibility
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of the schools had coefficients that were significantly differ-
ent from the reference school, including values that were 
both higher and lower than the reference school. This indi-
cates that school-level differences explain, at least in part, 
the pattern of results identified here.

As an additional exploratory analysis, we examined the 
three-way interaction between being suspended in 9th grade, 
race, and FRPL eligibility. This three-way interaction was not 
statistically significant for any of the three dependent variables.

Discussion

The burgeoning body of school discipline literature indi-
cates that punishments lead to a range of unintended con-
sequences, including decreased academic achievement, 
school dropout, delinquent behavior, and justice system 
involvement (Arcia, 2006; Hemez et al., 2020; Monahan 
et al., 2014; Mowen & Brent, 2016; Skiba, Arredondo, 
et al., 2014; Skiba, Chung, et al., 2014; Wolf & Kupchik, 
2017). Another potential consequence of school punishment 
is that it subjects youth to increased surveillance and future 
punitive disciplinary responses. The extent to which such 
a secondary sanctioning process occurs within schools has 
only recently come under question (see Wiley et al., 2020), 
but the findings from this study bolster the limited body of 
research which suggests that students are at greater risk of 
future disciplinary action once they have been suspended.1 

Specifically, we find that youth who are suspended in 9th 
grade have increased odds of receiving a suspension in 
grades 10 through 12. While these students experience more 
subsequent suspensions, these suspensions are not signifi-
cantly longer than the suspensions of students who were not 
suspended in 9th grade.

Research consistently shows that black youth dispro-
portionately experience exclusionary punishment, and our 
study furthers this line of research by examining whether 
black youth were more susceptible to subsequent punish-
ments than their white peers. Here, we find a significant 
difference between black and white youth for one of our 
outcomes: the number of subsequent suspensions. The fact 
that interaction effects were not significant for odds of later 
suspension or average number of days suspended may sug-
gest that a greater number of subsequent suspensions among 
black students is a function of increased scrutiny rather than 
behavioral differences. That is, that there was not a simi-
lar increase in the number of days per suspension suggests 
that the offenses for which students were suspended were 
not severe ones that merited being removed from school for 
many days, but minor ones that led to relatively short remov-
als. This finding is consistent with ethnographic research 
that found that subsequent to black boys’ initial punish-
ments, teachers increasingly monitored them, often assum-
ing that their misbehavior was intentional, and stereotyped 
them as “criminal” and even “unsalvageable” in subsequent 
decisions to punish (Ferguson, 2000).This finding is also 
consistent with experimental evidence indicating that stu-
dents’ records of prior infractions had different impacts on 
educators’ perceptions of black and white students’ behavior. 
For example, a prior study found that having a record of 

Fig. 6   Predicted number of days 
per suspension after 9th grade 
by 9th grade suspension and 
FRPL eligibility

1  But for examination of secondary sanctioning within the criminal 
justice system, see Liberman et  al. (2014), McGlynn-Wright et  al. 
(2020).
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two behavioral infractions rather than one led teachers to 
recommend discipline for black students, but not for white 
students (Okonofua & Eberhardt, 2015). Although the cur-
rent study does not measure behavioral infractions, it comes 
to a similar conclusion that prior engagement with discipline 
has implications for students’ future experiences with disci-
pline. Both the current study and findings by Okonofua and 
Eberhardt (2015) are consistent with an interpretation that 
educators’ decisions around school discipline are based in 
part on students’ histories, and that these histories matter 
differently for black and white students.

Our underlying theoretical framework, that school per-
sonnel decisions to punish are rooted in stereotype con-
gruence, guided our expectations around how race would 
moderate the relationship between initial and subsequent 
punishment. In particular, given the widespread racist ste-
reotypes about black criminality (Muhammad, 2010), we 
presumed that being suspended in 9th grade would be per-
ceived as stereotype-congruent for black students, but not 
for white students. These differences, then, would influ-
ence schools’ decisions to suspend students in the future. 
Although our findings offer some support for this idea, it 
is necessary to note that we are limited in the conclusions 
we can draw around the causes of subsequent discipline. 
Consistent with stereotype congruence theory, a secondary 
sanctioning process assumes that subsequent punishment is 
largely the result of heightened scrutiny of otherwise tol-
erated behavior. Our data do not include measures of the 
mechanisms that may account for subsequent suspensions, 
therefore it is unknown whether additional punishment was 
based on actual misbehavior. However, prior research has 
consistently shown that racial disparities in suspension are 
not fully explained by differences in behavior (Huang, 2020; 
Skiba, Arredondo, et al., 2014; Skiba, Chung, et al., 2014). 
Thus, while we cannot empirically rule out the possibility 
that the racial discipline gaps identified in this study—and 
the racialized patterns of discipline following an initial sus-
pension in 9th grade—are driven by racial differences in stu-
dent behavior, prior research indicates that this explanation 
is likely insufficient. Additionally, the sensitivity tests that 
incorporated school dummy variables indicates that there 
are meaningful between-school differences in the pattern of 
outcomes, suggesting that individual behavior alone does 
not explain this study’s findings.

This study also examined the role that income—as 
measured by students’ eligibility for free or reduced price 
lunch—played in schools’ administration of suspensions fol-
lowing 9th grade suspension. Class is a distinct construct 
from race, although the two are highly correlated in Ameri-
can society. We examined the extent to which classism may 
put students from low-income families at increased risk for 
additional punishment in a similar way that racism may put 
black students at increased risk for additional punishment. 

We found no such result; students eligible for FRPL were 
statistically indistinguishable from their peers in the rela-
tionship between being suspended in 9th grade and all three 
suspension outcomes. This suggests that racism more than 
classism is a driving force behind the year-to-year patterns 
in how schools suspend students.

This study’s findings have implications for theory and 
research related to school discipline and the attendant racial 
disparities. This study suggests that stereotype congruence 
theory explains some of the longitudinal patterns in how 
schools punish white and black students differently. Future 
research would benefit from better understanding what leads 
schools to the decision to punish students, with a particular 
focus on understanding the stereotypes of school person-
nel. For research, this study addresses a gap in the literature 
about how being suspended in one grade predicts being sus-
pended in later grades within the same school. Given that 
prior research has found that being suspended in multiple 
grades has a compounding effect on students’ risk of arrest 
(Mowen & Brent, 2016), this may be a key mechanism for 
reducing the negative sequelae of school suspension which 
are disproportionately borne by black students.

Implications for Policy and Practice

Our study also has important implications for schools’ prac-
tices, and points to a malleable school policy that has nega-
tive consequences for all students, but particularly for black 
students. If being suspended in 9th grade starts students on a 
trajectory toward being suspended in future grades, schools 
might benefit from prioritizing other ways of addressing 
student behaviors. For example, given that schools admin-
ister the vast majority of suspensions for non-criminal, non-
violent offenses (Skiba, 2000), educators might take a more 
positive view of student behaviors and acknowledge that 
their judgment of what behaviors they consider appropri-
ate might be racist. When student behaviors do cause harm, 
focusing on healing and restoring all parties involved may be 
a more productive approach than removing resources from 
students (Gonzalez, 2012).

However, simply trading suspensions for other discipli-
nary practices does not address the underlying problem of 
racial stereotypes. Offering professional development and 
training for teachers to counter their racial stereotypes has 
been suggested as one potential strategy to reduce the harm-
ful impact of racial stereotyping, although as Kupchik (2020) 
notes, unless the underlying school structure is altered to 
support students who do not fit white, middle-to-upper class 
standards then training is unlikely to have a lasting impact 
on racial disparities. As such, a creative reimagining of how 
to address student behaviors without relying on exclusionary 
forms of punishment is likely necessary.
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Additionally, schools and students are likely to benefit 
from providing additional resources to students who do expe-
rience a suspension. That is, rather than removing resources 
from students by excluding them from school and expecting 
them to subsequently conform to the school’s behavioral 
expectations, providing students with extra resources to rein-
tegrate them into the school environment would be useful. 
For example, intentionally building trusting relationships 
between suspended students and school personnel is likely 
to have lasting benefits for students (Crosnoe et al, 2004), 
especially if these relationships are culturally responsive and 
appropriate (Stevenson, 2008). Similarly, fostering a school 
climate that prioritizes a sense of belonging among black 
students in particular may be useful for interrupting racial-
ized patterns of suspension (Fisher et al., 2020).

Limitations

This study has several limitations that should be considered. 
First, no information was available about what led to the 
school’s decision to suspend students. We know nothing about 
school policies, the stereotypes held by school personnel, or 
the behavior of students. These factors, and others, are likely to 
matter in schools’ decision to suspend students (Huang, 2020; 
Skiba, Arredondo, et al., 2014; Skiba, Chung, et al., 2014). 
Future research would benefit from measuring these constructs 
and including them in a similar analysis. Along similar lines, 
future research should replicate these findings in a variety of 
settings to examine the extent to which these findings gener-
alize outside of the school district from which the data came. 
Second, schools punish students in ways besides suspension, 
including expulsion, transfers to other schools, detention, and 
less formal punishments that may not appear in administrative 
records; none of that information was available here. Finally, 
our measures of student race and income are used as prox-
ies for the extent to which students are likely to experience 
the consequences of racism and classism. These measures are 
imprecise and fail to capture the complexity of how systems of 
oppression bear upon individuals. Additionally, the measure of 
income in particular is dependent on self-reporting; if families 
do not self-identify as low income, they may not be catego-
rized by the school district as FRPL eligible, even if they are 
in fact eligible. Similarly, we are unable to disentangle the 
differences between families eligible for free lunch or reduced-
price lunch. Moreover, these measures do not account for other 
parallel systems of oppression. Future qualitative work in the 
vein of Annamma’s (2017) research may be particularly ben-
eficial in this regard.

Conclusion

Although research has long acknowledged the negative con-
sequences of being suspended and the prevalence of racial 
disparities in suspensions, little research to date has examined 
longitudinal patterns of suspension. Using four-wave longi-
tudinal data from three cohorts of students in a large urban 
school district in the USA, this study found that being sus-
pended in 9th grade predicted continued suspension in subse-
quent years in the same school, including the overall likelihood 
of being suspended and the number of suspensions, but not the 
number of days per suspension. Moreover, this relationship 
was particularly strong for black (relative to white) students in 
terms of the number of future suspensions, suggesting that the 
cascading consequences of initial school punishment are more 
disruptive for black youth. No differences existed by students’ 
household income. These findings can inform ongoing conver-
sations about minimizing the negative effects of school punish-
ment and seeking racial equity in how schools treat students.
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