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Abstract

One of the common issues schools face is how best to handle challenging student behaviors such

as violent behavior, antisocial behavior, bullying, school rule violations, and interrupting other

students’ learning. School suspension may be used to remove students engaging in challenging

behaviors from the school for a period of time. However, the act of suspending students from

school may worsen rather than improve their behavior. Research shows that suspensions predict a

range of student outcomes, including crime, delinquency, and drug use. It is therefore crucial to

understand the factors associated with the use of school suspension, particularly in sites with

different policy approaches to problem behaviors. This paper draws on data from state-
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representative samples of 3,129 Grade 7 and 9 students in Washington State, United States and

Victoria, Australia sampled in 2002. Multilevel modeling examined student and school level

factors associated with student-reported school suspension. Results showed that both student

(being male, previous student antisocial and violent behavior, rebelliousness, academic failure)

and school (socioeconomic status of the school, aggregate measures of low school commitment)

level factors were associated with school suspension and that the factors related to suspension

were similar in the two states. The implications of the findings for effective school behavior

management policy are that, rather than focusing only on the student, both student and school

level factors need to be addressed to reduce the rates of school suspension.
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1. Introduction

Most schools find it difficult to manage effectively challenging student behaviors including

violence, antisocial behavior, bullying, talking back to the teacher, disruptive classroom

behavior, and truancy. One management tool available is exclusion from school through the

use of suspension. Expulsion from school is also used although is much less common than

suspension (Skiba & Rausch, 2006a, 2006b). Research on the impact of school suspension

has been growing, particularly in the United Kingdom (UK) and the United States (US)

where it has been documented that the rates of school suspension are increasing (American

Academy of Pediatrics Committee on School Health, 2003). School suspension has been

associated with negative consequences for suspended students including a higher risk of

academic failure and school dropout (Arcia, 2006; Moskowitz, Schaps, Condon, Malvin, &

Martin, 1979), disengagement from school (Butler, Bond, Drew, Krelle, & Seal, 2005), and

failure to graduate on time (Raffaele Mendez, 2003), as well as student alienation, alcohol

and drug use, and future antisocial behavior (American Academy of Pediatrics Committee

on School Health, 2003; Costenbader & Markson, 1998; Hemphill, Heerde, Herrenkohl,

Toumbourou, & Catalano, 2011; Hemphill et al., 2009; Hemphill, Toumbourou, Herrenkohl,

McMorris, & Catalano, 2006). Countries differ in their policies and approaches to handling

challenging student behaviour at school; this inter-country variation provides a valuable

opportunity to examine similarities and differences in the student and school factors related

to school suspension. The present study used a cross-national comparative student sample

from two states (Washington State, United States and Victoria, Australia) to investigate

whether there were state differences in the student and school factors related to school

suspension using multilevel modeling. These two states were selected because they are

similar in terms of population size and student demographic characteristics (McMorris,

Hemphill, Toumbourou, Catalano, & Patton, 2007) but have different policies concerning

the management of challenging student behavior.

1.1 The policy context in Washington State and Victoria

Consistent with the US policy setting, Washington State schools adopt zero tolerance

approaches to managing challenging student behavior such as violence and alcohol and
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other drug use (Skiba & Rausch, 2006b). Such approaches seek to reduce challenging

behaviors primarily through deterrence by purporting to send a clear message to students

that certain behaviors will not be tolerated and will incur serious consequences. This ‘get

tough’ approach to challenging student behavior may have intuitive appeal as a means of

deterring offenders. At the time of the current study (2002), Victorian schools emphasized

ensuring that disciplinary actions do not negatively impact on students’ studies and

suspension from school was not usually implemented unless other disciplinary measures had

been unsuccessful (Directorate of School Education, 1994). The emphasis was on discipline

rather than punishment. The code of conduct for students in Victoria set out ways of

highlighting and promoting positive student behavior, as well as detailing discipline

procedures (Directorate of School Education, 1994). Despite policy differences, rates of

suspensions are only slightly higher in Grades 7 and 9 Washington State males (16%) than

their Victorian counterparts (11%), whereas rates for girls are 6% in both states (Hemphill et

al., 2006).

Conducting studies such as the current one within two states in different countries with

different school policy contexts provides greater power due to increased variation in the

main variables of interest. Comparative studies of these different states can help establish

cross-national similarities or differences in the student and school factors associated with

school suspension.

1.2 The impact of school suspension

Concern about the use of school suspension stems from research that shows it can have

serious unintended negative consequences for the suspended student across a range of

domains including educational outcomes and problem behaviors (American Academy of

Pediatrics Committee on School Health, 2003; Arcia, 2006; Butler et al., 2005; Costenbader

& Markson, 1998; Hemphill et al., 2011; Hemphill et al., 2009; Hemphill et al., 2006;

Raffaele Mendez, 2003; Skiba & Rausch, 2006b). Suspension is not effective in reducing

future office referrals for problem behavior (Moffitt, 1993), and increases the likelihood of

future suspension (Raffaele Mendez, 2003). In two papers, it has been shown that school

suspension increases the likelihood of the student engaging in antisocial and violent

behavior 12 months later, even after controlling for a comprehensive range of established

influences, including factors such as academic failure and low commitment to school

(Hemphill et al., 2009; Hemphill et al., 2006). In another similar paper, school suspension

increased the likelihood of tobacco use at 12-month follow-up for Grade 7 but not Grade 9

students, again controlling for a range of established risk and protective factors (Hemphill et

al., 2011).

Studies have also shown that the negative impacts of school suspension affect not just those

who are suspended, but also others within a school. For example, suspension is associated

with student and teacher reports of feeling less safe at school and a less appealing school

climate (Skiba & Rausch, 2006b). Detrimental effects on the families of suspended students

have also been reported, including parents’ feelings of powerlessness and anger as a result of

being excluded from the decision making process which affects their child (McDonald &

Thomas, 2003).
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1.3 Student characteristics associated with suspension

It has been consistently found that students who receive school suspension are often already

disadvantaged. Suspended students are more likely to belong to an ethnic minority or are of

low socioeconomic status. The majority of suspended students are male (Hemphill et al.,

2009; Hemphill et al., 2006; Skiba, Michael, Nardo, & Peterson, 2002; Skiba & Rausch,

2006a, 2006b; Vavrus & Cole, 2002). In the US, it has been shown repeatedly that students

of African American or Hispanic background are over-represented in school suspension

rates (Skiba et al., 2002; Skiba & Rausch, 2006a, 2006b; Vavrus & Cole, 2002). Studies

have shown that these higher rates of suspension, particularly for African American students

in the US, are not due to differences in student behavior (Skiba & Rausch, 2006a, 2006b).

In addition to these economic and demographic characteristics, there are a range of other

characteristics of students associated with school suspension. These include clinical levels of

problem behavior such as antisocial behavior (Morgan D’Atrio, Northrup, La Fleur, &

Spera, 1996), academic failure (Arcia, 2006; Gottfredson, Gottfredson, & Hybl, 1993), less

commitment to school (Costenbader & Markson, 1998), and rebelliousness (Gottfredson &

Gottfredson, 1999). Given these demographic, economic, and student factors related to

suspension are also linked to mobility (i.e., how regularly the student has changed schools

and how regularly the family has moved residences), the authors of the current paper

expected that mobility will be related to school suspension. School suspension is the most

severe consequence available to schools to handle student behavior; therefore it is expected

that student violent and antisocial behavior, as well as rebelliousness will be linked with

suspension.

1.4 School characteristics associated with suspension

School factors are also associated with school suspension. Many of these factors are ones

over which students have no control and may be strong influences on suspension. These

include the overall school suspension rate, teacher attitudes such as thinking students are

incompetent to solve their problems, administrative centralization of discipline (rather than

distribution of authority across staff) and the school’s inability to govern fairly, firmly and

consistently (Wu, Pink, Crain, & Moles, 1982). As an example of the importance of teacher

behavior, research in the US has shown that 25% of teachers are responsible for 66% of

office referrals (Skiba, Peterson, & Williams, 1997), often a precursor to suspension. The

overall level of commitment of members of the student population to the school is also

likely to be related to suspension, with schools with many students not committed to school

more likely to use suspension.

To address the lack of studies of associations between both student and school factors and

school exclusion, Theriot, Craun and Dupper (2010) examined both student and school

factors using multilevel modeling. They found that student level predictors were poverty,

previous suspensions and severity of the last suspension incident, and that a school level

predictor was the school’s percentage of annual suspensions relative to the student

population. However, the study by Theriot et al. (2010) included a limited selection of

school level variables (i.e., a measure of poverty and measures of suspension).
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1.5 The current study

An understanding of the relative impact of student and school level influences is crucial to

guide the development of new school policy approaches that may include a judicious

reduction in the use of school suspension to reduce negative effects on students. The authors

are also not aware of any other studies that have measured in detail student risk factors

including student problem behavior, rebelliousness, and academic failure. This paper will

examine the relative impact of these student factors and school factors (school size, school

type [private or public school], number of students on free lunch/educational maintenance

allowance, and aggregate scores for schools on student reports of low school commitment

and supportive relationships with teachers) in Victoria, Australia and Washington State, US

using multilevel modeling. Here, ethnicity is not included in the analyses because it was

measured differently in the two states. Aside from measurement of ethnicity, the same

methods (study design, measures and procedures) were used in each state to survey state-

wide representative samples of students in Grades 5, 7 and 9 (see (McMorris et al., 2007) for

details). The current study has two research aims: 1) to examine the student and school level

factors related to student-reported school suspension; and 2) to investigate whether the

student and school factors associated with student-reported suspension differ in the two

states. The two main hypotheses in the current paper are: 1) consistent with Theriot and

colleagues (2010), both student and school level factors will be associated with student-

reported school suspension; and 2) similar student and school factors will be associated with

suspension in Washington State and Victoria despite the policy differences in the two states.

2. Method

2.1 Participants

Data for the current study are drawn from the International Youth Development Study

(IYDS), a cross-national longitudinal study of adolescents recruited in Grades 5, 7 and 9

from Victoria, Australia and Washington State, US. The IYDS uses standardized

methodologies for participant recruitment, survey administration and data management.

Washington State and Victoria were chosen due to their similarities on a range of population

demographic and economic characteristics (McMorris et al., 2007) but differ in school

policies for dealing with youth problem behavior.

Within each state, public and private schools containing Grades 5, 7 or 9 were randomly

selected using a probability proportionate to grade-level size sampling procedure (Kish,

1965). A total of 152 schools in Victoria and 153 schools in Washington State agreed to

participate. Within each school selected, a class was randomly chosen from one of the grade

levels included in the study. Across the three age cohorts (Grades 5, 7 and 9) 74.8% of

eligible Washington State parents and students consented to participate and 73.5% of

eligible Victorian parents and students consented to participate. In total 5,769 students were

recruited into the study; 2,885 from Washington State and 2,884 from Victoria. More details

about recruitment and participation rates are described in McMorris et al. (2007).

Data for this paper are drawn from 3,899 students originally recruited in Grades 7 (Victoria

n = 984; Washington State n = 961) and 9 (Victoria n = 973; Washington State n = 981).
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Grade 5 students are not included in the analyses because of the low prevalence of school

suspensions within this group. In each state, the Grade 7 cohort was comprised mostly of 12

and 13 year olds, and the Grade 9 cohort of 14 and 15 year olds. Males and females were

equally represented in each state and age group.

2.2 Procedure

Ethics approval was gained from the University of Washington Human Subjects Review

Committee and the Royal Children’s Hospital Ethics in Human Research Committee.

Permission to conduct research in Victorian schools was obtained from the Department of

Education and Training for government (public) schools and from the Catholic Education

Office for some private schools, and then from principals. In Washington State permission

to conduct research in schools was obtained from the school districts containing sampled

schools and then from principals.

Parents provided written consent for their child to participate in the study and students

provided assent to complete the survey. To ensure seasonal equivalence, surveys were

administered from May to December 2002 in Victoria and February to June 2002 in

Washington State by study staff. The staff members in both states were trained in a single

protocol to minimize differences that may be introduced by variations in procedures.

Students completed surveys during a 50- to 60-minute class period. Students absent on the

day of testing completed the survey under the supervision of trained school personnel, or in

a small percentage of cases (less than 3%), over the telephone with study staff. Students in

Victoria received a small pocket calculator when they returned parental consent forms to

their teacher. Upon survey completion students in Washington State received $10.

Information about student SES was gained through a telephone interview with one parent/

guardian of each student. In total, 97% of Washington State parents and 96% of Victorian

parents completed these interviews. Information about school characteristics was provided

by asking the principals or another school administrator to complete a School Administrator

Survey. This questionnaire was posted to schools. In Washington State only, each

respondent received a prepaid incentive of $2 cash. In both states, 97% of school

administrators returned a survey.

2.3 Measures

The self-report measures of school suspension, student risk and protective factors, and

student behavior are drawn from the Communities That Care self-report youth survey

(Arthur, Hawkins, Pollard, Catalano, & Baglioni, 2002; Glaser, Van Horn, Arthur, Hawkins,

& Catalano, 2005; Pollard, Hawkins, & Arthur, 1999). The survey has demonstrated good

reliability and cross-sectional validity with large US samples of students in Grades 6-12

(Arthur et al., 2002; Glaser et al., 2005), and has been successfully adapted for use in

Victorian schools (Bond, Thomas, Toumbourou, Patton, & Catalano, 2000).

School Suspension—Students reported how many times in the past 12 months they had

been suspended from school, from Never to 40 or more times on an eight-point scale. Due to

the skewed distribution of the data, responses were recoded as present = 1 (student had
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experienced school suspension) and absent = 0 (student had not experience school

suspension).

2.3.1 Student Level Risk and Protective Factors

Antisocial Behavior: Students were asked how often they had engaged in five behaviors

representing antisocial behavior over the past year. These items included how often they

had: carried a weapon, stolen something worth more than $5 (US) [$10 in 2002 in

Australia], sold illegal drugs, stolen or tried to steal a motor vehicle such as a car or

motorcycle and been drunk or high at high school (Cronbach’s alpha = .49). Response

options ranged from Never to 40 or more times on an eight-point scale.

Violent Behavior was measured by the mean of two items that asked how often in the past

12 months students had a) attacked someone with the idea of seriously hurting them and b)

beat up someone so badly that they probably needed to see a doctor or nurse (Cronbach’s

alpha = .69). Response options ranged from Never to 40 or more times on an eight-point

rating scale.

Due to the skewed distribution of scores on antisocial behavior, responses were recoded as

present = 1 (student reports any antisocial behavior present) and absent = 0 (student did not

report any antisocial behaviors). Scores on the violent behavior variable were recoded in the

same way also due to a skewed distribution of scores.

Low School Commitment included seven items that asked students how often they felt

positive or negative towards school, as well as how important they felt school was and how

many days they had wagged (Victoria) or skipped (Washington State) school during the last

four weeks (Cronbach’s alpha = .75). Response options generally ranged from never to

almost always on a 5-point rating scale.

Academic Failure was measured using the mean of two items; one asking students what

their grades/marks were like last year, putting all of their grades together (rated on a five-

point scale from very good to very poor) and another item asking students whether their

school grades are better than the grades of most students in their class (rated on a four-point

scale from definitely yes to definitely no) (Cronbach’s alpha = .70). Responses to the first

item were rescaled so that scores ranged from one to four.

Rebelliousness: Students were asked if they tend to: do the opposite of what people tell

them - just to get them mad, ignore rules that get in their way and like to see how much they

can get away with (Cronbach’s alpha = .77). Response options ranged from definitely no to

definitely yes on a 4-point rating scale.

Transitions and Mobility: Students were asked whether they had changed homes and also

schools in the past year. They were also asked how many times they had changed homes and

schools (including changing from elementary to middle and middle to high school) since

kindergarten (Cronbach’s alpha = .61).
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Demographic Factors: Student-reported demographic factors were age and gender.

Indicators of family socio-demographics included family welfare status and parents’ low

educational attainment. For Family Welfare Status, Washington State parents were asked if

anyone in their household received any government assistance such as food stamps, TANF

(formerly AFDC), unemployment assistance or free or reduced price lunches. In this item,

TANF refers to Temporary Assistance for Needy Families and AFDC refers to Aid to

Families with Dependent Children. Victorian parents were asked if they or their partner had

a health care concession card. For both states, these welfare benefits are provided by the

government to assist low-income families. This variable was scored so that values of 1 =

family on welfare, and values of 0 = family not on welfare. For low parent education,

parents listed the mother and/or father’s highest level of education as less than secondary,

completed secondary or completed post secondary. The highest level of education reported

was used as an indicator of caregiver education. Responses indicating less than secondary

school were recoded as 1 and responses showing completion of secondary school or above

were assigned a value of 0.

2.3.2 School Level Factors—These measures included the school type, school size and

school SES as reported by school administrators. School type was categorized as either

public or other (including independent, religious and alternative schools) and school size

was the number of students enrolled at the school. School SES was measured differently in

each state. For Washington State schools, school SES was measured by the proportion of

students who received reduced-price or free school lunches. Children from families with

incomes below 130% of the Federal poverty level are eligible for free lunches and families

with incomes below 185% of the Federal poverty level are eligible for reduce price meals

(U. S. Department of Agriculture, 2008). In Victoria, the measure of school SES was the

proportion of students receiving an Educational Maintenance Allowance (EMA). This

benefit is provided by the government to low-income families to assist with the costs

associated with their children’s education.

Also measured at the school level were aggregate classroom scores for students’ mean

ratings of low school commitment and supportive teacher relationships. Low school

commitment was measured as described under student level factors above. Supportive

teacher relationships asked students if their school has lots of chances: for students to help

decide things like class activities and rules, for students to get involved in sports, clubs and

other school activities outside of class, for students to talk with a teacher one-on-one, for the

student to be part of class discussions or activities, and if teachers ask the student to work on

special classroom projects (Cronbach’s alpha = .56). Response options were on a four-point

scale ranging from definitely no to definitely yes.

2.3.3 Student Honesty—Items were included to assess whether or not students answered

the survey questions honestly to eliminate from the data set students with responses of

questionable validity (Arthur et al., 2002); (Moskowitz et al., 1979). This approach was

adopted because it was considered less obvious to students and in keeping with the overall

content of the survey than including a lie scale. Students were categorized as dishonest if

they reported any of the following: (a) that they were not honest at all when filling out the
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survey; (b) that they had used a fake drug in their lifetime or in the past 30 days; or (c) that

they had used illicit drugs on more than 120 occasions in the past 30 days. A single,

dichotomous measure of honesty was calculated using these items.

2.3.4 Analysis—Few students (23) met the criteria for dishonesty. Results presented here

include only students who were “honest”. The final sample included 3,129 students from

172 schools in Grades 7 (Victoria n = 764; Washington State n = 817) and 9 (Victoria n =

706; Washington State n = 842) who had complete data for all questions analyzed.

Data analyses were conducted in Stata/IC for Windows 11 (StataCorp, 2009). Firstly,

unadjusted chi-square analyses were conducted to compare the rates of school suspension in

the two states. Then mean scores on risk and protective factors in Washington State and

Victoria were compared using independent samples t-tests for continuous measures and chi-

square tests for categorical variables. A Bonferroni adjustment was used (p < .005) to reduce

the likelihood of type I error when making multiple comparisons. Correlations between

analyzed variables were checked to ensure there was not multi-collinearity, especially

potentially worrisome for the individual and school level measures of low school

commitment.

Next, a series of unadjusted logistic regression analyses were conducted to examine the

associations between risk and protective factors at the individual and school level with

school suspension. This was done using a robust cluster variance estimator for school

membership. The intraclass correlation (ICC) for schools was significant (.18; 95CI: 0.12 –

0.26), suggesting the correlation for suspension was greater within schools than between

schools. As a result, multilevel mixed-effects logistic regression was used for the final

analysis.

The effect of interactions between gender and each of antisocial behavior, violent behavior

and state were examined. To examine state differences in predictors of school suspension,

interactions between state and all other predicting variables were also examined. Finally, to

examine the influence of family socioeconomic status on suspensions risk and protective

factors, interactions between family welfare status and low parent education with all other

predictor variables were also examined. Each continuous risk factor was standardized, then

all predictor variables (0,1) were multiplied by gender, state and welfare (coded 0 and 1).

The multivariate logistic regression analyses described above were repeated using each of

these interaction terms. The interaction terms failed to show statistically significant

associations in the full model. Therefore, the multivariate models presented in this paper are

those which demonstrate a more parsimonious model without interaction terms and the

results of analyses for the combined Washington State-Victorian sample are reported.

3. Results

3.1 Rates of School Suspensions

Table 1 shows the proportion of students experiencing school suspension by state and

gender. Overall, Washington State students reported slightly higher rates of school

suspension than Victorian students. Examination of school suspension rates by gender
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shows that Washington State males showed higher rates of suspension than Victorian males,

whereas there were no state differences in rates of suspension for females.

3.2 Levels of Risk and Protective Factors in Victoria and Washington State

Table 2 shows the mean scores on risk and protective factors for each state. Compared to

Victorian students, those in Washington State reported more transitions/mobility and more

antisocial behavior. In relation to school level factors, a greater proportion of the

Washington State schools sampled were public schools compared to the Victorian schools.

There was no statistically significant difference between the states in the aggregate

classroom measures of low school commitment and supportive teacher relationships.

3.3 Unadjusted Associations between Student and School Factors and School Suspension

The results of the unadjusted logistic regressions are shown in Table 3. At the bivariate

level, all variables except state, age and school size were statistically significant predictors

of school suspension. Of the student level factors, being male increased the likelihood of

having experienced school suspension during the last 12 months, as did living in a family

receiving welfare and parents’ low education. Higher scores on antisocial behavior, violent

behavior, transitions/mobility, low school commitment, rebelliousness, and academic failure

also increased the likelihood of school suspension. For school level factors, attending a

school with lower SES as well as attending a public school, a higher aggregate classroom

score for low school commitment, and a lower aggregate classroom score for supportive

teacher relationships were also associated with an increased likelihood of school suspension.

3.4 Adjusted Association of Student and School Factors with School Suspension

Next a series of multilevel mixed-effects logistic regression analyses were performed to

examine the adjusted associations between school suspension and factors at the student and

school level. The school membership variable was specified as a random effect.

As shown in Table 4, additional variables were controlled for in each model. Model 1

examined the effect of covariates including sex, state and age. Model 2 added the student

level factors. Model 3 included the school level factors, as well as the covariates. Model 4

was a full model with all covariates, student and school level factors included in the

analysis.

As shown in Model 2, most individual level factors remained statistically significantly

associated with school suspension when included in the same model and controlling for age,

gender and state. Model 3 shows that at the school level, low school SES and aggregate low

school commitment were associated with suspension when school level factors were

included in the same model, as well as the covariates. In Model 4, being male, as well as

higher rates of antisocial behavior, violent behavior, rebelliousness and academic failure was

associated with a greater likelihood of school suspension when controlling for school level

factors. In this model, school SES and aggregate low school commitment were again the

school level factors associated with a greater likelihood of suspension. When compared to

the null model, model three reduced the most variance between the school clusters. The

model with student level factors (Model 2) explained 34% of the variance between schools
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((0.74-0.49)/0.74), while the model with school level factors (Model 3) explained 73%

((0.74-0.20)/0.74).

4. Discussion

The current study is novel in two ways; first, examining a range of both school and student

level factors related to school suspension using multilevel modeling in the one study, and

second, investigating whether the same school and student level factors are related to

suspension in two states with different school policies for challenging student behavior,

Washington State, US and Victoria, Australia. Consistent with the first hypothesis, both

student and school level factors were related to suspension. Student factors included being

male, student antisocial and violent behavior, rebelliousness, and academic failure. At the

school level, aggregate classroom scores on low school commitment, as well as school SES

were related to school suspension. School SES itself explained over 35.5% of the variance

when added to the model. Consistent with our second hypothesis, the analyses including

interactions did not show differences in the student and school level factors related to school

suspension in Washington State and Victoria, uniquely demonstrating comparability in the

factors related to suspension in these two states despite different policies.

Most previous studies have examined the student factors associated with suspension

separately from school factors and have not included such a comprehensive list of student

and school factors to examine the relative importance of each in associations with

suspension. To the authors’ knowledge, only one other research project has analyzed both

student and school factors in the one study using multilevel modeling (Theriot, Craun, &

Dupper, 2010). Consistent with Theriot et al. (2010), both student and school level factors

were related to school suspension in the current study. Even though the current study

included a number of different student factors in the analyses, the student factors identified

were consistent with previous research that examined fewer student factors at once. Being

male was associated with an increased likelihood of being suspended (Hemphill et al., 2009;

Hemphill et al., 2006; Skiba et al., 2002; Skiba & Rausch, 2006a, 2006b; Vavrus & Cole,

2002). In the current paper, student antisocial and violent behavior were associated with a

greater likelihood of being suspended from school, consistent with previous research

showing links between suspensions and a range of problem behaviors (American Academy

of Pediatrics Committee on School Health, 2003; Butler et al., 2005; Hemphill et al., 2011;

Hemphill et al., 2009; Hemphill et al., 2006; Morgan D’Atrio et al., 1996; Raffaele Mendez,

2003; Skiba & Rausch, 2006b). However, other studies have also shown that student

behavior is not necessarily the strongest predictor of school suspension (Wu et al., 1982).

The extent to which suspension is used for the most serious behavioral transgressions such

as violent behavior remains an important question for future studies. Given the potential

negative effects of school suspension on student outcomes (American Academy of

Pediatrics Committee on School Health, 2003; Arcia, 2006; Butler et al., 2005; Costenbader

& Markson, 1998; Hemphill et al., 2011; Hemphill et al., 2009; Hemphill et al., 2006;

Raffaele Mendez, 2003; Skiba & Rausch, 2006b), it is important that the use of suspension

is reserved for behaviors that may cause harm to other students, staff or the student him/

herself.
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Although multiple student factors were included in the analyses of the current paper, it is not

surprising based on prior research that student rebelliousness was still associated with school

suspension (Gottfredson & Gottfredson, 1999). Consistent with other studies, this paper

showed that academic failure is associated with school suspension (Arcia, 2006; Gottfredson

et al., 1993) even when other student and school factors were included. However, given the

cross-sectional nature of the data analyzed in this paper, it is not possible to determine the

temporal ordering of the association between suspension and academic failure (whether

school suspension preceded academic failure or vice versa).

Reflecting the climate of the school, aggregate classroom measures of low school

commitment were linked with school suspension. Consistent with expectations and prior

research examining the features of schools (Wu et al., 1982), those characterized by low

levels of student commitment had higher suspension rates. These findings underline the

importance of promoting a positive atmosphere in schools to reduce the need to use school

suspension in response to challenging student behaviors.

Rarely have the factors associated with school suspension been examined in two different

countries, a unique feature of the current study. The results of this study showed that the

associations between student and school level factors and school suspension were similar in

the two states, Washington State and Victoria. This occurred despite the differences in

policies for managing challenging student behaviors and suspension rates in the two states.

The same methods of data collection and data management were used in both states to

ensure results could not be explained by method differences. Even though the policy

approaches and rates of suspension in the two states differ, finding similarities in the student

and school factors related to suspension is consistent with the commonalities between the

two states in terms of the demographic characteristics (McMorris et al., 2007) and also that

both states are located in Western countries. In these two countries, the sorts of behaviors

(e.g., violent behavior, antisocial behavior, misbehavior) leading to school suspension are

generally similar (New South Wales Department of Education and Training, 2008; Rausch

& Skiba, 2004), hence it is not surprising to find these same behaviors associated with

student-reported suspension in this study. In general, cultural expectations are also similar in

terms of which behaviors are considered problematic at school and in the community (e.g.,

behaviors that may lead to trouble with the law). Likewise, there are comparable challenges

facing youth today in these two states such as the gap between biological and social maturity

(Moffitt, 1993). Future exploration of the relative importance of student and school level

factors in associations with school suspension in a range of countries with different policy

contexts and different behavioral expectations of young people will contribute to our

knowledge regarding whether the same factors predict cross culturally and in different

policy context.

This study of student and school level factors associated with school suspension has a

number of strengths. First, this study is one of the first to compare associations between

student and school factors and school suspension in two different countries and to ensure

that the two sites have used the same recruitment, survey, and follow-up procedures, as well

as the same data management practices (McMorris et al., 2007). The use of identical

procedures ensures that the results are less likely to be an artifact of the design and methods
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of the study. Second, this study achieved good response rates for participation, it includes

approximately equal numbers of male and female students in each state, and it has achieved

a good sized sample across two different cohorts spanning 12 - 15 years of age. Third, the

two states included in this study were chosen for their similarities on important socio-

demographic characteristics and for their differences in policy around challenging student

behaviors (McMorris et al., 2007).

Some limitations of the current study should also be noted. The measure of school

suspension is self-reported. However, the rates found for Victorian students are similar to

those in other states in Australia where official statistics are reported to the public

(Queensland Department of Education, 2012). The measure of school suspension in this

study did also not explicitly use the terms “external suspension” or “out-of-school

suspension” but rather asked if students had been “suspended from school”. There is a small

possibility that some students who responded affirmatively to this item may have received

an “internal suspension” (students remain at school but are removed from class). The student

and school factors related to internal versus external suspension may differ. However,

subsequent qualitative interviews with a subset of students suspended from school revealed

students did receive an external suspension. Later IYDS surveys of the Victorian Grade 5

student cohort do differentiate between internal and external suspension and will provide an

opportunity to replicate these findings with this cohort. In addition, in the current study the

antisocial behavior scale has a relatively low Cronbach’s alpha, a measure of the internal

consistency of the scale. Future research could explore how to improve the measure of

antisocial behavior for use in cross-national samples.

The current study may be criticized for relying on student self-reported data. However, the

use of self-report measures in studies of pre-adolescents and adolescents is considered a

reliable source of data for behavior problems such as antisocial behavior (Huizinga &

Elliott, 1986; Jolliffe et al., 2003; Rutter & Giller, 1983) which may not be visible to adults.

The analyses reported here are cross-sectional hence it is not possible to make attributions of

causality from these data. A stronger test of the links between student and school level

variables and school suspension would be to replicate these findings using longitudinal data.

4.1 Conclusion

This current study builds on existing literature to show in the one project that both school

and student level factors are linked to school suspension and that similar school and student

factors are linked to suspension in two states with different policies for handling challenging

student behavior. Further research is needed to compare factors related to suspension in

countries with different school policies and expectations for student behavior. Importantly in

this study, school level factors included aggregate classroom measures of low school

commitment (reflective of school climate), as well as school SES. Student factors included

being male, student antisocial and violent behavior, rebelliousness and academic failure. The

results of this research underline the importance of addressing both student factors and

school level factors to reduce the rate of school suspension (and the behaviors that lead to a

student being suspended from school). Government policies that provide better resources
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and more highly skilled teachers to disadvantaged schools may be crucial to improve

educational outcomes.
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Highlights

• Both student level and school level factors were related to school suspension

• Student factors were student behavior, rebelliousness, and academic failure

• School factors were school socioeconomic status and aggregate low school

commitment

• The findings were similar in Victoria, Australia and Washington State, USA

• To reduce suspension rates, both student and school factors need to be targeted
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Table 1

Percentage (%) of sample experiencing school suspension in Victoria and Washington State

Male Female

VIC
(n = 83 )

WA
(n = 137) χ 2 VIC

(n = 43)
WA

(n = 47) χ 2

School suspension 11.87 16.42 6.32* 5.53 5.71 .01

Note. VIC = Victoria; WA = Washington State.

χ2 = chi-square test comparing states within gender,

**
p < .01
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Table 2

Means and standard deviations and rates of risk and protective factors in Victoria and Washington State

Victoria
Mean (SD)

Washington State
Mean (SD)

Student level factors

 Low school commitment 2.26 (.62) 2.24 (.59)

 Academic failure 1.99 (.64) 2.04 (.71)

 Rebelliousness 1.92 (.63) 1.86 (.63)

 Transitions/mobility 1.97 (.63) 2.18 (.69)*

 Welfare 28.75% 28.06%

 Parents’ low education 29.8%* 7.6%

 Antisocial behavior 20.71% 25.59%*

 Violent behavior 7.29% 7.97%

School level factors

 School type (public) 64.6% (.63) 91.11% (.29)*

 Low school SES 27.11 (19.35) 33.93 (24.64)

 School size 884.76 (352.76) 888.62 (503.55)

Low School Commitment 2.28 (.25) 2.24 (.23)

Supportive teacher
relationships

2.98 (.17) 3.03 (.15)

*
Note. p < .005 for between state comparison, Bonferroni adjustment.

Child Youth Serv Rev. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2015 January 01.



N
IH

-P
A

 A
uthor M

anuscript
N

IH
-P

A
 A

uthor M
anuscript

N
IH

-P
A

 A
uthor M

anuscript

Sheryl et al. Page 19

Table 3

Unadjusted logistic regression analyses of associations between school suspension and student and school

level variables

Student level factors Odds ratio
(95% CI)

Male 2.81 (2.15-3.66)***

State (Washington State) 1.33 (.92-1.92)

Age 1.16 (.99-1.35)

Welfare 2.09 (1.61-2.72) ***

Parents’ low education 1.67 (1.23-2.26)**

Antisocial behavior 5.94 (4.65-7.58)***

Violent behavior 8.14 (6.08-10.88)***

Transitions/mobility 1.42 (1.15-1.75)***

Low school commitment 2.85 (2.35-3.46)***

Rebelliousness 2.79 (2.28-3.42)***

Academic failure 3.59 (3.01-4.21)***

School level factors

Low school SES 1.02 (1.02-1.03)***

School type (public) 3.34 (1.94-5.77)***

School size 1.00 (.99-1.00)

Low School Commitment 6.48 (2.78-15.13)***

Supportive teacher
relationships

0.10 (.04-.27)***

*
Note. p < .05;

**
p < .01;

***
p < .001
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