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Article

Entanglements of Discipline, 
Behavioral Intervention,  
Race, and Disability

Joshua Bornstein1

Abstract
In 2011, an urban school district that had been cited for excessive and disproportionate 
suspension by race and disability sought to establish guidelines for Positive Behavioral 
Interventions and Supports (PBIS) as a remedy. District leaders held a PBIS planning 
meeting that included a broad collection of stakeholders. As they discussed data-
driven protocols, a significant challenge to institutionalized racism embedded in 
behavioral expectations, analysis, and responses emerged. However, that challenge 
was met with repeated assertions that the apparently neutral parameters of PBIS 
would suffice. Thus, PBIS protocols were used to suppress questions of the cultural 
competence of teachers, administrators, and clinicians.
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Background

Greendale City Schools were seeking systematic solutions to egregious policies and 
practices of suspending students. In 2011, they had been sanctioned by the State 
Education Department for excessive and disproportionate suspension of students with 
disabilities (State Education Department Office of Special Education Information 
Collection Review and Communication, 2011). Furthermore, as documented in Figure 1 
and Table 1, Greendale had been cited in the same period as one of 20 urban school 
districts whose policies and practices raised “critical civil rights concerns related to the 
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high frequency of secondary school suspensions” with respect to both race and dis-
ability status (Losen & Martinez, 2013, p. 1).

As this case demonstrates, it is often necessary to detangle issues of race and dis-
ability. Interpreting difference as deviance (Artiles & Bal, 2008) and deviance as dis-
ability (Conrad & Schneider, 1992) contributes significantly to disproportionate 
suspension and disability classification. When deviance is seen as disability, this is a 
manifestation of ableism that “uncritically asserts that it is better for a child to walk 
than to roll, speak than sign, read print than read Braille, spell independently than use 
a spell-check” (Hehir, 2002, p. 3). Ableism also shapes the expectation that students 
exhibit a narrow set of behaviors in order to be considered normal (Danforth, 2007). 
Furthermore, when White cultural norms define normal and acceptable behavior in 
school (Leonardo & Broderick, 2011), students of color are doubly at risk for being 
regarded as bad and/or sick.

In this case study, Greendale educators grappled with this knotty set of discourses. 
Director of Special Education Quinn took the lead for the district. He saw Positive 
Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS) as a tool to rectify Greendale’s pattern 
of disproportionate suspension. Quinn introduced Response to Intervention (RTI) and 
PBIS as a unitary problem-solving system to address students whose behavior or aca-
demic performance were significantly outside accepted norms (Batsche et al., 2005).

As federal law, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) (2004) 
framed the Greendale initiative. IDEA establishes PBIS and RTI. PBIS has been mod-
eled on RTI (Sugai and Horner, 2010), which supplements the test-driven discrepancy 
method of diagnosing learning disabilities with a process of applying research-based 

Figure 1. Greendale students’ risk of suspension disaggregated by school level, race, and 
disability (2009-2010).
Source. Losen and Martinez (2013).
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teaching practices systematically before concluding that a student has a disability 
(Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006). It establishes school-wide and district-wide practices for base-
line expectations of instructional fidelity and universal screening (Jimerson, Burns, & 
VanDerHeyden, 2007).

PBIS likewise intends to replace suspension with interventions and supports that 
could therapeutically employ the “existing science of human behavior link[ing] the 
behavioral, cognitive, biophysical, developmental, and physical/environmental factors 
that influence how a person behaves” (Sugai et al., 2000, pp. 133-134). With PBIS, 
schools establish consistent behavioral norms and expectations (Dunlap, Sailor, 
Horner, & Sugai, 2009). Diagnostically, PBIS also constructs screening criteria for 
applying increasingly potent interventions as students and interventions move from 
Tier I (universal) to Tier II (targeted) to Tier III (intensive) (Burke et al., 2012; Walker, 
Cheney, Stage, & Blum, 2005). If a student’s disruptive behavior persists despite inter-
ventions, then the PBIS protocols make use of that persistence as diagnostic evidence 
for possible emotional behavioral disorder (Dunlap et al., 2009).

Quinn promoted PBIS as best practice for (a) establishing sound universal expecta-
tions for behavior, (b) applying research-validated interventions when students showed 
disorderly behavior, and (c) using intervention and response data to diagnose a stu-
dent’s deficits. He noted that although Greendale had nominally been practicing PBIS 
for 9 years, implementation across the 32 schools had been “kind of inconsistent.” The 
previous superintendent had allowed schools to “implement whatever behavioral 
models [they preferred].” Hence, he sought organizational consistency and fidelity of 
implementation. For a diverse district, this was “a bigger issue than just special educa-
tion” in his view. The demographic diversity of the district is represented in Table 2.

Case Narrative

To gain broad support and input for this effort, Quinn convened a full-day planning 
session of 18 stakeholders as delineated in Table 3: district administrators, principals, 
psychologists, teachers, community-based mental health providers, a representative 
from a private philanthropic foundation partnering with the district, the district’s offi-
cial parent advocate, and an external consultant on PBIS. Toni Covey was the day’s 

Table 1. Greendale Students With Disabilities Compared With Students Without 
Disabilities by Race and School Level.

Greendale city 
school district

Elementary 
students without 

disabilities

Elementary 
students with 

disabilities

Secondary 
students without 

disabilities

Secondary 
students with 

disabilities

Whites 7% 10% 16% 29%
Latinos 8% 9% 28% 36%
African Americans 14% 23% 35% 52%

Source. Losen and Martinez (2013).
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facilitator. She worked at Neighborhood Assurance, an organization that placed com-
munity-based mental health professionals in Greendale schools. Her meeting agenda 
prioritized early identification, interventions, and progress monitoring for students 
showing disruptive behavior.

Covey discussed how students would be “sifted out” of lower PBIS tiers into higher 
ones. She anticipated a process parallel to the School-Based Intervention Teams 
(SBIT) that the Greendale schools employed to identify students with disabilities. She 
aligned several structural aspects of the new PBIS process to SBIT: (a) a 10- to 15-stu-
dent caseload for each meeting, (b) data review done beforehand, and (c) support for 
parents. By the end of the planning day, they would establish who was on these new 
screening teams.

Parent Advocate Andrea Samara, one of four people of color in attendance, 
addressed the last point directly. Parents should be knowledgeable participants in 
interventions, she said, though not necessarily members of the screening team. In 
response, RTI Coordinator Michelle Butler and School Psychologist Leslie Davis 
explained the function of RTI, in which Tier I interventions belonged in the classroom. 
From there, the screening team could consider referrals and the results of Tier II and 
III of interventions as diagnostic data.

Elementary Director Phillip Alexander—another of the four people of color in the 
meeting—noticed that faculty would be serving on many committees, including a dis-
cipline committee, SBIT, and the new screening team. “How will this work?” he won-
dered. “Which students will be funneled to which committee?”

Again, Butler responded to the concern about who would make decisions by offer-
ing a generic description of the diagnostic procedures of RTI/PBIS. This back-and-
forth about decision-making power and diagnostic protocol was repeated multiple 
times during the day, each time with the premise that RTI/PBIS could reliably diag-
nose a student’s disability. Whenever a challenging question arose about who might 
make these critical decisions, clinicians around the table responded with details about 
diagnostic protocol, which effectively suppressed the dispute.

Table 2. Greendale City School District Student Demographics (2009-2010).

Demographic category Students

Total enrollment >20,000
American Indian or Alaska Native 2%
Black or African American 53%
Hispanic or Latino 12%
Asian or Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander 6%
Multiracial 0%
White 28%
Limited English proficiency 10%
Eligible for free or reduced-price lunch 79%
Students with disabilities 19%

Source. State Education Department Office of Data and Communication Services (2012).
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Interrogating the Use of Data

In that ebb and flow, the meeting wrestled with defining which data would be used to 
identify students at risk. In the RTI process, getting four to five academic referrals was 
the “trigger point” for moving from Tier I to Tier II, according to Butler. Tier II esca-
lated responses to those students from “universal practices” to “targeted interven-
tions.” Because RTI should be the model for PBIS, she suggested that four to five 
office discipline referrals (ODRs) could be the Tier I behavioral screening criterion to 
determine who was eligible for Tier II methods.

Four to five referrals seemed too arbitrary to Director of Student Services Tom 
Hawkins. To him, “throwing a chair” or being suspended were “automatic” reasons to 
screen a child for a behavioral disorder. However, because the schools did not regu-
larly “progress monitor for behavior,” a “loose target” of ODRs could “set kids up to 
fail.” To illustrate, he skeptically role-played a teacher saying, “If I as an adult have a 
five-referral goal, then I’ll have the paperwork ready beforehand” for trivial referrals 
such as coming to class without pencil and paper. Behavioral Specialist Teresa Evans 
echoed Hawkins’ concern about teachers manipulating referrals. She noted that 
because student academic results were now becoming a formal part of teacher evalua-
tions, teachers would say, “I can’t succeed with Johnny in the room.”

Table 3. Meeting Participants.

Position Pseudonym Gender Race

Assistant Director of Special 
Education

Mary Newman Female White

Behavioral Specialist Theresa Evans Female White
Coordinator of Student Services Elizabeth Nuñez Female Latina
Associate Director of We Will 

Foundation
Nina Gillette Female African American

Director of Elementary Education Phillip Alexander Male African American
Director of Special Education Patrick Quinn Male White
Director of Student Services Tom Hawkins Male White
Facilitator Toni Covey Female White
High School Curriculum Coach Bill North Male White
Parent Advocate Andrea Samara Female African American
PBIS Consultant Maureen Corbin Female White
PBIS Coordinator Neil Weatherby Male White
Reading Specialist Dory Walters Female White
RTI Coordinator Michelle Butler Female White
School Psychologist Leslie Davis Female White
School Psychologist Camilla Schon Female White
School Support Specialist Michael Norton Male White
Teaching Assistant Wilma Harrison Female White

Note. PBIS = Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports; RTI = Response to Intervention.
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PBIS Coordinator Neil Weatherby wondered aloud if “common sense” could “dis-
tinguish between lacking a pencil and setting a cat ablaze in the gym?” He suggested 
professional development for all teachers to “standardize” ODRs. Standardization 
would remedy faulty judgment. Butler supported him, suggesting that Greendale use 
the RTI “at-risk form referral” for PBIS as well.

Quinn then shifted the discussion from screening to intervention, saying that an 
RTI/PBIS “problem-solving construct” would reconcile the district’s ability in identi-
fying “where a kid was having problems” with its inability in “putting together thera-
peutic pieces.” The State had cited them for that failure, he said.

With all these screening criteria, forms, and interventions being discussed, the 
agenda turned to finding clarity. Participants had many questions and demands. For 
example, Nina Gillette, of the We Will Foundation, wanted to monitor attendance. 
Covey described her organization’s commitment to place mental health clinicians in 
each school but admitted they were confused by how Greendale had modified the 
conventional RTI/PBIS pyramid. And the debate returned yet again to (a) the appropri-
ateness of ODRs as screening data and (b) the decision-making power of the screening 
team members. To close out the morning, Quinn reintroduced a PBIS blueprint, argu-
ing that it integrated the answers to all these questions.

Professional Development on De-Escalation or Institutional Racism?

Concerns about professional development for teachers periodically punctuated the dis-
cussion of structures and data. For example, during the back and forth on writing 
ODRs, several members suggested that teachers needed professional development to 
help sort it out. At other points, suggestions arose for (a) training on Tier I strategies, 
(b) consistent standards for ODRs, and (c) distinguishing behavioral from academic 
concerns.

Parent Advocate Samara argued that such professional development must be 
accompanied by developing parent support for those strategies. Otherwise, their efforts 
were doomed to fail. Her point was ignored, however, and the meeting returned to set-
ting up PBIS processes and structures.

Reaffirming Samara’s theme, Director Alexander cited the district’s uneven history 
with professional development on courageous conversations about race and racism 
(Singleton & Linton, 2006) and discipline with dignity (Mendler & Curwin, 1999/2007). 
Yet the mental health professionals deflected his point toward more clinical concerns. 
Covey responded that teachers were often intimidated by behavioral and emotional “chal-
lenges,” worried that they lacked proper professional knowledge, and “might do some-
thing to make it worse.” She thus framed the matter not as racial, but as quasi-clinical, in 
which teachers feared poking the bear of emotionally disordered students. She advocated 
professional development in de-escalation strategies. Alexander responded,

As vice principal, I went through Discipline with Dignity training. We still had troubles. 
Folks are still comfortable with some patterns, and uncomfortable around race. 
De-escalation is appropriate, but we still need to deal with race. We are predominantly 
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White staff and predominantly African American students. People grew up differently. 
Staff need to know who the students are in front of them.

Samara caught his attention across the table and whispered, “Thanks!” She endorsed 
the work on courageous conversations. She had been through those trainings herself, 
and witnessed a change. “Initially it’s very scary, then it clicked. In the end, we need 
support.”

Clinical Judgment Excludes Other Perspectives

As the meeting returned repeatedly to the screening teams, the clinicians who were 
present argued for two separate teams: an SBIT “A” for Academics and an SBIT “B” 
for Behavior. District administrators wanted a single team, especially involving the 
building principal, so that discipline referrals, behavioral analyses, and behavioral 
plans could all be considered in one place.

Samara took a stand here. When she spoke, she faltered a bit, glanced toward 
Alexander for support, and challenged the prevailing discussion.

It is important in marketing this to the community to keep the behavior team and SBIT 
together so that they don’t think our kids are buck wild, and needing mental health 
services. And what about special ed and Black males? They will receive most of this 
service. From my worldview, many parents want to know “where I can get help.” For 
example, I am just now learning that we will have behavior specialists in the schools. Is 
that a resource available for families?

Samara had challenged racialized diagnoses of disability. She observed that more 
numerous and clinical structures would more often stigmatize children of color as hav-
ing emotional and behavioral disabilities.

The group took no notice of her questions, however. Butler returned the conversa-
tion to preferences for SBIT A or SBIT B teams. Following the protocols of existing 
SBIT teams, Butler suggested that SBIT B screening teams should include a “generic 
classroom teacher” for “empathy” as part of the analysis of “the whole child.” “What 
about a parent?” asked Covey, presumably taking up Samara’s challenge.

“We usually invite parents to follow-ups once the plan is done. People felt uncom-
fortable problem solving with the parents present,” Butler responded. She defended 
committee clinicians as having the most effective knowledge of children. Parents 
might be invited in later to receive the completed therapeutic plan.

“That’s been your downfall. None of us were there,” contended Samara.
With race squarely on the table, White participants used various strategies to mini-

mize its importance and to assert clinical knowledge as a more reliable approach to 
disproportionality. High School Curriculum Coach Bill North argued again that teach-
ers need training in generic de-escalation strategies.

Psychologist Davis insisted that specialists were needed because “good assess-
ment drives strategies.” In her estimation, clinicians could verify whether racism or 
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disability was salient in a given situation. She described manifestation hearings as 
per IDEA (2004), which determined whether a student’s behavior that had been clas-
sified as a disciplinary infraction was more properly understood as a manifestation 
of their disability. Covey re-centered the discomfort of teachers, placing herself in 
the role of teacher, with an empathetic “we”:

We get overwhelmed with behavior, unlike academics. We tend to focus on the end: 
throwing a chair. We need to be able to break it down. Behavior has a purpose. We should 
focus on what we can do.

Davis insisted, “That’s why you need an expert, a school psychologist, to tell what’s 
really going on.”

“I don’t disagree,” said Quinn. He also affirmed Covey’s empathy for classroom 
teachers, stating that psychologists may not know “what it’s like to be in front of a 
class of 28.” However, he returned to validating the judgment of clinicians by calling 
for including social workers in PBIS teams.

The meeting’s final item was to develop lists of resources available for each school. 
Quinn said that he had reallocated his staff to fit the PBIS pyramidal structure. Samara 
requested professional development on cultural competence as a high priority. No 
money seemed to be available for that, however, and participants left it hanging with 
a vague suggestion that the Parent Teacher Student Organization might pick it up. The 
planning session then adjourned.

Teaching Notes

With the reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (2004), 
PBIS has been implemented as an inclusive remedy for excessive suspension of stu-
dents with disabilities. PBIS seeks therapeutic responses to unwanted student behav-
ior in place of suspension (Griffiths, 2012; Office of Special Educational Programs, 
2015) and is also seen as a systematic attempt to disrupt the school-to-prison pipeline 
(Cregor & Hewitt, 2011; Fenning et al., 2012; Metze, 2012). Research robustly dem-
onstrates that schools disproportionately suspend both students of color and students 
with disabilities (Krezmien, Leone, & Achilles, 2006; Losen & Gillespie, 2012; 
Losen & Martinez, 2013; Osher, Woodruff, & Sims, 2002; Reid & Knight, 2006; 
Skiba et al., 2011; Vincent, Sprague, & Tobin, 2012; Youdell, 2006; Zhang, 
Katsizannis, & Herbst, 2004).

Preventing suspension may not be the end of the story, however. Although PBIS has 
been offered as a progressive program for schools to approach unwanted behavior, the 
shift from disciplinary systems to diagnostic and therapeutic ones nonetheless moves 
into an area of continuing contention. If the shift from suspension to PBIS effectively 
swaps “bad student” for “disabled student,” how should leaders understand that devel-
opment? Since racially disproportionate disability classification of students of color is 
as prominent as racially disproportionate suspension, it may be worth taking a caution-
ary pause to examine whether PBIS exchanges one deficit identity for another.
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Racially disproportionate classification is a topic of renewed debate, in fact. Despite 
decades of research documenting the overrepresentation of students of color in special 
education (A. J. Artiles & Trent, 1994; Harry & Anderson, 1994; Harry & Klingner, 
2006; Harry, Klingner, Cramer, & Sturges, 2007; Hosp & Reschly, 2004; Oswald, 
Coutinho, & Best, 2002; Skiba et al., 2011; Skiba et al., 2008; Wiley, Brigham, 
Kauffman, & Bogan, 2013), a challenge has emerged from Morgan et al. (2015) who 
argued the opposite: that students of color were actually underidentified as having dis-
abilities. Based on their interpretation of a longitudinal database of students from kin-
dergarten and first grade in 1998-1999 through fifth and eighth grades, Morgan et al. 
(2015) concluded that socioeconomic status was more influential than race and that 
educational policy ought to change accordingly.

Rebuttals of Morgan et al.’s (2015) quantitative analysis (Skiba, Artiles, Kozleski, 
Losen, & Harry, 2016) and basic conceptual framework (Collins, Connor, Ferri, 
Gallagher, & Samson, 2016) have been swift and strong. Skiba et al. (2016) contended 
that Morgan et al. (2015) oversimplifed the mutually reinforcing dynamics of race and 
class in the United States, the complexity of which has been addressed by the U.S. 
Government Accountability Office (2013). Furthermore, they contended that Morgan 
et al.’s (2015) sampling protocols inappropriately relied on the perceptions of special 
education teachers as opposed to actual counts of classified students.

Orsati and Causton-Theoharis (2013) and Harwood (2006) have offered critical 
discourse analysis of the kind of educator judgment on which Morgan et al. (2015) 
relied. Orsati and Causton-Theoharis (2013) demonstrated that when teachers and 
teaching assistants experienced a loss of control in the classroom, they labeled the 
students themselves as challenging, rather than the behaviors, thus leading to increased 
classification for emotional and behavioral disorders. Harwood (2006) described a 
similar phenomenon in diagnostic discourses that led to identifying students as having 
conduct disorder. These analyses are salient here because this qualitative case study of 
Greendale sheds light on the messiness of how the judgment of educators can become 
enshrined in a nominally objective system like PBIS.

Coming from a similar theoretical construct in Disability Studies in Education, 
Collins et al. (2016) maintained that Morgan et al.’s (2015) conceptual framework was 
unsound. Among the critiques, the most relevant for this case study were deficit per-
spectives of students. Collins et al. (2016) called dubious and dangerous Morgan 
et al.’s (2015) premises about culture. Morgan et al. (2015) argued that cultural depri-
vation—either race or class—placed students at higher risk for demonstrating learning 
or behavioral problems in school.

In so doing, Morgan et al. (2015) naturalize and justify disproportionate placement in 
special education, higher rates of referral for behavioral issues, and lower achievement. 
In other words, they rely on deficit-based views of children of color, which place the 
problem of disproportionality not on referral bias, negative stereotypes, lowered 
expectations, reduced opportunity to learn, or the historical legacies of discrimination, 
but on students of color themselves, their families, and their communities. (Collins et al., 
2016, pp. 6-7)
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As a qualitative study, this article adds to understanding the complications (Bogdan 
& Biklen, 2007) of inclusive leadership practices. In particular, the discourses on race, 
discipline, and disability are entwined in scenes such as this one. Morgan et al. (2015) 
and critics (Collins et al., 2016; Skiba et al., 2016) dealt with the macro level of racial 
disproportionality. This study offers a micro-level alternative that may illuminate how 
the macro trends occur. Educator judgment is of course a significant factor in deter-
mining whether and how either a disciplinary or therapeutic system will be imple-
mented. This case does not suggest that educators ought to ignore differences in 
student behavior. Rather, it invites a critical inquiry into the quality of that judgment 
and the potential pitfalls of institutionalizing it, especially when both disciplinary and 
classification systems have been scrutinized for racial disproportionality.

Bearing these caveats in mind, there are some promising efforts to bring all stakehold-
ers to the table when establishing culturally responsive foundations for PBIS (Bal, Kozleski, 
Schrader, Rodriguez, & Pelton, 2014). However, it may not be sufficient to promote cul-
tural competence without simultaneously deconstructing ableism. As this case demon-
strates, data-driven systems of diagnosis and intervention may appear to be more truthful 
and reliable than cultural analyses and prescriptions because they rely on the protocols of 
a scientific method. A critical approach to data-driven protocols does not automatically 
accept that they are free of cultural bias. Indeed, scientific protocols can become a façade 
for institutionalized racism and ableism. School leaders concerned with social justice need 
to be adept at deconstructing such masks. The guiding questions, activities, and suggested 
readings below are offered to help leaders navigate such challenging waters.

Guiding Questions

1. When schools are dealing with unwanted behavior from students, what are the 
grounding assumptions about what constitutes normal or acceptable behavior? 
As we lead increasingly diverse schools, what assumptions are built into the 
ways we interpret student behavior (a) in codes of conduct and (b) in evaluat-
ing students for possible disability?

2. How might behavioral difference be interpreted as deviance, or even as ill-
ness? Put in a more active voice, who is making those interpretations, and how 
does that impact our students?

3. How culturally responsive are RTI and PBIS? Why is this a “courageous dia-
logue” worth pursuing in professional development alongside techniques for 
behavioral instruction and conflict de-escalation?

Activities

Role play. The district-level case could be extrapolated to a building-level role-play. 
Small groups could act as school leadership teams in Greendale tasked with imple-
menting PBIS. Prepare the players with the district committee’s history with RTI as 
well as its unfinished debate on PBIS. Task the players with seeking to do better in 
their buildings. What is their plan to proceed? Who might they bring to the table, and 
what might be the building blocks that are relevant to their schools (Bal et al., 2014)? 
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Singleton and Linton’s (2006) protocols provide a useful structure for this exercise.

Equity audits. Leadership students could conduct equity audits (Capper & Young, 
2015; McKenzie & Scheurich, 2004) of their own school or district’s classification 
and discipline data for evidence of disproportionality. They can then research best 
practice for leading diverse schools (Theoharis & Scanlan, 2015). With findings and 
best practices in hand, students can prepare a presentation to a fictional school stake-
holder group—full faculty meeting, school leadership team, parent–teacher associa-
tion, committee on special education, and so forth—about what they have found and 
how the school or district should move forward.

Further Reading

As noted above, some promising work is being done to develop a culturally responsive 
version of PBIS (CRPBS). Bal et al. (2012) and Fallon, O’Keeffe, and Sugai (2012) 
describe the principles of such work. Furthermore, Bal and another team of researchers 
have been documenting that work in practice (Bal et al., 2014). Finally, two interesting 
case studies demonstrate how conventional PBIS tenets can be reinterpreted to be rel-
evant to a predominantly Diné and a predominantly Chinese American high school 
(Jones, Caravaca, Cizek, Horner, & Vincent, 2006; Mian, McCart, & Turnbull, 2007).
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