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Abstract 

Students with disabilities are highly at-risk for administrative disciplinary actions that 

remove them from school for misconduct. School leaders have the authority and expertise to 

reduce the amount of these removals by reconsidering their current methods for discipline, 

reflecting on how these affect their students, and making changes to student consequences. The 

purpose of this study was to determine what highly skilled principals in the field have found to 

be the most effective strategies in reducing or eliminating out-of-school suspensions for students 

with disabilities. This insight is invaluable to the discussion on next steps to close the discipline 

gap between special education and regular education students. This study used a Delphi model 

for research building consensus through three rounds of surveys. This input was collected from a 

panel of 15 principals from 13 school divisions across Virginia that were identified as having 

already achieved success in eliminating out-of-school suspensions for students with disabilities. 

The panel concluded that principals must ensure a positive relationship with every student, use 

alternative, logical, and authentic consequences, and identify and implement individualized 

supports and accommodations when addressing student misconduct to eliminate out-of-school 

suspensions for their students with disabilities. Principals should implement practical strategies 

that proactively build positive relationships and help them better understand the child as an 

individual in order to reduce or eliminate suspensions in their schools. 
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General Audience Abstract 

Students with disabilities are highly at-risk for administrative disciplinary actions that 

remove them from school for misconduct. School leaders have the authority and expertise to 

reduce the amount of these removals by reconsidering their current methods for discipline, 

reflecting on how these affect their students, and making changes to student consequences. The 

purpose of this study was to determine what highly skilled principals in the field have found to 

be the most effective strategies in reducing or eliminating out-of-school suspensions for students 

with disabilities. This insight is invaluable to the discussion on next steps to close the discipline 

gap between special education and regular education students. This study used surveys to gather 

input and find agreement on best practices from a panel of elementary school principals from 

many school divisions across Virginia. The panel concluded that principals must ensure a 

positive relationship with every student, use alternative, logical, and authentic consequences, and 

identify and implement individualized supports and accommodations when addressing student 

misconduct to eliminate out-of-school suspensions for their students with disabilities. Principals 

should implement practical strategies that proactively build positive relationships and help them 

better understand the child as an individual in order to reduce or eliminate suspensions in their 

schools. 
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION 

Background 

The U.S. Constitution does not mandate, nor did it initially provide to students with 

disabilities, the right for all students to be educated (Yell, 2016). The 10th Amendment of the 

U.S. Constitution provides powers to states to create their own laws if they are not already 

specifically stated by the federal government (Yell, 2016). All 50 states in the U.S. passed their 

own compulsory education laws between 1852 and 1918 to ensure that students attend state-

provided schooling (Yell, 2016). Students with disabilities were not provided the same 

protections or expectations and thus were typically excluded from schools (Yell, 2016).  

Schools across the country struggling with the needs of disabled students went to the 

courts during the late 1800s through the mid-1900s to further exclude these students from public 

education despite the compulsory attendance laws that were enacted at that time (Yell, 2016). A 

student who was described as “weak in mind,” unable to care for himself to look presentable, and 

who made “unusual noises” was expelled from school due to complaints from other students 

(Watson v. City of Cambridge, 1893). A deaf student whose disability caused drooling, facial 

contortions, and speech issues was excluded from school when the school administration stated 

that it made the teachers and other students nauseated, that he took too much time to instruct, and 

was a detriment to the overall discipline and progress of the school (Beattie v. Board of 

Education, 1919). Students who were “feeble minded” or were “mentally deficient” could not 

reap the benefits of public education due to their limited mental capacity so thus were not 

protected by compulsory attendance legislation (Department of Public Affair v. Haas, 1958). It 

even became a crime in North Carolina in 1969 if parents challenged the schools by forcing 

attendance once their child was excluded from school due to their disability (Weber, 2008). Prior 

to 1975, 200,000 students were serviced in state institutions for individuals with mental 
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retardation or mental illness and only 20% of all students with disabilities were being serviced in 

public schools (U.S. Department of Education, 2010). State laws purposefully excluded students 

from regular schooling if they had certain disabilities such as emotionally disturbed or hearing 

impairments (Katsiyannis, Yell, & Bradley, 2001).  

There were many changes in law that improved the education of students with 

disabilities. (Brown v. Board of Education (1954) addressed changes in schooling for minority 

students, but also had a secondary effect of impacting special education law (Yell, Rogers, & 

Lodge Rogers, 1998). It resulted in a new constitutional guarantee through the 14th Amendment 

that required states to provide an education to all students within their jurisdiction if they decided 

to educate any of their citizens (Yell, Rogers, & Lodge Rogers, 1998). Then, the Education for 

All Handicapped Children Act in 1975 (EAHCA; P.L. 94-142) pulled together state and federal 

legislation into one comprehensive law to legally protect students with disabilities (Yell, Rogers, 

& Lodge Rogers, 1998). EAHCA required students with disabilities to receive instruction in the 

least restrictive environment and made it illegal to exclude students with disabilities from public 

schools (Yell, 2016). It also required an Individualized Education Program (IEP) for every child 

eligible to receive special education services (Honig v. Doe, 1988; Yell, Rogers, & Lodge 

Rogers, 1998). EAHCA amendments in 1990 included a name change to the Individuals with 

Disabilities Act (IDEA; P.L. 105-17). IDEA was reauthorized and amended in 1997 and again in 

2004, with additional protections and expectations for the education of students with disabilities 

(Yell, 2016).  

IDEA (2004) provided Procedural Safeguards to clarify the processes for resolving 

disputes between parents and schools (20 U.S.C. § 1415). These safeguards also gave systems 

for parents and schools to resolve differences in nonadversarial methods when there are 

disagreements in how schools discipline student misconduct (20 U.S.C. § 1415). Schools are also 
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expected to proactively implement behavioral interventions and supports to address misconduct 

when it occurs (Yell, Rogers, & Lodge Rogers, 1998; Yell, 2016). IDEA (2004) also mandated 

that schools use a scientific approach to improving the instruction. Students should be receiving 

special education services that focus on results using research-based interventions and progress 

monitoring with the goal of reducing or eliminating the behavior of concern (Buffom, et al., 

2009; Education Evolving, 2005). Schools are required to use empirical evidence to make 

decisions when addressing behavioral issues and learning issues on instruction (Brown-Chidsey 

& Steege, 2005). Legal changes increasingly were required because schools focused on inclusion 

as a philosophical goal but did not always align best practices for students with disabilities 

(Brown-Chidsey & Steege, 2005).  

Additionally, the cascade model developed by Stanley Deno in 1970 led the inclusion 

movement which strongly promoted students with disabilities to be educated in the regular 

education setting with typical peers (Buffom, et al., 2009). The cascade model provided for a 

continuum of environments to serve students with special needs other than automatic exclusion. 

It influenced the concept of least restrictive environment during the passage of the EAHCA in 

1975 and outlined five environments increasingly less restrictive in educating students with 

disabilities which included “home, special schools, self-contained classrooms, general education 

classrooms with pull-out support, and general education classrooms with full inclusion” 

(Buffom, et al., 2009, p. 16). IDEA (2004) required schools to place students in their least 

restrictive environment, which means that students must be instructed to the maximum extent 

possible in the regular education classroom with supplementary aids and services (34 CFR § 

300.116).  

In the most recent USDOE survey, 13% of all students enrolled in public schools are 

identified as having a disability. Almost all of those students, (95%) were enrolled in public 
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schools (U.S. Department of Education, 2016). The number of students with disabilities in the 

United States continues to increase in proportion to the overall population size (U.S. Department 

of Education, 2016). The number and percentage of students found eligible for special education 

and being serviced in the general education setting continues to increase, especially those with 

autism and other health impairments (U.S. Department of Education, 2016; U.S. Department of 

Education, 2018). Students with other health impairment, which is the disability category for 

students with ADHD, increased from 0.1% in 1990 to 1.7% of total enrollment in 2015 (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2016). Students with autism were only monitored federally since 2000 

and initially consisted of 0.2% of total enrollment (U.S. Department of Education, 2016). This 

increased to 1.1% of total enrollment in 2015 (U.S. Department of Education, 2016). Students 

with disabilities such as students with autism, ADHD, and emotional disturbance, often display 

behavioral challenges in schools (Harding, 2009). This has presented challenges to teacher and 

administrators on how best to support and instruction these students as they have been included 

more in general education (Harding, 2009).  

All students with disabilities have the legal right of equal access to public education 

through the Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA; 2004). IDEA (2004) guarantees students a 

free appropriate public education, FAPE, and is intended to prepare students with disabilities for 

employment, independent living, and further education. Despite this right, there is often a 

significant discrepancy of suspension rates between students with identified disabilities and their 

nondisabled peers (U.S. Department of Education, 2016). The United States Department of 

Education defines a significant discrepancy as disparities by race and ethnicity or by disability 

status in the rate of long-term suspensions and expulsions of children with disabilities (IDEA, 

2004, 612(a)(22)). School disciplinary measures that removes a student from his or her typical 

educational setting for misconduct is known as exclusionary discipline and has been used to 
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punish misbehaviors, deter similar misbehaviors by other students, and promote more 

appropriate behaviors (Koon, 2013). Suspensions and expulsions are not the only types of 

exclusions from school. Other exclusions from educational activities for students with disabilities 

have also occurred such as being excluded from activities in class and from field trips due to 

schools not providing the required support (Atkinson, 2013). Another example of exclusions is 

when school staff have removed students through physical restraint and even have locked them 

in special rooms designated for time outs (Macdonald, 2015).  

Suspension rates for students with and without disabilities have increased over time with 

dramatic increases in the 1970s and early 2000s (Losen, et al., 2015). There continues to be a 

significant discrepancy in the rates of out-of-school suspension between students with disabilities 

and their nondisabled peers (Achilles, McLaughlin, & Croninger, 2007; Losen & Gillespie, 

2012; Losen, et al., 2015; U.S. Department of Education, 2016). Students with disabilities are 

being suspended over twice as much as their nondisabled peers at the elementary level nationally 

(Losen, et al., 2015; U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights, 2016).  

Statement of the Problem 

Schools must maintain a safe and effective learning environment and have the right to do 

so according to law. Principals lead the discipline philosophy of the school and control factors 

that influence student conduct (Losen & Gillespie, 2012). Principals have the authority to decide 

what disciplinary action is used when misconduct occurs and are often using out-of-school 

suspension to address discipline infractions. Out-of-school suspensions are one of the most 

serious consequences available to principals since they remove students from school effectively 

denying students instruction (Losen et al., 2015). Out-of-school suspensions continue to be used 

by principals despite its ineffectiveness promoting more appropriate behavior (Green, Maynard, 

& Stegenga, 2018) and it’s ineffectiveness on improving the students’ perceptions of safety 
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(Research Alliance for New York City Schools, 2017). Out-of-school suspensions are also 

ineffective in making school actually safer (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2013). Despite 

students’ rights to a free appropriate public education in school (IDEA, 2004), research has 

indicated that that a majority of out-of-school suspensions for both disabled and nondisabled 

students has resulted due to minor misconduct, such as noncompliance, disruptions, or not 

attending detention (Scott, Nelson, & Liaupsin, 2001; Skiba, et. al, 2014). Recent studies 

continue to show that out-of-school suspensions for elementary age students continues to be 

prevalent (Jacobson, Pace, & Ramirez, 2019) and in some cases with the percentage of students 

with disabilities actually showing an increase (Krizmien, Travers, & Camacho, 2017).  

Exclusionary discipline has resulted in many negative outcomes for students (Irvin, 

Tobin, Sprague, Sugai, & Vincent, 2004; Skiba & Rausch, 2006; Losen, 2011; Green, Maynard, 

& Stegenga, 2018). When exclusionary discipline is used with students with disabilities, they 

lose instructional time for academic and social skills (Christel, Jolivette, & Nelson, 2005), 

leading to significantly increased achievement gaps between disabled and nondisabled peers 

(Gregory, Skiba, & Noguera, 2010). Such students also experience an increase in academic 

failure, repeated suspensions, school disengagement, and drop outs (Scott, Nelson, & Liaupsin, 

2001; Skiba & Noam, 2001). Students with disabilities that are also students of color are at an 

even greater risk of removals for discipline (Skiba, et. al, 2014). Students with disabilities are 

more likely than nondisabled peers to be excluded from school for disciplinary reasons (Skiba et. 

al, 2014; Krizmien, Travers, & Camacho, 2017).  

Rationale and Significance 

Elementary school students have the lowest rates of suspensions and significantly lower 

rates of misconduct involving fights, weapons, and illegal substances compared to the secondary 

peers (U.S. Department of Justice Office of Justice Programs, 2019). Studies typically do not 
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even include elementary age students when measuring youth violence in school, yet elementary 

school principals continue to suspend students out of school (Jacobson, Pace, & Ramirez, 2019). 

The U.S. Department of Education (2016) issued a Dear Colleague letter to schools to clarify the 

federal expectation for monitoring and reporting suspensions from the local level. Lindsay Jones, 

with the National Center for Learning Disabilities, stated it strongly with, “There is no evidence 

that suggests that students with disabilities should have more behavior issues. The vast majority 

of them have learning issues with reading, math, and paying attention. These numbers are 

shocking, we need to address them” (D’Orio, 2018). Additionally, widely accepted best practices 

offer alternatives that proactively address patterns of behaviors and reduce the need for 

discipline, such as response to intervention (Buffum, Masson, & Weber, 2009) and positive 

behavioral intervention systems (Green, Nese, McIntosh, Nishioka, Eliason, & Delabra, 2015). 

We must understand what can be done to further reduce and eliminate exclusionary discipline by 

elementary school principals for their students with disabilities. Students with disabilities rely on 

specialized instruction and interventions to improve their behavior. Using exclusions to address 

misbehavior conflicts with the very purpose of special education that works to improve social 

and behavioral functioning (Krizmien, Travers, & Camacho, 2017). Since principals have the 

authority to make decisions on suspensions, it is vital that we directly ask the elementary school 

principals that are most effective at reducing or eliminating out-of-school suspensions how they 

were able to make this happen.  

Research Question 

This study sought opinions, rationales, and suggestions by elementary school leaders in 

their disciplinary practices. One question was used to structure the study: What strategies have 

highly effective elementary school principals led or have been involved with in their school that 

effectively reduced or eliminated out-of-school suspensions for their students with disabilities? 
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I answered the research question using a Delphi study examining feedback from elementary 

school principals in Virginia in schools that have eliminated suspensions for their students with 

disabilities during at a two school year time period. The interview question aimed to identify the 

most effective strategies from these principals so that other school leaders could use these to 

reduce their own suspensions in their school.   

Definition of Terms 

There are specific terms used throughout the research related to the scope of the study. 

They are defined as follows:  

At-risk. The term at-risk originally comes from the French word risqué which means to 

be in peril (Ghongkedze, 2018). In education, the term at risk is “used to describe students or 

groups of students who are considered to have a higher probability of failing academically or 

dropping our to school” due to environmental factors, learning difficulties, or disciplinary 

problems (Education Reform, 2013). 

Change in placement. A change in placement refers to removals from school more than 

10 consecutive school days or 10 cumulative school days for the same behavior that results in a 

pattern of exclusion (Weber, Mawdsley, & Redfield, 2008). 

Delphi technique. The Delphi is a type of study that uses multiple surveys to build 

consensus on an important issue (McKenna, 1994). 

Disproportionality. Disproportionality refers to a ratio that is out of proportion between 

the percentages of different racial, ethnic, or ability groups at a specific point in time and/or 

experiencing an event or situation compared to the percentage of the same subgroups in the 

overall population (Fong, McRoy, & Dettlaff, 2014).  



9 
 

Exclusionary discipline. Exclusionary discipline refers to any type of school disciplinary 

action that removes or excludes a student from his or her usual educational setting in school for 

misconduct, typically a suspension or expulsion (Koon, 2013). 

Free appropriate public education. This is the right of students with disabilities to 

receive an education that is entirely publicly paid and supervised; meets the requirements of the 

state educational agency; includes an appropriate public preschool, elementary school, and 

secondary school; and meets the criteria of the individualized education program [20 U.S.C.A. § 

1401 (9)]. 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act. This is a federal law codified at 20 U.S.C. § 

1400 et seq. that explains the protections and procedures for special education. 

Manifestation determination review. A manifestation determination review is a required 

process by school IEP teams to determine if the misconduct in question is either caused by the 

student’s disability or caused by a failure by the school to implement the student’s IEP (Yell & 

Rozalski, 2008; Yell, 2016) 

Out-of-school suspensions. The Virginia Board of Education in their Student Code of 

Conduct and Policy Guidelines defines out-of-school suspensions as “any disciplinary action 

whereby a student is not permitted to attend school for a period not to exceed ten school days” 

(VDOE, 2018, p. 5). The Virginia Department of Education, Discipline of Children with 

Disabilities defines out-of-school suspension by stating “school personnel may temporarily 

remove a child with a disability from the child’s current educational setting to an appropriate 

interim alternative educational setting,  another setting, or suspension, to the extent those 

alternatives are applied to a child without disabilities” (VDOE, 2018, p. 5). 
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Positive behavioral interventions and supports (PBIS). PBIS is a multi-tiered framework 

to implement evidence-based social, emotional, and behavioral support to improve efficiency, 

effectiveness, and equity in disciplinary practices (OSEP Technical Assistance Center, 2019). 

Procedural safeguards. Procedural safeguards are protections for students with 

disabilities and their families during the special education process. They clarify the rights for 

students and parents under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act. These protections 

include participation in meetings, review of educational records, the ability to have an 

independent educational evaluation conducted, and written notice for any changes or refusals by 

the school that involve identification, evaluation, or placement (34 C.F.R. 300.501-520). 

Restorative Practices. Restorative practices refers to a social science that studies how to 

improve and repair relationships between students and their school community. Restorative 

practices in school use conflict resolution between students mediated by a staff member to 

discuss harm done and ways to repair the damage done. The school mediator helps the group 

discuss the harm done and others’ perspectives on the situation and then implement restorative 

sanctions instead of suspensions or other traditional consequences (Fronius et, al., 2016). 

Stay-put provision. The IDEA (2004) prohibits school employees from unilaterally 

excluding a child with a disability from school during review proceedings and during disputes, 

stating instead that, “the child shall remain in the then current educational placement” during this 

process (20 U.S.C. § 1415(e)(3)). This stay put provision means that schools may not change 

placement without consent during the discipline process, but it “does not preclude the agency 

from using its normal procedures for dealing with children who are endangering themselves or 

others” (Comment following 34 CFR § 300.513 (1987)).   

Student with a disability. This term stems from “child with a disability” in special 

education law and is defined as a child “(i) with mental retardation, hearing impairments, speech 
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or language impairment, visual impairments, serious emotional disturbance, orthopedic 

impairments, autism, traumatic brain injury, other health impairments, or specific learning 

disabilities; and (ii) who, by reason thereof, needs special education and related services” [20 

U.S.C.A. § 1401(3) (A) (i)]. 

Zero tolerance policy. a national movement that started in the 1980s of automatic 

suspensions and expulsions for misconduct involving weapons, alcohol, tobacco, and violence 

(Skiba & Rausch, 2006) 
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CHAPTER 2 REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

 The following reviews the relevant research on the topic of exclusionary discipline for 

students with disabilities. This review includes the following sections: special education law; 

exclusionary discipline in public schools; the effect of exclusionary discipline for students with 

disabilities; suggested improvements for all students; and suggested improvements for students 

with disabilities.  

Special Education Law 

Issues related to disciplining students with disabilities share similarities with, but also 

have differences from, suspending nondisabled students. For that reason, principals must possess 

a strong knowledge of the legal issues related to disciplining students with disabilities. Principals 

should carefully consider all options and understand required procedures and protections when 

they decide to provide discipline to students with disabilities. This section covers procedural 

safeguards and FAPE as it pertains to student discipline.  

Procedural safeguards. The federal regulations for  (2004) include a section (Subpart E) 

called Procedural Safeguards. These safeguards are intended to protect the rights of students with 

disabilities and their parents as well as provide methods for resolving disputes. These safeguards 

include the following: a written explanation of rights; a right to parent participation in meetings; 

access to their child’s educational records; an assurance of confidentiality of student information; 

the requirement of informed consent by parents for evaluations or to begin services; prior written 

notice to parents for any changes to services or denial of parents requests; the use of 

understandable language which includes the use of the parents’ native language; the ability of 

parents to request and receive and independent educational evaluation paid for by the school; the 

protection for special education services to remain the same while disputes are being resolved; 

and the options that parents have to voice their concerns and resolve disputes (20 U.S.C. § 1415).  
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There are several key rights that schools have in disciplining students with disabilities. 

Schools have the right to develop disciplinary practices which may be used for all students, 

including those with disabilities, as long as school staff use a reasonable and balanced approach 

to student discipline and maintain protections and rights of students with disabilities (Letter to 

Anonymous, 1999; Senate Report, 1997; Yell, 2016). Administrators and teachers have the right 

to teach, give redirection, and discipline students to meet educational objectives (Alexander & 

Alexander, 2008; Norlin, 2007; Smith & Yell, 2013; Yell, 2016). A student’s disability cannot be 

an excuse for violating school rules (Rodiriecus v. Waukegan School District, 1996).  

General procedures. Students with disabilities should still be disciplined for misconduct 

using the same general process as their non-disabled peers (20 U.S.C. § 1415(k)(1)(C)), though 

students with disabilities possess procedural safeguards in addition to those provided to regular 

education students. Schools have the authority to remove a student with disabilities from his or 

her current placement to an alternative educational setting or suspension if he or she violates a 

code of student conduct, for up to ten consecutive or cumulative days in a school year (20 U.S.C. 

§ 1415 (k)(1); Honig v. Doe, 1988, IDEA, 2004; U.S. Department of Education, 2016). Schools 

must provide all students and their parents oral or written notice of discipline, an explanation of 

the charges upon which the proposed discipline is based, and an opportunity for students to 

present their perspective of the charges and situation (Yell, 2016). Schools should be consistent 

in process and amount of consequence provided to all students (Yell, 2016).  

Changes in Placement and the ‘Stay-Put’ provision. Schools must provide 

opportunities to allow parents of students with disabilities to voice disagreements and provide 

mediation for dispute resolution as part of their disciplinary procedures (Doe v. Todd County 

School District, 2010; Yell, 2016). Students with disabilities are protected from an automatic 

change of placement for misconduct through a ‘stay-put’ provision (20 U.S.C. § 1415(e)(3)), 
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which requires schools to keep students in their current placement until schools and educators 

resolve disagreements on consequences (Honig v. Doe, 1988; IDEA, 2004; Yell, 2016). Schools 

must implement temporary supports such as additional staffing or accommodations for students 

in these situations while schools and parents work through disputes (IDEA cite section in IDEA, 

2004; Yell, 2016). When parents give IEP consent to do so, schools may use alternative 

placements based on the student’s misconduct (Doe v. Todd County School District, 2010; Yell, 

2016). Serious misconduct involving drugs, weapons, or serious bodily injury comprise the few 

exceptions that allow schools to change placement for students with disabilities without parent 

consent (Comment following 34 CFR S 300.513, 1987; IDEA, 2004; Yell, 2016). Schools can 

seek a court order to remove students who are dangerous to others from their educational 

placements for longer than 45 days, but would have to explain how keeping students in their 

current placement would likely result in injury to that child or others (Sorenson, 1990; 20 U.S.C. 

§ 1415(e)(2); Yell, 2016). 

Manifestation determination review. Schools must conduct a manifestation 

determination review (MDR) to determine if the misconduct in question was either caused by the 

student’s identified disability or was a direct result from the school failing to implement the 

student’s IEP (34 CFR §300.523; Yell & Rozalski, 2008; Yell, 2016). A MDR must also be 

conducted when there is a pattern of misconduct that results in repeated suspensions for over ten 

days for a student with a disability or any student suspected of having a disability (Honig v Doe, 

1988; 34 CFR §300.523; U.S.C. §1415(k)(4); Yell, 2016). A MDR must also be conducted for 

serious individual situations involving drugs or violence (School Board of Prince William 

County v. Malone, 1987; Yell & Rozalski, 2008; Yell, 2016). The student’s IEP team, including 

staff members that have pertinent information guide decision-making, must be invited to the 
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MDR meeting, which must do so before the 11th day of suspension (34 CFR §300.523(a)(1)-(2); 

Yell, 2016).  

Schools have the authority to determine which additional school personnel participates in 

the MDR meeting (Fitzgerald v. Fairfax County School Board, 2008). If the team determines 

that the disability did not cause the behavior, the school may impose additional days of 

suspensions or expel the student (Yell, 2016). The student still has the right to receive special 

education and related services from the school during this time (34 CFR §300.518(a); Protection 

& Advocacy for People with Disabilities, 2009; Yell, 2016). If the team determines that the 

misconduct was due to the child’s disability or if the school failed to implement the student’s IEP 

appropriately, the student much be returned to his or her placement as agreed upon in the 

student’s current IEP (Yell & Rozalski, 2008; Yell, 2016). Moreover, the school must conduct a 

functional behavior assessment, and implement or update a behavior intervention plan for the 

problematic behavior in question (Yell & Rozalski, 2008; Yell, 2016). 

Free appropriate public education. Every student including those identified as having a 

disability has the right to a free appropriate education (FAPE; 20 U.S.C. § 1400(d)). FAPE 

includes a continuum of supplementary aids and services which include aids, services, and other 

supports that are provided in all educational settings (20 U.S.C. § 1412(a)(5)(A); U.S. 

Department of Education, 2016). Schools must provide FAPE even when student misconduct 

occurs that may include disciplinary actions, such as removal from school (Yell & Rozalski, 

2008; Yell, 2016). Schools should take a proactive approach to provide clear and effective 

communication to all parents about their discipline policies and procedures (Yell, 2016). Schools 

should also include professional development for staff to ensure they understand the school’s 

plan to use positive interventions to address students’ behavioral concerns in school (Yell, 2016).  
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Schools must review the agreements made through the student’s IEP including functional 

behavior assessments and behavior intervention plans before using typical discipline procedures 

(20 U.S.C. § 1415(k)). Schools must ensure these agreements including behavioral supports, 

aides, and services, have been provided before using typical discipline procedures (20 U.S.C. § 

1415(k)). The school should ensure that the current discipline policies do not deprive students of 

special education and related services, violate procedural safeguards, or interfere with the 

student’s IEP (Yell, 2016). Schools should examine any circumstances that do not provide 

FAPE, even when the student’s parents provide consent (U.S. Department of Education, 2014; 

U.S. Department of Education, 2016). The U.S. Department of Education has provided examples 

of these types of situations including shortened school days for the student, a requirement by 

school for the student to be out-of-school pending a risk assessment or psychological evaluation, 

or a pattern of office referrals in which the student is repeatedly sitting in the office away from 

class (U.S. Department of Education, 2014; U.S. Department of Education, 2016).  

Schools should use a clear progression over time of discipline (IDEA, 2004; Yell, 2016). 

If students display a pattern of misconduct, the IEP team should meet and review or revise 

behavioral supports (IDEA, 2004; U.S. Department of Education, 2016). All actions by the 

school while addressing misconduct should be documented. This includes specific discipline 

incidents and administrative actions, interventions implemented, data collected for monitoring 

progress of behaviors, and any functional behavior assessment and behavior intervention plan 

(Yell, 2016).   

The U.S. Department of Education (2016) has provided many examples of a denial of FAPE. 

Examples include when behavioral supports in the students’ IEP are appropriate but not being 

properly implemented or when the student has a pattern of specific misconduct but his or her IEP 

does not have a behavioral goal or support to address it. Courts determine whether FAPE has 
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been denied based on facts made on an individual case basis, which include a review of the 

child’s least restrictive environment (LRE; IDEA, 2004; U.S. Department of Education, 2016).  

FAPE has recently been clarified by the courts to include the expectation that schools must 

offer students with an IEP that is “reasonably calculated to enable a child to make progress 

appropriate in light of the child’s circumstances” (Endrew F. v. Douglas County School District, 

2017). This standard is now based on students making more than the minimum level of progress 

and schools are expected to help their students meet challenging academic or behavioral goals 

(U.S. Department of Education, 2017). 

Principals play a vital role ensuring FAPE for students especially when addressing 

misconduct in school (Harding, 2009). Principals must be aware of the legal mandates of IDEA 

and review that all of the agreements in a student’s current IEP are being provided (Harding, 

2009). Principals are in a unique role in that they have the authority to provide additional 

resources and personnel to ensure that students are provided FAPE (Harding, 2009).  

Behavioral Supports to Reduce Suspensions. IDEA (2004) requires schools use a 

multi-tiered behavioral framework incorporating research-based practices. Schools using 

proactive behavioral supports for identified at-risk students improved overall school climate, 

safety, and academic achievement (Christle, Jolivette, & Nelson, 2005; Bradshaw, Koth, 

Thornton, & Leaf, 2009). Schools have significantly reduced suspensions by reviewing their 

suspension data, increasing awareness, and implementing consistent reteaching of social 

expectations (Barnhart, Franklin, & Alleman, 2008). Schools have been successful in reducing 

suspensions by using whole-school approaches such as positive reinforcement systems and 

common expectations of behaviors taught to all students (Luiselli, Putnam, Handler, & Feinberg, 

2005). Schools have also been successful in reducing suspensions by using more targeted 

approaches to individual students such as a systematic process to identify the root cause of 
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problem behaviors and designing interventions to directly target those behaviors (Liaupsin, 

Umbreit, Ferro, Urso, & Upreti, 2006). 

Exclusionary Discipline in Public Schools 

School leaders use school discipline to accomplish two major outcomes for their schools: 

one, to maintain a safe and effective learning environment every day for their students and staff, 

and two, to redirect misconduct by teaching students alternative actions they can take in future 

similar situations (Skiba & Rausch, 2006). Parents grant school staff in loco parentis when they 

enroll their children into school which allows schools to use these discipline policies and rules to 

achieve these outcomes (Alexander & Alexander, 2008; Smith & Yell, 2013; Yell, 2016). 

Schools have used exclusions from school as a tool for discipline which has resulted in 2.8 

million kindergarten through 12th-grade students suspended nationally according the most recent 

national U.S. Department of Education survey (2016; Green, Maynard, & Stegenga, 2018). This 

disciplinary practice of exclusion has increasingly negatively affected the students who have 

been historically most at-risk in our schools such as minority students and students with 

disabilities (Green, Maynard, & Stegenga, 2018). There is evidence that Black students are 

suspended more often for minor offenses and disciplined more severely than White students for 

the same behavior (Skiba & Losen, 2015). Students with disabilities are suspended at twice the 

rate of their nondisabled peers and are removed from school for longer periods of time (Skiba & 

Losen, 2015). 

State laws reform of student discipline. How schools deal with discipline continues to 

be a focus area for change across the country, especially when it means removing students from 

school. State legislatures have begun to enforce change. Twenty-two states in 2016 and twenty-

three states in 2017 proposed or enacted new legislation directly related to suspensions and 

expulsions grade (Education Commission of the States, Suspension, 2018). This included 
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nineteen new bills enacted in two years across the country to reduce schools’ use of these 

practices (Education Commission of the States, Suspension, 2018). The Maryland Department of 

Education has prohibited suspensions and expulsions for students from preschool to 2nd grade 

(Education Commission of the States, Suspension, 2018). The Virginia General Assembly 

recently amended the Code of Virginia to include that “no student in preschool through grade 

three shall be suspended for more than three school days or expelled from attendance at school, 

unless (i) the offense involves physical harm or credible threat of physical harm to others or (ii) 

the local school board or the division superintendent or his designee finds that aggravating 

circumstances exist, as defined by the Department” (VDOE, 2018). These efforts have also 

included adding reporting requirements, limiting the length of removals from school, and 

restricting suspensions and expulsions for certain grade levels grade (Education Commission of 

the States, Suspension, 2018). Additionally, state legislatures have mandated professional 

development and training, committees to study the issue, and the use of alternative methods such 

as restorative practices and positive behavioral interventions (Education Commission of the 

States, Alternative School Discipline Strategies, 2018).  

The historical impact of zero tolerance policies. Research frequently references the 

spread of zero-tolerance policies (ZTP) as a cause for the increase in exclusionary discipline 

(Wald & Losen, 2003, Skiba & Rausch, 2006; Skiba & Losen, 2015; Maxime, 2018). ZTP 

appeared in schools in the 1980s, modeled on efforts by the federal government to stop drug 

trafficking. Schools began taking the same hardline approach by mandating expulsions for 

serious offences with weapons, drugs, fighting, or gang-related offenses. ZTP was adopted as a 

model program in schools and was even codified into law through the Gun Free Schools Act in 

1994 (Skiba & Rausch, 2006).  By 1996, most schools in the country implemented ZTP that 

focused on any offense that involved weapons, alcohol, tobacco, and violence (Skiba & Rausch, 
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2006). States that promoted ZTP laws saw an increase in students excluded from school as 

measured by proportion of students suspended (Curran, 2016). ZTP significantly affected the 

culture of discipline in schools and administrators (Skiba & Rausch, 2006). The harshness of 

ZTP began to be applied even when principals could use personal discretion in determining the 

level of discipline required for specific misconduct that violates school policies. Despite this 

ability to use judgment to reduce suspensions for minor misconduct, administrators continued to 

use exclusionary measures even when other options were available (Fabelo et al., 2011). It also 

resulted in a 4.2 % increase in a student’s chance of suspension since 1973 (Losen & Skiba, 

2010). In a similar manner, the rise in student mass shootings in schools since then has renewed 

the pressure on school administrators to deal aggressively with discipline in the same manner to 

keep schools safe (Borum, Cornell, Modzeleski, & Jimerson, 2010). Experts have shown concern 

that ZTP continues to not only negatively affects minority students, but also increases the 

amount of students “school to prison pipeline” (Maxime, 2018). The “school to prison pipeline” 

refers to the increasing number of students that have been removed from school and instead 

involved more in the juvenile justice and prison systems (Maxime, 2018). ZTP has created a 

culture within school leadership where decisions are made on school discipline requiring 

repetitive and harsh punishment regardless of the situation or the ethnicity or history of the 

student (Maxime, 2018).  

Suspensions for minor misconduct. This shift in policy led to a significant increase in 

removals from school even for minor incidents such as students sharing cough drops or students 

possessing nail clippers due to the remote connection to drugs, violence, or weapons (Skiba, 

2000; Skiba & Peterson, 1999). Research has shown that many suspensions are the result of 

minor infractions of school rules such as violating dress codes, truancy, tardiness, cell phone 

usage, loitering, or class disruption (Center for Civil Rights Remedies, 2013). One study by 
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Chicago Public Schools found that at the high school level, “about 60% of out-of-school 

suspensions and almost all in-school suspensions result from defiance of school staff, disruptive 

behaviors, and school rule violations” (Stevens, et al., 2015, p 4). They also found that almost all 

of the suspensions in middle school were based on “conflicts between students and acts of 

defiance toward teachers” (Stevens, et al., 2015, p 4). The ACLU recently filed a lawsuit against 

the Washington state department of education superintendent of public instruction for cases such 

as a middle school student with multiple disabilities being suspended for five days for an 

incident that started with him refusing to change out of his gym clothes (D’Orio, 2018). A fifth 

grade student in California was being excluded from class by standing outdoors and 

unsupervised as a consequence for not staying in his seat and for talking out of turn (Lewis, 

2015).  

Effectiveness of exclusionary discipline. Exclusionary discipline would meet the criteria 

as an effective and evidence-based practice if it’s usage resulted in the following: an increase in 

student academic performance or high school graduation rates; an increase in stakeholder 

satisfaction rates in the areas of safety or climate; or a reduction in student misconduct such as 

lower rates of suspensions or referrals (Losen & Skiba, 2010). Exclusionary discipline has not 

found to be an evidence-based practice due to researchers not finding any evidence that out-of-

school suspensions or expulsions have reduced the rates of student misconduct or increased 

stakeholders’ satisfaction of their school climate (Losen & Skiba, 2010). Exclusionary discipline 

would fail to be recommended as a scientifically-based intervention required for IDEA since it 

has not shown to improve school safety or impede future student misconduct (Slavin, 2008; 

Losen, 2011). Schools that have used zero-tolerance and other narrowly-focused exclusionary 

approaches to discipline found that such approaches resulted in many negative outcomes for 

students (Mayer, 1995; Skiba & Peterson, 1999; Irvin, Tobin, Sprague, Sugai, & Vincent, 2004; 
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Skiba & Rausch, 2006; American Psychological Association, 2008; Losen, 2011). Exclusionary 

discipline caused administrators to spend more time concerned with what students are doing 

wrong instead of improving school climate (Losen, 2011; Losen & Skiba, 2010). The focus on 

discipline problems negatively affected the perceptions parents and students had of overall safety 

in their school (Skiba & Peterson, 1999).  

Studies have shown that suspensions serve as a reinforcer for future misbehavior (Tobin 

& Sugai, 1996). Students suspended in elementary school are associated with additional 

suspensions in middle school (Raffaele Mendez, 2003). Increased suspensions in middle school 

can be used to predict lower graduation rates (Raffaele Mendez, 2003). After receiving 

exclusionary discipline, students are more likely to be retained, drop out, and be included in the 

juvenile justice system (Balfanz & Boccanfuso, 2007; Leone et al., 2003; Wald & Losen, 2003). 

Repeated suspensions negatively effects students’ education and leads to lower academic 

performance (Brooks, Schiraldi, & Zeidenberg, 2000; Civil Rights Project, 2000; Lee, Cornell, 

Gregory, & Xitao, 2011; Skiba, Shure, Middelberg, & Baker, 2012, Perry & Morris, 2014). To 

make matters worse, suspended students tend to get involved in negative behaviors at home or in 

the community, such as getting in fights or carrying a weapon (American Academy of Pediatrics, 

2003). In fact, the American Pediatrics Association wrote policy statements to advocate for 

schools to reduce suspensions stating that schools with a higher rate of suspensions were not 

safer for their students or staff (“Out of School Suspension and Expulsion,” 2013).  

Potential drawbacks with initiatives to reduce the use of suspensions. There are a few 

factors that should be considered when considering removing or significantly reducing 

suspensions as a tool for discipline. Teachers often resist this change for a variety of reasons, 

such as a feeling that removing suspensions takes away a tool for maintaining classroom 

discipline, added time-consuming paperwork and processes with alternative strategies, limited 
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support, and a lack of effective professional development (Capers, 2018). There is also a concern 

that removing suspensions for minor violations could result in an increase in severe misconduct 

since even the threat of suspension may have an effect on student conduct (Capers, 2018). A 

reduction in out-of-school suspensions may also increase the use of in-school suspensions which 

can be just as negative if students are isolated without receiving effective instruction (Stevens, et 

al., 2015). 

Disproportionality of exclusionary discipline by race. Exclusionary discipline involves 

other negative side effects. When analyzing patterns of discipline for all students, research shows 

that Black students continue to experience the highest rates of exclusionary discipline and are 

disproportionately over-represented (Skiba, et al., 2002; Losen & Skiba, 2010; Vincent, Sprague, 

& Tobin, 2012; Hoffman, 2014; Curran, 2016). Except for Asian students, students of all non-

White ethnicity have shown to have significantly higher levels of suspensions (Skiba & Losen, 

2015).  Most research has pulled statistics from a large group of students across school, but some 

research has concluded that most of the racial differences in exclusionary discipline occur across 

schools and not within schools (Curran, 2016; Anderson & Ritter, 2017). This is due to varying 

discipline practices implemented in schools and due to schools serving different racial 

compositions of students (Curran, 2016; Anderson & Ritter, 2017). This further confirms that 

school leadership has an impact on reducing rates of suspensions in school (Harding, 2009). 

The Effect of Exclusionary Discipline for Students with Disabilities 

 An alarming result of the use of exclusionary discipline concerns the significant 

discrepancy in the rate of suspensions for students with disabilities comparatively to their 

nondisabled peers (Mellard & Seybert, 1996; Zhang, Katsiyannis, & Herbst, 2004; Skiba & 

Rausch, 2006; Fabelo, et. al, 2011). A five-year study of over 9000,000 students conducted in 

Texas determined that 75% of the students with disabilities received at least one exclusion from 
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school for discipline compared to 54% of nondisabled students (Fabelo et al., 2011). Another 

study in New York found that 30% of all exclusions between 1999 to 2009 were of students with 

disabilities (New York Civil Liberties Union, 2011). Nationally, students with disabilities are 

twice as likely to be suspended as their non-disabled peers ( (Losen & Gillespie, 2012; Sullivan, 

Norman, & Klingbeil, 2014; U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights, 2014).  

This trend has continued for decades with little improvement (Cooley, 1995; Leone, 

Mayer, Malmgren, & Meisel, 2000). Not only were students with disabilities excluded from 

school more often, but they were also excluded for longer durations than their nondisabled peers 

(Vincent & Tobin, 2011). Students with the disabilities of Emotional Disturbance and Other 

Health Impairment possess a much greater risk of being excluded even among other disability 

categories (Achilles, McLaughlin, & Croninger, 2007; Kresmien, Leone, & Achilles, 2006).  

Also, a disproportionate amount of suspensions occurs for minority students with disabilities 

(Krezmien et al., 2006). In fact, a larger disparity in exclusionary discipline exists between 

students with disabilities and nondisabled peers than between racial categories (Anderson & 

Ritter, 2017). 

Suspensions due to disability-related misconduct. Students with learning disabilities, 

typically found eligible for special education due to difficulties in reading, math, or attention 

account for 34% of all students with disabilities (U.S. Department of Education, 2017). Students 

with ADHD, typically found eligible under Other Health Impairment, and students identified as 

having an Emotional Disability are often found eligible because they have demonstrated 

challenging behaviors such as temper tantrums, refusal to follow directions, compulsive actions, 

and getting out of the seat without permission (Losen, 2018). IDEA requires schools to not 

suspend students with disabilities because of behaviors caused by their disability, so it is difficult 

to understand why 33% of all students with an emotional disturbance, for instance, were 
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suspended during the 2011-12 school year (Losen, et al., 2015). Students with disabilities are 

suspended at twice the rate of their non-disabled peers (Losen, et al., 2015) 

Some would argue that exclusions such as alternative placements and removals from 

school are necessary to provide students with a safe and effective learning environment for 

themselves and others (Kull, 2008). When students act out in class, it is often for academic and 

functional difficulties that these students are having with this academic setting (Maag, 2004).  

Root causes of exclusionary discipline for students with disabilities. Studies have tried 

to identify the underlying root causes of exclusionary discipline to better understand the problem 

(Losen, 2011; Williams, Pazey, Shelby, & Yates, 2013; Williams, Pazey, Fall, Yates, & Roberts, 

2015). Some researchers have determined that it may be due to a long-standing historical pattern 

of discrimination, defined as denying opportunities and services to a minority group (Allport, 

1979), against racial and disability groups (Losen, 2011). Other studies have suggested that 

school administrators may feel threatened by students with disabilities which may have impacted 

their attitudes towards these students (Williams, Pazey, Shelby, & Yates, 2013). Since 

administrators often feel that they are acting in the best interests of the school and student when 

deciding on removing a student with disabilities from school for disciplinary reasons (Frick & 

Faircloth, 2007), there appears to be a disconnect between the intent of administrators and the 

outcomes for students.  

Suggested Improvements to Reduce Exclusionary Discipline for All Students 

Many principals have reduced or eliminated suspensions in their schools which suggest 

that they are able to control factors that affect student conduct and rates of suspensions (Losen & 

Gillespie, 2012). School discipline has been improved when principals and schools have replaced 

suspension with alternatives backed by research (Skiba & Rausch, 2006; Losen & Skiba, 2010). 

Skiba and Losen (2015) found three areas of intervention for schools to effectively reduce 
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disciplinary disparities: building relationships with and between students through restorative 

practice, teaching students to better interact and understand each others’ perspectives through 

social emotional learning, and by providing schoolwide structured and positive interventions.  

Restorative practices. Schools and districts that have used restorative practices have 

shown to significantly reduce the rate of suspensions (Baker, 2009; Encarnacao, 2013). 

Examples of this include many schools and districts that have reduced out-of-school suspensions 

such as an 84 percent reduction in a school in Texas, a 44 percent reduction in Denver schools, 

and a 87 percent reduction in a school in California (Baker, 2009; Sumner et al., 2010; Armour, 

2013). Restorative practices refers to disciplinary practices that involve conflict resolution 

through victim and offender conferences (Fronius et, al., 2016). A mediator helps the group 

discuss the harm done and others’ perspectives on the situation and then implement restorative 

sanctions instead of suspensions or other traditional consequences (Fronius et, al., 2016). 

Examples of restorative sanctions are community service, apologies, agreements to change 

specific behaviors, or other actions that help the victim feel that the issues was satisfactorily 

addressed (Stinchcomb, Bazemore, & Riestenberg, 2006). Supporters of restorative practices 

state that it builds positive relationships among students and staff through the conflict-resolution 

approach (Ashley & Burke, 2009).   

Social-emotional learning. Social and emotional learning programs help students to 

identify and regulate their emotions, learn about others’ perspectives, create positive goals, 

improve decision-making, and improve on interpersonal skills (Zins & Elias, 2007). Social-

emotional learning programs have helped to reduce misconduct and out-of-school suspensions, 

and improve attendance (Zins & Elias, 2007). 

Schoolwide behavioral plans. School districts have led efforts in making progress in this 

area by changing the school discipline code of conduct and providing behavioral supports and 
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services (Losen, et al., 2015). The Port Huron school district in Michigan reduced suspensions by 

20% in three years using PBIS district wide, providing training to school staff on de-escalation, 

and providing a step-by-step process for administrators to use when determining if suspension 

was appropriate (D’Orio, 2018). Broward County Schools in Florida reduced significantly 

reduced suspensions and arrests by implementing a new disciplinary program district wide which 

focused on supports for students such as assigning case workers to each student for months after 

the suspension (Lewis, 2015).  

Suspension bans. Some districts have implemented bans on suspensions except for 

behaviors that violate state or federal law (D’Orio, 2018). California banned out-of-school 

suspensions for student in kindergarten through third grade for nonviolent disruptive behaviors 

(D’frio, 2018). Los Angeles and San Francisco took it a step farther and banned suspension for 

this type of behavior for all students which resulted in a 46% decrease in suspensions between 

the school years 2011-12 and 2016-17 (D’Orio, 2018).  

Suggested Improvements to Reduce Exclusionary Discipline for Students With Disabilities  

There are research-based suggestions for principals to reduce exclusionary discipline for 

students with disabilities. Principals should increase the use of person-first language and even 

remove the disability label altogether so that administrators are less likely to treat the student as a 

member of a group that is already identified as having a higher risk of misconduct (Williams, et 

al., 2015). Principals should be more aware of the disproportionality and negative impact of their 

disciplinary actions so that they would then be more likely to adjust their practices (Williams, 

Pazey, Fall, Yates, & Roberts, 2015). Principals should ensure that students are receiving all of 

their services, aides, and behavioral supports as written in the student’s current IEP (Harding, 

2009). Principals should also consider how their current discipline policies and codes of conduct 
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support alternative strategies for discipline in lieu of exclusionary practices (Skiba & Losen, 

2015).  

Professional development for staff has shown to be an effective strategy to reduce student 

misconduct (Losen, et al., 2015). Principals should choose these staff learning opportunities 

carefully and make decisions wisely when deciding on professional development for themselves 

and their staff (Green, Maynard, & Stegenga, 2018). Principals have shown to use professional 

development to influence their staff and create positive changes with student conduct (Losen, et 

al., 2015). Gregory, Bell, and Pollock (2014) recommended a model for reducing the disparities 

in school discipline starting with how educators deal with conflict in the classroom. They argued 

that conflict was inevitable but that educators can take steps proactively to keep students in class 

during misconduct. These steps included growing “supportive relationships,” ensuring 

“academic rigor,” providing “culturally relevant and responsive teaching,” and ensuring “bias-

free classrooms and respectful school environments” (Gregory, Bell, & Pollock, 2014, p. 3). 

Additionally, it was recommended that schools address school discipline using a problem-

solving approach instead of a zero tolerance approach by learning more about why students 

conducted themselves in a negative manner and the context behind the situation (Gregory, Bell, 

& Pollock, 2014). 

Summary 

IDEA offers protections for students with disabilities to reduce exclusionary discipline 

such procedural safeguards, the stay-put provision, and the manifestation determination review 

(Yell, 2016). Despite these federal expectations, students with disabilities continue to be 

suspended disproportionately compared to their nondisabled peers (Losen & Gillespie, 2012; 

Sullivan, Norman, & Klingbeil, 2014). Zero tolerance policies in the past have influenced a how 

schools discipline students but have resulted in a significant increase in exclusions from schools 
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over time (Skiba & Rausch, 2006; Skiba & Losen, 2015). Exclusionary discipline has been very 

ineffective in redirecting misconduct and has had many negative effects on students and schools 

(Skiba & Losen, 2015). Schools and school districts have turned to inclusive and proactive 

strategies to reduce their suspensions (Skiba & Losen, 2015). Considering the right of a free 

appropriate public education for all students and the protections for students with disabilities 

(IDEA, 2004), additional research is needed to determine strategies principals could use in lieu 

of exclusionary discipline. 
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CHAPTER 3 METHODOLOGY 

This chapter describes the methodology of the study. It includes the purpose of the study, 

a description of the role of the researcher, the research questions, an explanation of the research 

design and rationale, and an outline of the procedures proposed for the study. This chapter also 

includes assumptions, limitations, and delimitations as well as the trustworthiness of the study.  

Purpose of the Study 

Research has demonstrated the negative effects that exclusionary discipline has had on 

students and schools (Irvin, Tobin, Sprague, Sugai, & Vincent, 2004; Skiba & Rausch, 2006; 

Losen, 2011; Green, Maynard, & Stegenga, 2018). There is a significant discrepancy in the rate 

of suspensions for students with disabilities comparatively to their nondisabled peers (Mellard & 

Seybert, 1996; Zhang, Katsiyannis, & Herbst, 2004; Skiba & Rausch, 2006; Fabelo, et. al, 2011). 

There is a wealth of research on the success of behavioral schoolwide strategies that schools use 

to redirect student behaviors suggests that alternatives to exclusionary discipline work well in 

schools (Christle, Jolivette, & Nelson, 2005; Bradshaw, Koth, Thornton, & Leaf, 2009). Current 

research lacks an analysis of the root causes of why some elementary school principals continue 

to use these exclusionary practices and what other elementary school principals have done to 

eliminate this practice in their schools. The purpose of this study was to gain insight from the 

school principals who have been able to reduce or eliminate exclusionary discipline for students 

with disabilities. I surveyed elementary school principals across Virginia to learn how they are 

able to eliminate suspensions for students with disabilities and to seek their recommendations for 

prioritizing these strategies so other schools could use this information to reduce their out-of-

school suspensions.  
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Role of the Researcher 

 This section explains my background experiences relevant to this study and how these 

experiences have affected my role as the researcher. I have been a successful elementary school 

teacher and administrator for 18 years, having experience in Title 1, middle income, and upper 

income schools. I am currently in my ninth year as elementary school principal at a high 

performing and award-winning school. One of my three children has a disability of autism and 

receives special education services. I serve on the Board of Directors for the Autism Society of 

Northern Virginia. My supervision of students has included specialty programs for students with 

disabilities who are identified as having autism, emotional disabilities, and intellectual 

disabilities. I have handled discipline for students with disabilities as an administrator for thirteen 

years. This has included using suspensions and other exclusionary practices for students with 

disabilities for misconduct. My experiences as a parent of a child with a disability and as a 

school leader disciplining students with disabilities have affected my philosophy on school 

discipline. I have also held many conferences with parents regarding suspensions and discipline 

giving me additional opportunities to reflect on this topic. My background experiences may have 

caused bias in my research study so I have made every attempt to create steps in the study to 

eliminate or reduce bias.  

 I recently experienced a challenging discipline situation with a student who was 

physically violent and disruptive. The experience gave me a new perspective on my skills and 

abilities as a school leader. This student was not identified as having a disability at that time, but 

later was determined to have an emotional disability. This student’s misconduct resulted in my 

decisions of repeated suspensions in and out of school. As I continued to make the decision to 

suspend, I found that I lacked adequate knowledge about special education law and the 

protections that students with disabilities have during the discipline process. I also did not have 
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the historical perspective on why the issue of exclusionary discipline was so important for 

students with disabilities. As I learned more about exclusionary discipline, I found myself 

questioning my own disciplinary practices and decisions for my students. I observed a disconnect 

between my intentions to redirect student behavior using suspensions and the research that shows 

the many negative effects of exclusionary discipline, which was confirmed in the lack of success 

for this student (Irvin, Tobin, Sprague, Sugai, & Vincent, 2004; Skiba & Rausch, 2006; Losen, 

2011; Green, Maynard, & Stegenga, 2018). I sought to reconcile that disconnect between my 

intentions to redirect student behavior using suspensions and the research that shows the many 

negative effects of exclusionary discipline. I wondered how other principals had been able to 

reduce their use of out-of-school suspensions thereby lessening the negative effects of out-of-

school suspensions for their students while still maintaining order and safety in the school.  

Research Question 

This study sought opinions, rationales, and suggestions by school leaders in their 

disciplinary practices. The research question was: What strategies have highly effective 

elementary school principals led or have been involved with in their school that effectively 

reduced or eliminated out-of-school suspensions for their students with disabilities?  

Research Design and Rationale 

This section explains the type of research I conducted for this study and why this method 

was used to answer the questions on exclusionary discipline. I used the Delphi survey technique, 

also known as the Delphi, as the method for this study. The Delphi was originally developed in 

the 1950s by the Rand Corporation (Hasson, Keeney, & McKenna, 2000) to assist in gathering 

expert opinions without face-to-face meetings (Nworie, 2011). The Delphi used an iterative 

process that obtained input from a panel successful practitioners in the field through a series of 

questionnaires, typically referred to as rounds, and applied their feedback to following surveys 
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repeatedly until consensus was made (Hasson, Keeney, & McKenna, 2000). The panel 

completed the rounds anonymously (Hasson, Keeney, & McKenna, 2000). The responses from 

each round were analyzed by the researcher, summarized, and was sent back to the participants 

for the following round (Hasson, Keeney, & McKenna, 2000). 

Rationale 

Two criteria describe the appropriateness of using the Delphi for any given study. The 

first is the information sought is subjective and can benefit from a collective consensus of 

educated opinions (Linstone & Turoff, 1975; Brill, Bishop, & Walker, 2006). The second 

criterion is this technique assists in bringing together the opinions of those that may not be able 

to connect in person due to time, distance, and cost constraints (Linstone & Turoff, 1975; Brill, 

Bishop, & Walker, 2006).  

I attempted to learn about opinions and insight from elementary school principals on the 

most effective strategies they used to reduce or eliminate suspensions in their schools and in their 

schools. This question did not lend itself to typical surveys or quantitative analysis due to the 

open-ended possible responses by the participants. Also, the study sought input from principals 

with busy schedules from all across the state that were not able to meet in person. This study met 

both criteria and so the Delphi was an appropriate method to use. 

Strengths of the Delphi  

The Delphi possesses many strengths as a method of inquiry. The Delphi took advantage 

of the expertise and knowledge from many sources (Yousuf, 2007).  It was relatively inexpensive 

(Jones, Sanderson, & Black, 1992) and efficient (Everett, 1993) to conduct. Participants had the 

flexibility to be involved when it was convenient to them and in their own time (Lindeman, 

1975; Brooks, 1979). It assisted in bringing together those that may live in locations that would 

be otherwise difficult to meet in person (Jones et al., 1992). The Delphi process protected the 
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confidentiality of participants (Yousuf, 2007).  They may have been more willing to express their 

true opinions on the subject matter since they were not in front of others such as in a face-to-face 

group. Also, because of the separation in providing feedback, no one person dominated the 

feedback provided (Linstone & Turnoff, 1975; Murphy et al., 1998) and all viewpoints were 

equal regardless of seniority or experience in the subject (Jairath & Weinstein, 1994). The Delphi 

pulled together decisions based on informed consensus instead of through opinions of many 

uninformed participants such as in a general survey (Grisham, 2009).  

The Delphi Process 

This section explains important aspects of the Delphi study and the choices made for this 

specific study on exclusionary discipline. This includes discussion on the panel of principals, the 

panel size, gaining access and entry, assurances of confidentiality, an explanation for each round 

of the study, and how consensus was determined.  

The Panel 

Two critical aspects of forming the panel of in a Delphi study are (a) how the participants 

are chosen and what criteria was used to select them , and (b) the amount of participants that will 

be selected to gain information in the study (Powel, 2013). These are discussed in the next two 

sections in detail.  

Panel selection. The selection process for the sample of participants is a critical aspect of 

the Delphi in order to trust that the conclusion is credible (Hsu & Sandford, 2007; Nworie, 

2011). Researchers have debated the definition of who is considered an expert and should be 

included in a Delphi study panel (Keeney, Hasson, McKenna, 2011). The consensus is that the 

panel should include participants who are knowledgeable and experienced and can provide 

pertinent feedback in the area of study (Hsu & Sandford, 2007; Nworie, 2011). The participants 

must be invested in the study so they complete each round (Keeney, Hasson, McKenna, 2011). 
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Principals were selected for this research because of their knowledge and direct involvement in 

their school discipline. This expertise was vital to provide informed opinions based on their 

practical experiences with exclusionary discipline (Hsu & Sandford, 2007; Nworie, 2011). Some 

of the principals may already know each other since the study will be done for schools in the 

state, but research on the Delphi shows that the study can achieve consensus of opinion even if 

the participants previously know each other (Ogbeifun, Mbohwa, & Pretorius, 2017).  

School discipline data from the Virginia Department of Education’s Safe Schools 

Information Resource was used to identify schools that met specific criteria that would deem 

their principals as highly successful in this area. A two year time period was selected as the 

2016-2017 and 2017-2018 school years and included the following criteria: 

• A public elementary school that had a minimum of 200 enrolled students, 

• Between 10%-21% of total enrolled students identified as students with disabilities,  

• Zero out-of-school suspensions conducted for students with disabilities. 

A two year time period was selected to find schools and leaders that were able to have 

zero suspensions more than just one time and reduce outliers. These criteria were carefully 

selected to gain the knowledge required for the study. These criteria were also selected to 

identify schools that included a percentage of students with disabilities that was aligned with the 

national average of 13% of total public school enrollment (U.S. Department of Education Office 

of Special Education Programs, 2017).  

Panel size. Opinions in research vary on the size of a panel required for a Delphi 

(Keeney, Hasson, & McKenna, 2011; Nworie, 2011). In the past, studies incorporated a large 

group of up to 50 participants (Linstone & Turoff, 1975), but more recent studies utilized 10 to 

20 participants and deemed it satisfactory (Okoli & Pawlowski, 2004). It is important to find the 

right number for the study since the Delphi requires active participants. Having too few 
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participants may not provide enough information or insight (Hsu & Sandford, 2007). Too many 

participants may provide too much information to effectively process or may result in a lack of 

overall participation (Hasson, Keeney, & McKenna, 2000; Nworie, 2011). I identified 59 schools 

as meeting this criteria across the state of Virginia. 44 of those schools had principals that were 

the principal during the selected two year period. 15 principals were selected covering 13 

different school divisions. Table 1 displays the specific school divisions for each principal. 

Table 1 

Delphi Participants’ School Divisions 

Current Role School Division 

Principal Amherst County Public Schools 

Principal Arlington County Public Schools 

Principal Botetourt County Public Schools 

Principal Botetourt County Public Schools 

Principal Bristol City Public Schools 

Principal Covington City Public Schools 

Principal Dinwiddie County Public Schools 

Principal Fairfax County Public Schools 

Principal Fairfax County Public Schools 

Principal Fauquier County Public Schools 

Principal Gloucester County Public Schools 

Principal Prince William County Public Schools 

Principal Roanoke County Public Schools 

Principal Russell County Public Schools 

Principal Washington County Public Schools 

 

One of the criteria for participating was having at least 10% of their student population 

identified as having a disability. In addition, once consent was obtained, participants answered a 

question regarding the special education services their school provided. All 15 of the participants 
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serviced students identified as having autism, developmental delays, emotional disturbances, or 

other health impairments as seen in Table 2.  

Table 2 

Delphi Participants’ School Disability Categories 

Disability Category N 

Autism 14 

Deaf-blindness 2 

Deafness 1 

Developmental delay 13 

Emotional disturbance 9 

Hearing impairment 5 

Intellectual disability 11 

Multiple disabilities 11 

Orthopedic impairment 6 

Other health impairment 15 

Specific learning disabilities 14 

Speech or language impairment 15 

Traumatic brain injury 6 

Visual impairment, including blindness 5 

a N is the number of schools that stated that they serviced students in these disability 

categories 

 

Attrition was considered at the start and so as many principals as possible that meet the 

criteria were invited to participate in the study. This technique is called a Delphi funnel and 

recruits a larger number of participants in the initial round and exceeds the goal of preferred 

group size, knowing that some would not complete all of the required rounds (Donohoe & 

Needham, 2009).  
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Gaining access and entry. The study involved human subjects so I followed the 

guidelines set by the Virginia Tech Institutional Review Board and the Western Institutional 

Review Board (Patton, 2015). I informed the participants that their participation was voluntary 

and that they had the right to conclude their involvement during the study without penalty. I 

provided my background as a researcher, research goals and questions, the Delphi process, and 

how any of the results would be used, to all participants in advance of their commitment to the 

study (Hasson et al., 2000; Patton, 2015). I emailed the participants this information to explain 

the details of the study. I did this to help the participants feel comfortable, know me better as a 

researcher, and be more invested in completing the study (Hasson et al., 2000). An email with an 

explanation of the study and a link to the consent form was sent to all participants. Participants 

provided consent electronically through the WIRB Waiver Consent Form before participating in 

the study. 

Assurances of confidentiality. Confidentiality of the participants is key in a Delphi 

study (Hsu & Sanford, 2007). I was the only person to see the individual responses by the 

participants throughout the study. The responses were collected through the Qualtrics online 

survey tool and responses were not connected to participants in order to keep them confidential 

(McKenna, 1994). Participants were emailed directly using the Qualtrics software and did know 

of each other and their responses during the rounds of study. The information was recorded in 

Qualtrics online, and when used to create themes, was saved on a USB Drive and kept in a 

locked cabinet to maintain confidentiality and security.  

Delphi Rounds 

The Delphi is an iterative process that uses multiple rounds to have participants rework 

their input to gain consensus (Hasson, Keeney, & McKenna, 2000). The researcher typically 

begins with open-ended questionnaire and then uses the responses to create themes. These 
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themes are then sent back to the participants in later rounds to gain consensus on the top choices 

based on the research question (Hasson, Keeney, & McKenna, 2000). The participants after each 

round typically see the group’s collective opinion (Goodman, 1987), which helps participants 

potentially change their opinions based on items they overlooked or rethought as more important 

(McKenna, 1994).  Three rounds of questioning was used in this study, a number considered 

typical (Powell, 2002) and sufficient for obtaining a valid conclusion when using the Delphi 

(Keeney, Hasson, & McKenna, 2011). More than three rounds are sometimes necessary to gain 

consensus, but research has shown that too many additional rounds may create participant fatigue 

and a lack of meaningful feedback (Murphy et al., 1998; Hasson, Keeney, & McKenna, 2000). 

Table 3 shows the proposed timeline for the study to be completed.  

Table 3 

Proposed Timeline for Study Completion  

Date Task 

January 2018 
Identify potential participants 

Attain IRB Approval  

February 2019 

Form Expert Panel 

Develop Round I Instrument 

Pilot Round I Instrument  

Send & Return Round I Instrument 

Analyze Round I Results  

Develop Round II Instrument  

Send & Return Round II Instrument 

March 2019 

Analyze Round II Results  

Develop Round III Instrument  

Send & Return Round III Instrument 

Analyze Round III Results 
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Delphi Round One. I conducted a pilot of the survey round one questionnaire to ensure 

clarity of the questions and survey tool. I then sent an email inviting participation, explaining the 

Delphi process, and requesting to have participants respond to the study questions using the 

survey tool. I asked participants to provide as many opinions as they felt appropriate using 

phrases or brief sentences to answer the one research questions: What strategies have you led or 

have been involved with in your school that effectively reduced or eliminated out-of-school 

suspensions for students with disabilities? I collected the responses using Qualtrics Survey 

Software and participants were requested to complete their survey within two weeks. There are 

differing opinions on the recommended time to provide participants to respond (McGeary, 2009; 

Cole, Donohoe, & Stellefson, 2013). I selected two weeks to give adequate time to complete the 

task considering the busy lives of the principals.  

Analysis of round one responses. All of the responses from the round one survey were 

collected using Qualtrics and then copied into an online Google password protected spreadsheet. 

I analyzed the responses using recommended procedures (Witkin & Altschuld, 1995). I then 

conducted a thorough content analysis to analyze the data (Bernard & Ryan, 2010). I coded 

individual responses by emerging themes with similar items grouped together (McGeary, 2009; 

Bernard & Ryan, 2010). Then I examined items to determine which ones could be grouped into 

one statement due to being extremely similar or repetitive (Keeney, Hasson, & McKenna, 2011). 

After items were grouped and consolidated, I wrote the identified themes out into a brief 

statement. Finally, I placed the themes into a new spreadsheet and organized into similar style of 

statement and used for the next round of study instrument (McGeary, 2009).  

Delphi Round Two. The second instrument for round two was forced choice. Each 

statement or theme from the first round was provided to the participants and they were asked to 

rate each one using a 10 point rating scale. Participants rated the statements based on how much 



41 
 

they feel that the statement or theme was a very effective and recommended practice for schools 

to use to reduce or eliminate exclusionary practice. Ratings in the scale zero through 10, with 

zero labeled “Not effective” and 10 labeled “Very effective.” I distributed the second instrument 

to the participants and they were again provided two weeks to respond. Invitations were 

restricted to only the principals who participated in round one of the study. 

Analysis of round two responses. I calculated the results to determine the level of 

agreement and effectiveness for each statement. I analyzed the results using the mean, maximum 

score, minimum score, and range of each statement. I identified these strategies that had over 

82% consensus and selected them to include in the round three survey. I eliminated items getting 

less than 82% consensus from the round three survey. These statements were removed from 

consideration in subsequent rounds. I sent responses that meet consensus back to the expert panel 

through a third round questionnaire along with the percentage agreement from the previous 

round of responses (Mohr & Shelton, 2017). 

Delphi Round Three. The third round used the statements that were most favorable from 

the instrument in the second round. This round used a rank order survey tool sorting which had 

participants rank the provided statements in sequential order. I emailed this survey using the 

Qualtrics Survey Software. The participants again had two weeks to respond. The participants 

were provided the group’s results from round two in the survey (McGeary, 2009). Participants 

were requested to take the round two results into account when selecting their answer for the 

round three study (McGeary, 2009). They were reminded that they were allowed to let the 

previous results influence their decision for the third round if that is what they decided was 

appropriate to answer the survey question (McGeary, 2009). 
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Consensus  

For this type of study, the goal was to establish consensus among the expert panel for 

their responses to the research question (Linstone & Turoff, 1995). This agreement was one of 

the most important aspects of the Delphi study (Powell, 2003) but research is not in agreement 

with the exact percentage to decide consensus (Hasson et al., 2000). Some researchers argue that 

a simple majority (51%) is sufficient for consensus (Loughlin & Moore, 1979). Others suggest 

that a higher percentage of 80% should agree before consensus is achieved (Green et al., 1999). 

A purposefully ambiguous point is made by some researchers that consensus is reached when 

most of the participants agree or when consensus can be implied from the responses (Butterworth 

& Bishop, 1995; Beech, 1997). Consensus should generally require a higher percentage of 

agreement if the results have a more significant impact on safety (Keeney, Hasson & McKenna, 

2011). For my study, I used 82% as the cut off score, knowledge of scores in previous rounds, 

and a review of central tendency for determining consensus for responses to be accepted to the 

third round and in determining the findings.  

e-Delphi 

 I used an electronic process for conducting the study, referred to as an e-Delphi, due to 

the necessity of using the internet for communications and data collection since the participants 

were selected from across the state (Cole, Donahue, Stellefson, 2013; Gill, Leslie, Grech, & 

Latour, 2013). The Virginia Tech Qualtrics Survey Software was used to create and administer 

the questionnaires and was sent to participants via email through their program. This survey tool 

is a secure platform and approved by the Virginia Tech Institutional Review Board. Results from 

the survey were transferred to an online password protected Google spreadsheet through my 

Virginia Tech Google account. Using the internet, an efficient survey tool, and email helped to 

reduce attrition by saving time between rounds which could be frustrating to participants 
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(Donohoe & Needham, 2009). Using an online process saved money since there was no need for 

paper products and postage to mail the questionnaires (Hung & Law, 2011). Using an electronic 

process for the Delphi was appropriate since it allowed for a gathering of opinions from a 

geographically diverse group of participants using an inexpensive, secure, and efficient manner. 

Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations 

 The assumptions, limitations, and delimitations to the study are explained in this section. 

Assumptions to the study include important feedback presumed to be true but not actually verified 

as so (Gay & Airasian, 2000). Limitations are features of the study that may have a negative effect 

on the results or on the ability of the study to be generalized (Roberts, 2010). These are not 

typically in the control of the researcher (Roberts, 2010). Delimitations narrow the scope of the 

study and are decided upon by the researcher (Simon, 2011).   

Assumptions. It is assumed that the responses that principals provided accurately 

reflected their professional opinion (Roberts, 2010). It is also assumed that the consensus from a 

group of principals was more likely to provide accurate results compared to just one individual 

principal could provide (Hasson, Keeney, & McKenna, 2000).  

Limitations. The Delphi has several limitations that are typically, though not always, 

based on items outside of researcher control (Creswell, 2014). The qualitative responses could be 

influenced by researcher bias (Creswell, 2014). The researcher could make errors in processing 

the information from the surveys to then in turn use for the next rounds (Creswell, 2014). This 

included awareness of when to stop collecting data that defines consensus in relation to the 

study’s findings (Hasson, Keeney, & McKenna, 2000). The panel of principals could have not 

responded to all of the surveys or not have been as engaged in the later rounds (Creswell, 2014). 

Since the participants saw the feedback from the group based on the adjustments made to the 

questionnaires, there is a possibility that their opinions conformed to the group based on a subtle 
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sense of peer pressure (Witkin & Altschuld, 1995; Murphy et al., 1998). Some of the input 

provided was changed, not due to the participants’ personal opinions, but because they choose to 

align themselves to the what they saw from the group responses (Cole, Donahoe, & Stellefson, 

2013). Final consensus from the group of participants reflected an agreed upon conclusion and 

not a true answer (Keeney, Hasson, & McKenna, 2011). There is a possibility that the group may 

have not reached a full agreement on their answer in the subsequent questionnaires, especially 

considering the variance in participants’ background experiences (Cole, et al., 2013). Other 

considerations that may have affected the outcome are potential lack of interest, time available to 

the participants during the study (Nworie, 2011), or any issues in the news or in society during 

the time of the research (Roberts, 2010). 

Delimitations. There were several delimitations in the study. The time of the study being 

mid-year during the 2018-2019 school year was specific (Roberts, 2010). I also chose elementary 

principals based on their direct involvement in making decisions on exclusionary discipline 

(Keeney, Hasson, & McKenna, 2011).  

Trustworthiness 

I used a qualitative study design which did not use an instrument with established metrics 

for validity and reliability. I ensured that the study was trustworthy through a review of 

credibility, transferability, confirmability, and dependability (Statistics Solution, 2018).  

Credibility. Credibility is the confidence that the researcher has in the truth of the 

findings (Statistics Solutions, 2018). The process of using a relatively short questionnaire time-

period and follow-up increased the participation and rates of responses for the participants and 

provided additional credibility to the study (Hasson, Keeney, & McKenna, 2000). 

Transferability. Transferability is the extent at which the researcher can show that the 

study’s findings apply to other similar situations and populations and the confidence that the 
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researcher has in the truth of the findings (Statistics Solutions, 2018). In the study, there were a 

variety of factors that affected the validity such as the criteria used to choose the participants, the 

number of rounds used, and determination of consensus of the survey responses (Hasson, 

Keeney, & McKenna, 2000).  

Confirmability. Confirmability is “the degree of neutrality in the research study’s 

findings” (Statistics Solutions, 2018). Selecting principals based a variety of criteria including 

the number of suspensions their school issued for students with disabilities, the number of total 

enrolled students, and the percentage of students that are identified as having a disability, 

recorded by the state department of education reduced bias in my selection and thus results were 

more likely to be accurate to the participants’ professional opinions. 

Dependability. Dependability is “the extent to which the study could be repeated and the 

findings would be consistent” (Statistics Solutions, 2018). The study’s expert panel was based on 

a state report on safety published online and will be easy to obtain in the future. Additionally, the 

Delphi process itself is research-based and can be reproduced (Hasson, Keeney, & McKenna, 

2000). Reliable instruments conducted over multiple studies using the same conditions should 

yield similar results (Roberts, 2010). The Delphi technique is reliable in that it provides identical 

questions, directions, information, and time-period for responses for each participant (Keeney, 

Hassan, and McKenna, 2011). Some researchers question this technique due to the ability of 

participants to change their responses based on the multiple rounds and the input they read from 

others (Murphy et al., 1998) but others such as Keeney, Hassan, and McKenna (2011) find that 

this the possible evolution of opinions over time from participants as a necessary step in building 

consensus. Also, in order to obtain credible results, the study used at 15 participants which is 

adequate for the Delphi (Okoli & Pawlawski, 2004). 
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The study used at least three rounds of questioning which Powell (2003) determined as 

appropriate. It also did not have an excessive amount of repeated questioning since research by 

Linstone & Turoff (1975) describe very little change to responses and poor response rate when 

additional rounds are used. Emphasis was made for full participation through two week time 

periods for responses and used follow up reminders for those not turned in (McGeary, 2009; 

Keeney, Hasson, & McKenna, 2011).  

Summary 

This chapter explained the methodology of the study. This included the purpose of the 

study, my role as the researcher, the research questions, research design and rationale. It also 

included the strengths, assumptions, limitations, and delimitations of the Delphi study selected as 

the research method. The Delphi process was explained in detail including the panel selection 

and panel size. The Delphi rounds were described including the process for each round in 

obtaining and using the data, how the data will be analyzed for the next rounds, and how 

consensus will be established. The e-Delphi was explained as an important feature of this study. 

The assumptions, limitations, delimitations, and trustworthiness were also explained to ensure 

reliability and validity to the study.  
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CHAPTER 4 PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS 

This chapter describes the findings of the study. This research study included three 

rounds with each round having a unique survey question. The second and third round survey 

questions were based on responses from the previous rounds. This chapter explains the findings 

from each round. The first round question asked participants to identify successful strategies they 

used in their schools to eliminate out-of-school suspensions for students with disabilities. The 

second round survey question used themes that I identified from the first round surveys. 

Participants rated these themes based on effectiveness to reduce or eliminate out-of-school 

suspensions focusing on the impact these strategies would have on students with disabilities. The 

third round survey question used the top seven strategies that I identified through the second 

round survey.  Participants ranked the themes based on sequential order of implementation. This 

chapter concludes with a summary of the findings from all three rounds.  

Round One Delphi Survey 

I analyzed public school discipline data on the Virginia Department of Education’s Safe 

Schools Information Resource to identify the participants for the study. I narrowed the data 

search using individual offenders for out-of-school suspensions, public elementary schools that 

had a minimum of 200 enrolled students, schools that had between 10%-21% of total enrolled 

students identified as students with disabilities, and schools that had zero out-of-school 

suspensions conducted for students with disabilities for a consecutive two year period. This 

resulted in 59 elementary schools and of these schools, I identified 46 current principals who 

served as principal during the two-year time period and remained the principal at the same 

school at the time I conducted this study. Of these 46 principals, 15 participants gave consent and 

responded to the first round survey.  
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The first round survey tool using the Delphi technique contained one open-ended 

question. I asked the principals about the ways they reduced or eliminated out-of-school 

suspensions in their schools during the 2016-2017 and 2017-2018 school years.  

 The principals were asked to answer one question in this first round survey tool: What 

strategies have you led or have been involved with in your school that effectively reduced or 

eliminated out-of-school suspensions for students with disabilities? I asked the principals to fill 

in a text box in the online survey tool with as many answers or strategies as they deemed 

appropriate to answer the question, using brief statements and separating the different strategies 

using a semi-colon. In the first round, I sent out a general link to the group of principals that met 

the criteria for the expert panel. There was confusion at first on my end when the responses came 

in regarding who had completed the survey. I clarified this through additional communication, 

but when I sent out the second and third round surveys, I used personalized links so that I could 

see exactly who had completed the surveys and when. 

 Bias as a researcher. My background experiences as a parent of a child with a disability 

and as a school leader providing discipline to students with disabilities may have caused bias on 

this topic. I have led my school as principal to reduce suspensions in a variety of ways therefore 

have my own thoughts on how this could be done and why students should not be suspended. 

Every effort was made to reduce the impact of my bias when conducting the research and when 

describing the findings.  

First round results. I exported the responses from the principals into a spreadsheet with 

15 rows. The highest amount of strategies listed by an individual participant in a response was 

18, while the lowest number of strategies listed was 1. Two principals listed only one strategy 

each. These strategies were “we don’t suspend students unless it is a serious infraction” and 

“nonviolent crisis intervention foundation course.”  
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Creating Themes from Responses 

I separated the 15 responses into individual strategies each with their own cell in the 

spreadsheet. For instance, if a principal listed five different strategies in one response, I copied 

and pasted each statement into a new cell. The separated statements added up to 108 total 

strategies. I analyzed these individual responses and coded them into general themes based on 

the topic of the statement. I wrote these themes in a new cell next to the original statement. Some 

strategies did not change at all, such as “restorative practices.” Some statements were simple 

changes such as retyping “fba” into functional behavior assessment. Other statements were 

changed due to redundancy such as retyping “counseling with a school counselor” to school 

counseling. Sometimes, statements contained redundancies within the response. One example 

was a response that listed “therapeutic day treatment services (in school counseling)” which I 

retyped as therapeutic day treatment services.  

I then combined these strategies into one list and sorted them alphabetically. I identified 

phrases that were close or exactly the same as each other. I again rewrote each statement into a 

new cell and column next to the previous statement.  Many responses were very similar, but not 

exact duplicates. The most common example of this was the theme I identified as behavior 

intervention plan. There were many responses that were similar in nature such as “behavior 

intervention plan,” “behavioral interventions and monitoring,” and “behavior support plans.” 

Another example was creating the theme of support from school counselors from “guidance 

counselor.”  

I again resorted the list in alphabetical order. I then analyzed the responses in order to 

group them into common themes. I did not change the wording or the responses on some of the 

themes if they were very unique to the other responses. One example of this was the response, 

“Zones of Regulation program to assist students in developing self-regulation strategies.” I 
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combined other statements together into one theme that used different wording than the original, 

but ones I felt had the same intent. One example of this was creating the theme of professional 

development from different but similar statements of “support from [Training & Technical 

Assistance Center],” “nonviolent crisis intervention foundations course.”  

I felt that it was important to note the role of the principal in these strategies since that 

was the purpose of the study. I combined statements into professional development if the 

strategies included training, professional learning, or providing new learning to staff to 

implement into instruction. I created separate themes if the strategies include programs that were 

delivered directly to the students such as “mentor/check in program” changed to Check in/Check 

out Program. Another example of this was when I identified the theme of Responsive Classroom 

techniques from the statement, “Responsive Classroom.” I made this decision based on my 

knowledge and background of the Responsive Classroom program. Another example of this was 

when I combined the statements of “focus on executive functioning” and “specific strategies 

targeting specific disabilities” into a new theme called learning about and focusing on the 

specific characteristics of different disabilities when considering next steps. I did this since I felt 

the intent of each response was to gain a deeper understanding about how the disability affected 

the decisions of the student.  

Another difficult decision for me occurred when I grouped together responses that shared 

similarities in a broader sense. One example of statements with broader similarities included the 

responses “admin help and direct support even for small issues” and “admin making direct 

contact every day,” which I also grouped into one theme. The most significant example of this 

was combining many statements into the theme of Implementing Positive Behavioral 

Interventions & Supports (PBIS) including schoolwide norms, common expectations, and 

positive reinforcements. This theme was grouped together in this way since so many of the items 
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included were similar in that they were schoolwide practices and involved so many of the same 

expectations as the PBIS program. Many of such responses had general statements that I knew to 

be PBIS-related schoolwide interventions or supports. One example of this was the statement, 

“Positive school climate. Any staff or student can award a student a ‘Caught Being Good Award’ 

for positive Bethel Bear behavior. We recite our Bethel Bear Pledge each morning during 

morning announcements.” Another example was the statement, “Monthly Bethel Citizen Award. 

The school counselor emphasizes a different character trait each month. Teachers nominate a 

student from her class for this award. Students are recognized each month for being nominated 

for this award.” I combined all these statements since I felt that they were specific examples of 

the overall PBIS strategy. There were also statements more directly related to PBIS such as 

“PBIS,” “positive reinforcements,” or “school wide norms.” I combined these statements into the 

PBIS theme as well.  

I again sorted the strategies in alphabetical order. I then counted the duplicated new 

themes and created a new table using these statements with a number next to each statement on 

how many times it was listed in the previous table. In summary, I created 34 themes identified 

from the 108 statements, each of which were separated from the original 15 responses.  

Rewriting Themes Using Common Written Expression.  

The themes I created at that that point included statements that had phrasing much 

different from each other such as Behavior Intervention Plan and Learning about and 

understanding how students' prior trauma effects their behavior. The goal of the study was for 

principals to compare these themes and decide which ones were most effective. I felt that the 

statements needed to use a common written expression for them to be best compared by the 

principals in this way. I rewrote the themes as phrases in the present tense. I wrote them using 

the present tense since my study’s overall inquiry asked how principals reduced or eliminated 
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exclusionary discipline. The question asked about the most recent school years and data source, 

not how principals have achieved this at any time in the past. Therefore, I felt the written 

expression should be present tense and read that way by the principals when answering the later 

rounds of surveys.  Finally, I again sorted the themed strategies, but this time based first on the 

frequency of how often they occurred in the underlying responses and then sorted in alphabetical 

order. An excerpt of the top ten most frequently identified strategies can be seen in Table 4. 

Table 4  

Top Ten Results of Delphi I 

Strategy Frequencya 

Implementing Positive Behavioral Interventions & Supports (PBIS) 

including school wide norms, common expectations, and positive 

reinforcements 

14 

Writing and implementing Behavior Intervention Plans for individual 

students 
 

8 

Providing counseling and support to students from the school counselor 7 

Providing professional development to staff on behavioral programs and 

interventions 
 

7 

Maximizing parent conferences & building parent partnerships 
 

6 

Using alternative, logical, and authentic consequences 
 

6 

Using in-school suspension 
 

5 

Writing a Functional Behavior Assessment for individual students 
 

5 

Administrative being visible and directly involved with students 

behaviorally at-risk 
 

4 

Identifying and implementing individualized supports and accommodations 

to students 
 

4 

 

 Table 4 shows that I reduced the 108 responses to 34 themed strategies. The vast majority 

(25/34) of the strategies in the first round survey were repeated multiple times. The most 
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commonly mentioned strategy was Implementing Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports 

(PBIS) including school wide norms, common expectations, and positive reinforcements was 

mentioned 14 times in the responses. I somewhat expected this result due to how many items I 

grouped together for this theme. The strategy with the second highest frequency was Writing and 

implementing Behavior Intervention Plans for individual students with eight statements in the 

responses that mentioned this.  

I was purposefully very open-ended when I asked for input from participants in the first 

round survey question. I did not want to guide the responses in any way towards any bias that I 

may have. This caused a wide variety of responses which may have affected how the participants 

later rated the themes in later rounds. Participants may have naturally connected with general 

statements such as the importance of building relationships with students more than other more 

specific and programmatic responses such as the Zones of Regulation program. 

Round Two Delphi Survey 

 The second round survey in the Delphi study used the themed strategies created from the 

responses in the first round survey. I emailed the second round survey only to the 15 principals 

that completed the first round survey. I used personalized emails with a link to the survey and 

followed though with four additional email reminders to individuals that did not complete the 

survey. I called two principals who did not yet complete the survey after two weeks. Fourteen 

principals ended up completing the second round survey.  

The second round survey began with one page of a description and the goal of the survey. 

Then it asked the participants to rate each of the 34 strategies using a Net Promoter Score 

question type. I asked participants to rate each themed strategy from 0 to 10, with 0 being “Not 

effective” and 10 being “Very effective.” Each of the statements was a forced response meaning 
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that participants had to rate every themed strategy before their survey would allow it to be 

submitted.  

 Each strategy also included the frequency of times it was mentioned in the first round 

survey responses. This was done by including a number beneath each strategy, such as “(8 

responses).” I included this information because of the overall goal that each round build upon 

previous rounds and build consensus among the participants. I explained to the participants that 

they could choose to use those numbers of frequency to help make their decision or they could 

choose not to use them when considering their rating. The 34 strategies were listed in order 

based on the frequency of responses and then in alphabetical order for the first word in the 

strategy for strategies that had the same frequency. 

Second Round Results 

 I exported the responses from the principals into a separate spreadsheet showing all 

scores for each strategy and each participant. I also included the number of times the strategy 

was listed in the round one survey and the number rank order for each strategy.  

Results by Participant 

I first analyzed the data for each survey completed without using any identifying 

information. I did this to identify any skewed surveys which might mean that a principal did not 

take it seriously and just marked all of one score. As a researcher, I could not know for sure how 

accurate each survey was, but I could review the data for outliers and for errors. I calculated the 

mean, maximum score, minimum score, and range for each survey.  

The results displayed high levels of variance for most of the participants. The mean 

scores ranged from 5.79 to 9.24. The greatest range was 10 and the smallest range was three. 

Nine of the principals’ scores had a range of seven or greater. The one principal with a range of 

three also had the highest mean score of 9.24. Eleven of the principals scored at least one 
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strategy with the highest score of 10.  Five of the principals scored at least one of the strategies 

with the lowest score of zero. None of the principals entered only one score or a couple scores 

for every strategy. Five of the principals had variances between one and three and the other nine 

principals had a variance between three and ten. By analyzing the mean, maximum score, 

minimum score, range, and variance, as well as a review of each survey, it appeared that each 

principal took the survey seriously and marked unique scores to the effectiveness of the strategy. 

For instance, one principal scored 18 of the 34 strategies with a 10, but also scored seven of the 

strategies with a score of five and one of the strategies with a score of zero. The results of the 

surveys broken down by participant can be found in Table 5.  

Table 5 

Scores by Participant 

Participants M 

Max 

Scorea 

Min 

Scorea Range Variance 

Principal 1 9.24 10 7 3 3.67 

Principal 2 8.50 10 5 5 1.03 

Principal 3 8.44 10 5 5 1.59 

Principal 4 8.06 10 3 7 7.05 

Principal 5 7.62 10 0 10 6.96 

Principal 6 7.38 10 0 10 1.48 

Principal 7 7.29 10 5 5 8.39 

Principal 8 7.18 9 4 5 8.12 

Principal 9 7.09 10 0 10 9.58 

Principal 10 6.21 10 0 10 7.09 

Principal 11 6.06 10 2 8 3.15 

Principal 12 6.06 9 2 7 2.24 

Principal 13 5.91 10 0 10 1.89 

Principal 14 5.79 9 1 8 6.35 
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aScore range for the survey was 0-10, 10 being most 

effective 

 

 

 Participant concern in scoring. One panelist expressed via email that he/she was 

concerned with skewing the average score due to marking some strategies very low. He/she 

commented that some of strategies were not applicable to his/her school. Based on his/her email, 

I reviewed his/her survey ratings for anything unusual. He/she rated very low scores for several 

strategies he/she felt were not applicable. I felt that these were appropriate survey responses 

since the goal of the study was to determine strategies that the expert group of principals felt 

were most effective. Obviously, he/she did not feel that these strategies were effective for his/her 

students.  I responded to him/her with my thoughts on this via email and he/she was responded 

positively to my feedback.  

Results by Strategy  

I then analyzed the data using the mean, maximum score, minimum score, and range for 

every strategy. Delphi studies typically use measures of central tendency to show the results of 

the collective judgement of respondents (Hasson, Keeney, & McKenna, 2000). I also included 

the previous scores of responses in this spreadsheet to analyze progression of scores between 

rounds. I then sorted the 34 themes first based on mean score and then based on the number of 

responses in the first round. An excerpt these results showing strategies with the ten highest 

mean scores can be seen in Table 6. 
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Table 6 

Top Ten Results of Delphi II 

Themes Ma 

Max 

Score 

Min 

Score Range 

#Round I 

Responses N 

Ensuring a positive relationship with every 

student 
 

8.93 10 

 

5 5 2 14 

Using alternative, logical, and authentic 

consequences 
 

8.79 10 7 3 6 14 

Administration being visible and directly 

involved with students behaviorally at-risk 
 

8.57 10 6 4 4 14 

Administration having a philosophy of not 

suspending students except for very serious and 

dangerous offenses 
 

8.57 10 5 5 3 14 

Identifying and implementing individualized 

supports and accommodations to students 
 

8.29 10 7 3 4 14 

Learning about and understanding how 

students' prior trauma effects their behavior 
 

8.29 10 4 6 1 14 

Providing effective instruction and support 

from special education teachers 
 

8.29 10 5 5 1 14 

Implementing Positive Behavioral Interventions 

& Supports (PBIS) including schoolwide 

norms, common expectations, and schoolwide 

positive reinforcements 
 

8.07 10 3 7 14 14 

Maximizing parent conferences & building 

parent partnerships 
 

8.07 10 3 7 6 14 

Providing breaks from class to students without 

penalty 
 

8.00 10 2 8 2 14 

a Rating scale used was 0-10; 0 = not effective, 10 = very effective 
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Mean. Eleven strategies rated a mean of between 8.00 and 8.93. Eleven strategies had a 

mean score between 7.21 and 7.93. Eleven more strategies had a mean score between 5.36 and 

6.57. Finally, one strategy had the lowest mean score of 4.00.  

 Range. Thirty-one of the 34 strategies had a high score of 10.  Nine of the 34 strategies 

had a low score of zero. The average of the range was 6.91 with most strategies ranging five or 

greater. The strategy with the highest mean also had the lowest range of two. Only four strategies 

had a range less than five and three of these strategies had the lowest range of three. Eight 

strategies had a range of ten which meant that some principals thought these strategies were the 

very effective while other principals thought the same strategies were not very effective.  

Lowest scoring strategy. The strategy with the lowest mean score of 4.00 was Using 

detention during or before/after school (not ISS). This strategy clearly was by far the lowest 

scoring strategy with three principals scoring it with a zero and four principals scoring it between 

1 and 3. Three principals scored an 8 for this strategy also which showed a wide range of 

thoughts on its effectiveness. I found this low mean score very interesting since detention is a 

commonly used strategy in lieu of suspension out of school. I would have thought that this 

strategy would have scored higher as a strategy that keeps students in school, but also provides a 

consequence. Obviously the principals did not feel this way and thus scored it as the lowest of 

the strategies. 

Biggest change in score between rounds. The strategy of Implementing Positive 

Behavioral Interventions & Supports (PBIS) including schoolwide norms, common expectations, 

and schoolwide positive reinforcements had the highest frequency of times identified in the first 

round survey with 14 responses. The second round survey showed a decrease in the rating of its 

effectiveness, with a mean score of 8.07. While six principals scored it highly effective with a 

score ten, other principals scored it much lower with a three, four, and six. I found this 
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interesting because the principals could see the score of responses from the first round survey 

when they took the second round survey. I thought that the large frequency of 14 responses for 

this strategy would have swayed principals to rate this very high in the second round survey. 

Some principals did rate it high, so maybe for them this information made a difference, but 

ultimately it scored eighth highest mean score in the second round. One possible reason for this 

change was that the number of response in the first round was based off of my grouping of many 

statements, some more loosely tied into the strategy than others and based on my judgement. 

That large number of 14 responses represented a frequency of times the strategy was listed but 

not a rating of how the principals felt it as effective or not. This second round survey result 

reflected a much more accurate version of how the principals felt about the effectiveness of this 

strategy.  

Highest scoring strategy. The strategy with the largest mean score of 8.93 was Ensuring 

a positive relationship with every student. Six principals scored this strategy with a ten, four 

principals scored it with a nine, and three principals scored it with an eight. Only one principal 

scored it lower than eight with a score of five. Therefore, this strategy showed a high degree of 

consensus as well as a high score of effectiveness. I found this strategy that highlighted the 

importance of relationships instead of a specific behavioral intervention very interesting. It only 

had two responses in the first round study, but once principals saw this strategy in the second 

round, they agreed that it was the most effective of the 34 strategies.  

Second highest scoring strategy. The strategy with the second highest mean score of 

8.79 was Using alternative, logical, and authentic consequences. Examples of responses in the 

first round survey that created this theme include “response to serious misbehavior with logical 

consequences” and “restorative practices are used with each child that has behavior or emotional 

issues.” Restorative practices refers to a social science that studies how to improve and repair 
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relationships between students and their school community (Fronius et, al., 2016). Restorative 

practices in school use conflict resolution between students mediated by a staff member to 

discuss harm done and ways to repair the damage done (Fronius et, al., 2016). The school 

mediator helps the group discuss the harm done and others’ perspectives on the situation and 

then implement restorative sanctions instead of suspensions or other traditional consequences 

(Fronius et, al., 2016). This strategy is important to analyze since it also had a range of three, one 

of the smallest ranges of all of the strategies. Only two other strategies of the 34 strategies had a 

range that small, meaning that this strategy showed a high degree of consensus from the 

principals on its effectiveness.  

Consensus for Building Third Round Survey  

Seven strategies progressed to the third round based on consensus of the group on these 

being the most effective strategies to eliminate or reduce out-of-school suspensions for students 

with disabilities. These seven themes include the following strategies: 

• Ensuring a positive relationship with every student,  

• Using alternative, logical, and authentic consequences,  

• Administration being visible and directly involved with students behaviorally at-risk,  

• Administration having a philosophy of not suspending students except for very serious 

and dangerous offenses, 

• Identifying and implementing individualized supports and accommodations to students,  

• Learning about and understanding how students' prior trauma effects their behavior, and  

• Providing effective instruction and support from special education teachers.  

I chose these seven strategies as the ones with the highest rate of consensus of 

effectiveness based on an in-depth review of their individual scores per principal, their mean, 

their maximum score, their minimum score, and their range of scores. These strategies consisted 



61 
 

of the top first through fourth place scores due to multiple tying scores. The seven strategies had 

a mean score of 8.29 or higher. I struggled with the decision to cut off strategies that fell below 

this mean score. I made the decision to only include these seven strategies based on several 

factors. These strategies all had at least a mean score of 8.29 and a range of six or less.  

Strategies that fell directly below these seven strategies included ones with mean scores 

of 8.00 or 8.07 which were very close to the 8.29 mean score I used as a cut-off score. I did not 

include these lower scoring strategies due to their increased range in scores of seven and eight. 

The larger ranges meant that the principals did not have as much consensus as to the 

effectiveness of these strategies. Some principals that rated them with a ten thought they were 

effective, but other principals rating them with a two or three obviously thought the strategies 

were not effective. I did not include these strategies since there were principals who found these 

strategies to be very ineffective.  The strategy of Implementing Positive Behavioral Interventions 

& Supports (PBIS) including schoolwide norms, common expectations, and schoolwide positive 

reinforcements was not included in the third round even though had the largest number of 

responses in the first round survey. Since the number of responses in the first round was based on 

my grouping of the responses into themes, I felt that the second round survey results were more 

accurate since they were based on a rating directly from the principals and had less of my 

influence or bias into the decision.  

Round Three Delphi Survey 

 The third round survey in the Delphi study incorporated the seven strategies selected as 

having the highest rating of effectiveness and the highest degree of consensus as described in the 

previous section. I did not include the remaining 27 items from the second round in the third 

round survey. I emailed the third round survey using personalized emails to all 15 principals in 
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the expert panel. All 15 of the principals completed the third round survey. I sent three additional 

emails as reminders and made one phone call for principals that had not responded.  

The third round survey asked the principals to drag and drop the seven strategies to sort 

them in order from one to seven, with one being the most impactful strategy to eliminate out-of-

school suspensions for students with disabilities. Each of the strategies included the mean score 

from the results of the second round survey. I reminded the principals in the beginning of the 

survey to focus on the strategies that would have the greatest impact specifically for students 

with disabilities and not necessarily on the entire population. I also reminded the principals that 

they could choose to use the mean score from previous rounds or ignore the score when deciding 

the order of effectiveness.  

Third Round Results 

The results of the third round survey were analyzed for consensus on effectiveness using 

mean, minimum rank, maximum rank, standard deviation, range, and variance. The mean 

showed the group aggregate rank of effectiveness, whereas the maximum rank, minimum rank, 

standard deviation, range, and variance showed the group’s agreement or disagreement to the 

effectiveness of the strategy (Greatorex & Dexter, 2000). The standard deviation differed from 

the range in that the standard deviation displayed the aggregate judgement and the range showed 

the outliers scores (Greatorex & Dexter, 2000). I included the standard deviation when analyzing 

this round since the scores were based on a sorted rank and a deeper analysis of the central 

tendency would be necessary. These results are displayed in table 7.  
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Table 7 

Results of Delphi III 

Strategy 

Min 

Rank 

Max 

Rank Mean SD Range Variance N 

Ensuring a positive relationship 

with every student  

1 2 1.13 0.34 1 0.12 15 

Using alternative, logical, and 

authentic consequences 

3 6 4.00 1.03 3 1.07 15 

Identifying and implementing 

individualized supports and 

accommodations to students  

2 6 4.20 1.22 4 1.49 15 

Administration being visible 

and directly involved with 

students behaviorally at-risk 
 

1 7 4.33 1.85 6 3.42 15 

Learning about and 

understanding how students' 

prior trauma effects their 

behavior  

1 7 4.33 2.15 6 4.62 15 

Providing effective instruction 

and support from special 

education teachers  

2 7 4.80 2.17 5 4.69 15 

Administration having a 

philosophy of not suspending 

students except for very serious 

and dangerous offenses 

2 7 5.20 1.42 5 2.03 15 

 

Consensus 

The third round resulted in consensus for four of the seven strategies including Ensuring 

a positive relationship with every student, Using alternative, logical, and authentic consequences, 
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Identifying and implementing individualized supports and accommodations to students, and 

Administration having a philosophy of not suspending students except for very serious and 

dangerous offenses. Consensus was not achieved with the strategies of Administration being 

visible and directly involved with students behaviorally at-risk, Learning about and 

understanding how students' prior trauma effects their behavior, and Providing effective 

instruction and support from special education teachers.  

I determined consensus by using the range, standard deviation, and variance. I identified 

strategies for consensus that principals showed convergence of agreement, not necessarily ones 

they thought were the most effective. For example, the strategy of Administration having a 

philosophy of not suspending students except for very serious and dangerous offenses achieved 

consensus but also had the highest mean, which meant that principals thought it was the least 

effective of the seven strategies.  

The Most Effective Strategy  

The principals agreed that the strategy of Ensuring a positive relationship with every 

student was the most effective strategy to reduce or eliminate out-of-school suspensions for 

students with disabilities. This strategy possessed the highest degree of agreement based on both 

central tendency and dispersion.  Thirteen of the fifteen principals thought this strategy was the 

most effective. The other two principals rated it as the second most effective strategy. This 

strategy possessed the lowest mean score of 1.13. The dispersion statistics showed consensus due 

to a low standard deviation of 0.34, a range of 1, and a variance of 0.12. Ensuring a positive 

relationship with every student received the highest rating in both the second and third rounds. 

This strategy clearly stood out as the strongest finding from the study.  
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Strategies that Achieved Consensus 

Four additional strategies received mean scores in the range of 4.0 – 4.33. These four 

strategies had similar mean scores, but two of the four strategies had standard deviations of 

slightly greater than 1.0, while the other two strategies yielded standard deviations of 

approximately two. Therefore, I decided to group the first two strategies as having reached 

consensus and will discuss them in this section. These strategies are Using alternative, logical, 

and authentic consequences and Identifying and implementing individualized supports and 

accommodations to students.  

The second highest ranked strategy with a mean score of 4.00 was Using alternative, 

logical, and authentic consequences. This strategy gained consensus due to having a standard 

deviation of 1.03, range of 3, and variance of 1.07. This strategy was also the second highest 

rated strategy in the second round scoring an 8.29 mean score. It also had one of the smallest 

ranges (3) of all strategies in the second round survey. Therefore, this strategy was agreed to be 

effective by the principals. 

The third highest ranked strategy with a mean score of 4.20 was Identifying and 

implementing individualized supports and accommodations to students. This strategy gained 

consensus due to having a standard deviation of 1.22, a range of 4, and a variance of 1.49. In the 

second round, it had a mean score of 8.29 and also had the lowest range (3) of all scores. This 

strategy was agreed to be effective by the principals.    

Lack of Consensus  

The next two strategies, Administration being visible and directly involved with students 

behaviorally at-risk and Learning about and understanding how students' prior trauma effects 

their behavior, yielded mean scores similar to the strategies discussed in the previous section. I 

determined these two strategies to have not gained consensus because both garnered the greatest 
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possible range, meaning at least one principal selected each as the most effective strategy and at 

least one principal selected each as the least effective strategy. I included a third strategy, 

Providing effective instruction and support from special education teachers, in this category as 

well. This strategy had a slightly greater mean than the other two strategies placed in this 

category, but possessed very similar dispersion results. Some principals felt these were among 

the most effective strategies while others thought them the least effective strategies of the seven.  

Two strategies tied for the fourth ranked strategy based on a mean score of 4.33.  

Administration being visible and directly involved with students behaviorally at-risk did not 

achieve consensus due to a standard deviation of 1.85, a range of 6, and a variance of 3.42. The 

other strategy with this mean was Learning about and understanding how students' prior trauma 

effects their behavior, which had a standard deviation of 2.15, a range of 6, and a variance of 

4.62.  

The sixth ranked strategy with a mean score of 4.80 was Providing effective instruction 

and support from special education teachers. It did not achieve consensus due to a standard 

deviation of 2.17, a range of 5, and a variance of 4.69. The dispersion statistics for the three 

strategies in this category showed that the principals failed to reach consensus regarding their 

effectiveness. Each had a variance of well above 3 and a standard deviation of approximately 

two. 

Lack of Effectiveness 

The seventh ranked strategy with a mean score of 5.20 was Administration having a 

philosophy of not suspending students except for very serious and dangerous offenses. I 

determined that the principals reached consensus regarding the relative lack of effectiveness of 

this strategy due to its having a standard deviation of 1.42 and a variance of 2.03. The range was 

high, at 5, but in general the principals rated it as the least effective strategy.  
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The Number of Rounds of Study 

I stopped after three rounds of surveys for this study for several reasons. It became 

difficult to have the principals all complete the surveys in a timely manner. I reminded and 

encouraged principals to complete each round of survey several times and even needed to make 

several follow up phone calls for many of them. This is to be expected in later rounds of a Delphi 

study and so was not surprising (Linstone & Turoff, 1975). I also felt that consensus was 

obtained since the top strategies had not changed in order or highest scoring for effectiveness. 

The number of rounds of surveys can vary in Delphi studies based on the degree of consensus 

sought by the investigator (Ludwig, 1997; Hsu, 2007). Research suggested that a reliable 

stopping point for rounds of study can occur based on the stability of the responses between 

rounds (Scheibe, Skutsch, & Schofer, 1975).   

Summary 

 A three round Delphi study was conducted to determine the most effective strategies to 

eliminate out-of-school suspensions for elementary students with disabilities. The study was 

conducted with a panel of 15 highly successful principals based on their ability to eliminate out-

of-school suspensions for students with disabilities in their school. The panel included current 

elementary principals from 13 different school divisions across Virginia. The principals were 

asked to list strategies to answer the one open ended research question in the first round. Then, 

the principals were asked to rate strategies in the second round that were created based on 

identified themes in the responses of the first round survey. Finally, the principals were asked to 

sort the top seven strategies from the second round in order of most which ones had the greatest 

effectiveness. Ultimately, the panel agreed that three strategies of ensuring a positive 

relationship with every student, using alternative, logical, and authentic consequences, and 

identifying and implementing individualized supports and accommodations to students were the 
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most effective strategies to reduce or eliminate out-of-school suspension for students with 

disabilities.   
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CHAPTER 5 SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This chapter states the summary, conclusions, and recommendations of the study. It 

includes a summary of the critical findings and findings related to the literature. Then, it 

describes unintended outcomes while conducting the study and implications for action. Finally, it 

describes recommendations for future research and concluding remarks.  

Summary of the Study 

 School leaders have a complex job with many responsibilities involving safety and 

discipline. Principals must primarily ensure that school is a safe place for students and conducive 

to learning. Principals that know and understand the best practices to deal with school discipline 

for students with disabilities will have a more significant impact on reducing or eliminating out-

of-school suspensions in their school and therefore reduce or eliminate the negative effects that 

suspensions have on students. The purpose of the study was to provide school leaders with 

insight and next steps directly from practitioners currently in the field to effectively address the 

difficult decision of exclusionary discipline for students with disabilities.  

 The study was conducted using a Delphi technique designed to build consensus on best 

practices. This study utilized a panel of 15 highly successful school leaders as defined by their 

ability to eliminate out-of-school suspensions for students with disabilities school wide for at 

least a two- year period. The study concluded with seven strategies that principals can use to 

reduce or eliminate out-of-school suspensions for students with disabilities in their schools. The 

principal panel highly recommended one of those strategies, ensuring a positive relationship 

with every student, to be used as a first step in this process.   

Findings Related to the Literature 

Three strategies emerged as critical findings of this study, one of which stood out based on 

its agreement by the principals as the most effective strategy. These findings offer approaches 
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principals should take based on the suggestions of principals who eliminated out of school 

suspensions at their schools. As discussed in the previous chapter, their key findings include:  

1. ensure a positive relationship with every student 

2. use alternative, logical, and authentic consequences 

3. identify and implement individualized supports and accommodations to students  

The other items during the study received strong support during Round 2, despite not 

reaching consensus as being highly effective in Round 3 level of agreement. These ideas should 

not be discarded, as they remain important concepts related to the topic that would make good 

second steps in the process. This chapter will discuss the critical findings as they compare to 

existing literature.  

 The major finding in this study was that principals strongly agreed that ensuring a 

positive relationship with every student would reduce or eliminate out-of-school suspensions for 

students with disabilities. It was not clear in this study by the participants whether it was the 

principal specifically that should have the positive relationship with every student or that the 

principal should ensure that there exists a positive relationship for every student with at least one 

staff member even if not him or herself. Either way, experts in research agree with this finding 

and emphasize the importance of establishing meaningful and positive relationships built on trust 

and respect between school staff and students (Gregory, Bell, & Pollock, 2014). A large body of 

research supports the positive impact that relationships have on students (Hall-Lande et al., 

2007; Myrick & Martorell, 2011; Woolley et al., 2009; Yang & Anyon, 2016; Anyon et. al, 

2018). Experts have found that strong relationships have a pivotal role in the climate of the 

school and in reducing suspensions (Skiba & Losen, 2015; Anyon, et. al, 2018). Building 

relationships occurs over time and takes effort, but has been shown to pay off in positive 

outcomes for students (Anyon, et. al, 2018).  



71 
 

Principals in this study also strongly agreed on the importance of using alternative, 

logical, and authentic consequences. The idea of using alternative and authentic consequences is 

not new and is shown to be effective, especially when those consequences are themselves based 

on research (Skiba & Rausch, 2006; Losen & Skiba, 2010). Principals must be aware of issues as 

they arise and be involved in the daily events in school to most effectively deal with discipline 

(Keesor, 2005). Additionally, principals can proactively address misbehavior using logical 

redirection before it becomes significant to the student or class (Keesor, 2005). Teachers also 

need school leaders to address issues with their students promptly and feel more supported when 

they do (Skiba & Losen, 2016). Experts recommend that principals review their discipline 

policies and code of conduct to determine how these allow for and support alternative strategies 

for discipline instead of using suspensions (Skiba & Losen, 2016). This finding is also supported 

with the concept of restorative practice that focuses on problem-solving with a deep knowledge 

of students and developing unique ways to address issues (Gregory, Soffer, Gaines, Hurley, & 

Karikehalli, 2016). 

The principal panel in this study also strongly agreed on the importance of identifying 

and implementing individualized supports and accommodations to students. Research states that 

principals should provide professional learning for themselves and staff that target the specific 

behavioral issues that their students face (Green, Maynard, & Stegenga, 2018). School districts 

have proven that efforts to provide specific behavioral supports and accommodations focused on 

their knowledge of student need has decreased disciplinary infractions (Losen, et al., 2015). 

Furthermore, school staff that know their students’ family life situations, perspectives on school, 

and interests have shown in research to have had decreased disciplinary issues and increased 

performance (Gregory, Allen, Mikami, Hafen, & Pianta, 2015; Anyon, et. al, 2018). Principals 

should work with directly with their special education teachers to gain a deeper and more 
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comprehensive understanding of their students and create specialized plans and instruction 

(Aronson & Laughter, 2016). Principals and teachers must be adaptive and creative in their 

responses in dealing with students’ varied misbehaviors (Aronson & Laughter, 2016).  

One strategy that did not find consensus as one of the most effective strategies was that 

administration should have a philosophy of not suspending students except for very serious and 

dangerous offenses. School districts and state governments have recently made policy changes 

implementing policies that now ban out-of-school suspensions for students in the elementary 

level, for students with disabilities, and in some cases, for all students (D’Orio, 2018). These 

have been added to force schools to change practices. For instance, in Texas, out-of-school 

suspensions are banned for students below grade three, except for conduct involving weapons, 

extreme violence, or drugs (Tx State Code § 37.005). In Virginia, Governor Northam recently 

signed a bill to bar schools from suspending pre-K through third grade students for more than 

three days (Mattingly, 2018). Additionally, principals are increasingly being mandated by the 

federal and state governments to review their school discipline to determine if they are 

disproportionate in suspending students based on skin color and disability status. Research has 

shown that when principals are more aware of how their discipline can have a negative effect on 

students at-risk, they are more likely to improve these practices (Williams, Pazey, Fall, Yates, & 

Roberts, 2015). 

Experts in research have discussed the importance of a principal’s sense of control on 

factors that affect student misconduct (Losen & Gillespie, 2012). Principals have been more 

successful at reducing suspensions and implementing interventions when they felt they could 

affect these factors and ultimately change the misbehaviors (Losen & Gillespie, 2012). Principals 

in this study did not gain consensus on the effectiveness of strategies such as this, although some 
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were identified in the beginning of the study, such as learning about and understanding how 

students’ prior trauma effects their behavior.  

The strategy Implementing Positive Behavioral Interventions & Supports (PBIS) 

including schoolwide norms, common expectations, and schoolwide positive reinforcements had 

the most responses identified in the first round but did not gain consensus by the principals as 

being effective. Experts in research argue that schoolwide behavioral interventions, supports, and 

incentives have a significant impact on student conduct for students with disabilities (Yell, 

Rogers, & Lodge Rogers, 1998; Yell, 2016). IDEA (2004) also mandated that schools add 

behavioral interventions and supports for students with disabilities unique to their needs. PBIS is 

a multi-tiered framework to implement evidence-based social, emotional, and behavioral support 

to improve efficiency, effectiveness, and equity in disciplinary practices (OSEP Technical 

Assistance Center, 2019). PBIS was originally created to address serious misbehavior by 

students with disabilities using alternative and proactive interventions (Durand & Carr, 1985; 

Meyer & Evans, 1989), so it’s interesting that this strategy did not gain consensus by the 

principals as one of the most effective strategies.  

Finally, experts in research have recommended the need to implement Functional 

Behavior Assessments and Behavior Intervention Plans for students that demonstrate significant 

misconduct in school (Yell & Rozalski, 2008; Yell, 2016). IDEA (2004) mandates that schools 

use an FBA and a BIP for students that need additional redirection for behavioral misconduct. 

Principals in this study must not have found these mandated strategies to be as effective for 

reducing or eliminating the suspensions for their students.  

Taking First Steps 

Out of school suspensions impede the ability of students to learn. Such suspensions 

reduce the amount of classroom time available to the student. Due to the positive correlation 
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between attending school and learning, principals should strive to eliminate out of school 

suspensions in ways that benefit both the individual student being considered for suspension and 

the other students and staff of the school. This section discusses how to take the first steps 

suggested by the respondents in the process of reducing exclusionary discipline. 

Building Positive Relationships with Students 

Principals highly recommended that ensuring a positive relationship with every student 

would have the greatest impact towards eliminating or reducing out-of-school suspensions for 

students with disabilities. Principals rated this strategy as the most effective strategy between two 

rounds of surveys and were found to have a high degree of agreement for this rating, having 

86.7% of all participants rating it as the most effective strategy and 100% of all participants it as 

the first or second most effective strategy. It was not stated in this recommendation whether the 

principal should ensure that he or she specifically should have a positive relationship with every 

student or whether the principal should ensure that a positive relationship for every student exists 

between that student and any staff member. Ultimately, the principal supervises every student in 

his or her school and should ensure that students have at least one positive relationship with a 

staff member. The principal has a unique opportunity to create that positive relationship if none 

exists with other staff members.  

Principals and the school team can build positive relationships in many ways, many of 

which were stated as additional responses from the principals in this study. First, school leaders 

and educators must understand how their own personal bias affects interactions with students. 

Research has shown that school staff have rated their relationships with students more positively 

when the student was the same ethnicity (Saft & Panta, 2001). School leaders and educators must 

also consider how their volume, tone, and posture affects interactions with students (Smith & 

Lambert, 2008). Administrators have a unique opportunity to intervene for individual students 
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and research has shown that even just one positive relationship can have a positive impact on the 

student’s behavior and performance (Beaty-O’Ferrall, Green, & Hanna, 2010). School leaders 

and educators should proactively reach out to students and families to build relationships such as 

good news calls home to parents, writing positive notes to send home, and conducting home 

visits (Anyon et al., 2018). Another strategy that is recommended is to be visible and available to 

students greeting them in the morning and throughout the school day (Anyon et al., 2018). 

School leaders and educators should schedule regular personal interactions with students such as 

in the Two-by-Ten Strategy (Smith & Lambert, 2008). The Two-by-Ten Strategy uses a daily 

routine to have personal and nonacademic discussions with an individual child for two minutes 

each day for at least ten days in a row and has shown to significantly improve behavior 

(Wlodkowski, 1983; Smith & Lambert, 2008). Another effective way to build relationships is to 

hold regular morning meetings such as with the Responsive Classroom approach (Kriete, 2002; 

Bechtel, 2004). Morning meetings consist of a greeting, sharing, group activity, and updated 

news (Kriete, 2002; Bechtel, 2004). Using a routine for teaching communication skills like this 

has been especially effective with students with disabilities and has shown to have long-term 

impact on student performance (Bruce et al., 2006; Anyon et al., 2018). Finally, learning about 

and using students’ interests, perspectives, and life experiences is one more effective way to 

build better relationships and reduce the need for disciplinary action (Gregory, Allen, Mikami, 

Hafe, & Pianta, 2015). 

Using Alternative and Authentic Consequences 

 Principals recommended using alternative, logical, and authentic consequences to reduce 

or eliminate out-of-school suspensions for students with disabilities. This strategy gained the 

second highest rating of effectiveness during the study. It also had the highest number of 

responses in the first round (6) from among the seven strategies in the final round.  
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The principals in this study suggested that school leaders rethink their methods of 

deciding on consequences for student misconduct. Another way to view this strategy is through 

the lens of restorative practices to provide supports for students as well as helping them to 

control their future behaviors (Wachtel & McCold, 2001). Many disciplinary infractions are 

rooted in simple problems such as a lack of resources for the student (Skiba & Peterson, 2003). 

Principals should first analyze the root cause of the issue to determine if any simple solutions can 

be achieved (Skiba & Peterson, 2003). Many students feel that are often negatively labeled prior 

to an incident and that staff are inconsistent with how they provide discipline, so principals 

should use regular review of disciplinary practices across ethnicity and disability categories 

(Jones et al., 2018). Principals should also help students reflect on how their actions have 

affected others through restorative conferences with pertinent students, staff, and/or community 

members affected (Covaleskie, 2013; Buckmaster, 2016). Through restorative conferences, the 

group decides together on next steps for the student to make amends for their actions 

(Buckmaster, 2016). Restorative practices where students have learned the harm their actions 

have caused has made significant reductions in suspensions (Cornell, Gregory, & Fan, 2011). 

Columbine High School implemented zero tolerance policies after its tragic shooting to identify 

and exclude students based on their misconduct (Artello, Hayes, Muschert, & Spencer, 2015). 

They have since studied the effects of their zero tolerance policies and turned instead to 

restorative practices to build a sense of community and inclusion (Muschert, Henry, Bracy, & 

Peguero, 2014). The Richmond Public Schools Superintendent in Virginia also recently proposed 

a restorative justice initiative as the means to address their frequency of suspensions and 

discipline referrals (Richmond Times-Dispatch, 2018).  

Finally, principals should reflect on their core values and the core values of their staff to 

shift from an exclusionary to inclusionary mindset prior to providing discipline (Watkins, 2014). 
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School leaders have reduced suspensions by leading a shift to an overall inclusive philosophy as 

a school which has in turn affected the actions school staff has taken when disciplinary incidents 

occur (Watkins, 2014; Buckmaster, 2016). 

Identifying and Implementing Individualized Supports and Accommodations 

Principals recommended identifying and implementing individualized supports and 

accommodations to students to reduce or eliminate out-of-school suspensions for students with 

disabilities. This strategy gained the third highest rating of effectiveness during the study and had 

among the highest number of responses among the seven strategies.  

IDEA (2004) ensures every student identified with a disability an Individualized 

Education Program (IEP). Principals should review their students’ IEPs to ensure that they are 

actually individualized and written with fidelity, something that research has found to often not 

be the case (Blackwell & Rossetti, 2014). Principals should ensure that IEP meetings are student-

centered and consider having the students themselves involved in the creation of goals and 

additional supports (Danneker & Bottge, 2009). Student participation in creating their own IEPs 

have sown to increased their performance and increased their self-determination skills (Barnard 

& Lechtenberger, 2010). Principals should also review student accommodations so that the most 

effective supports are in place such us the use of visual models to provide clear expectations of 

goals and behaviors (Smith & Lambert, 2008).  

Unintended Outcomes 

 A few unintended consequences occurred as a result of my data collection. The strategy 

that was mentioned the most times in the initial round one survey was not rated by the principals 

as being one of the most effective strategies in the second round survey. One reason for this 

could be that the theme of PBIS combined many statements that in general discussed schoolwide 

behavior plans when I identified that theme. Some of the responses in this themed strategy were 
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related to schoolwide norms or schoolwide positive reinforcement systems, while other 

responses specifically stated “PBIS.” I stated it in the beginning and then clarified in the second 

and third rounds that the study was focused on strategies that had the greatest impact on students 

with disabilities. The expert panel may have taken this into consideration when rating the themes 

and thus adjusted their thinking to focus directly on students with disabilities. The results may 

have also changed if I met in person with the group such as in a focus group where comments 

and input could be adjusted and clarified in real time.   

Implications for Action 

 Principals are suspending students with disabilities out-of-school at twice the rate as their 

nondisabled peers despite all of the additional protections, supports, and personnel for these 

students (Skiba, et. al, 2014). The results of this study add to the minimal body of research that 

provides clear direction for school leaders to reduce exclusions and keep students that have 

behavioral challenges in school.  

 This study has explained that principals should do whatever they can to improve and 

build meaningful, authentic, and positive relationships with their students. Principals are very 

busy and can be consumed with managerial work, so every effort should be made to implement 

routines and practices that grow relationships. Research provides suggestions to build 

relationships such as conducting morning meetings, be with students during transitions and 

lunches, and conduct daily check-ins with students (Anyon, et. al, 2018). Additional strategies 

include building a better understanding and connection to students’ families, such as regularly 

calling homes, conducting home visits, and having meetings with families (Christiansen, 

2015; Sheldon & Jung, 2015). 

The findings from this study may empower school leaders to be more directly involved 

with students with disabilities before and during these disciplinary actions to problem-solve and 
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come up with new solutions beyond out-of-school suspensions. Principals may delegate the 

responsibility of IEP meetings and other processes that support special education students to 

assistant principals. Principals are in a unique position of authority to be able to decide on 

additional resources, personnel, or systems that would benefit students in difficult situations, but 

must be directly knowledgeable about the student and their unique necessary accommodations to 

make the best decisions for next steps. Thus, principals should be included in these meetings and 

planning when these issues are discussed. This may include a change to priorities and scheduling 

for administrators. Principals often delegate special education supervision to assistant principals. 

This common practice in schools should be reconsidered if principals agree their direct 

involvement is necessary.  

The results of this study give great insight into the philosophies of principals who were 

able to eliminate out-of-school suspensions for their students with disabilities. Principals are the 

leaders in the building for deciding how consequences for students will be handled by 

administration. School leaders should reflect on their own philosophies on discipline and their 

biases towards students, both of which have significant influence on decision-making. This study 

showed that some principals made a decision to not suspend students out-of-school and instead 

worked directly with their staff and parents for other ways to address their students’ misconduct.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

 There continues to be a concern across the country for the amount of suspensions and 

exclusionary practices for elementary students and elementary despite new state policy changes 

(Chang, 2018; Mattingly, 2018; Ross & McLauren, 2018). Additional research in the field is 

needed to convince school leaders that they can and should also reduce or eliminate out-of-

school suspensions for their students with disabilities if they use these high yield strategies. The 

study could be replicated by instead asking for strategies that affect regular education instead of 
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special education students. The study could also be replicated by seeking strategies from either 

middle school or high school principals on how they reduce or eliminate out-of-school 

suspensions for students at their school level. Another way to replicate this study would be to 

identify and survey principals in different states across the country that were able to achieve 

similar success in eliminating out-of-school suspensions for students with disabilities. One more 

way to replicate this study would be to ask a more specific first open ended question in the first 

round survey. A question that asks for more details or that attempts to narrow the focus may gain 

more specific and practical strategies.  

 Research could be conducted to learn more why principals that are having a great impact 

on this issue may not agree with mandated and recommended strategies such as PBIS and FBAs. 

It would be beneficial to learn insight into what specially the principals felt was not effective in 

these strategies.  

  More information can be gathered on alternative consequences to out-of-school 

suspensions that keep the students in school. Having more knowledge of alternative solutions 

would benefit principals that are attempting to go in this direction.  

 Finally, additional research is needed to operationally define what successful and 

meaningful relationships are between principals and students with disabilities.  More knowledge 

on this connection between school leaders directly with the student in the classroom is essential 

to understanding how this can then positively impact student behavior.   

Reflections 

I had some ideas of my own on what the outcomes may be or should be going into this 

study which admittedly may show bias when presenting this research. I chose this topic due to 

concerns and questions I had on how schools discipline students with disabilities that have 

serious behavioral issues based on my own experiences as a principal. I made every effort to be 
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unbiased in creating themes and in creating surveys for each round, but during this process of 

studying literature and conducting research, the additional knowledge I gained greatly affected 

my thoughts on how schools use out-of-school suspension. I have significantly reduced 

suspensions in my school over the years and being so focused on this topic has helped me to lead 

my school into a new phase of zero suspensions this year for all students.  

I completely agree in the findings in this study on the importance of relationships 

between school staff and students, especially with students at-risk who often times do not have as 

many meaningful relationships with peers or adults. It is important that students feel that the staff 

treat them with fairness and in a respectful manner especially during disciplinary actions (Way, 

2016). Research has shown that schools with higher perceived strictness and more school rules 

actually end up with the unintended outcome of more student disruptions and defiance (Way, 

2016). Principals and staff who make efforts to build a positive relationship with a student are 

also more likely to work harder to keep that student in school and come up with alternative 

consequences and additional supports (Gregory, Allen, Mikami, Hafe, & Pianta, 2015). When 

principals delegate their discipline to others, they limit their ability to be creative in coming up 

with solutions during disciplinary issues. The principals in this study expressed that they were 

able to use their authority and leadership to change the disciplinary outcomes for their students. I 

have come to realize the enormous responsibility and power in my position as principal and our 

opportunity as educators to improve our disciplinary practices if we choose to do so. Child 

psychologist Haim Ginott stated this feeling so well:  

I have come to the frightening conclusion that I am the decisive element. It is my 

personal approach that creates the climate. It is my daily mood that makes the weather. I 

possess tremendous power to make life miserable or joyous. I can be a tool of torture or 

an instrument of inspiration, I can humiliate or humor, hurt or heal. In all situations, it is 
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my response that decides whether a crisis is escalated or de-escalated, and a person is 

humanized or de-humanized. If we treat people as they are, we make them worse. If we 

treat people as they ought to be, we help them become what they are capable of 

becoming. (Ginott, 1972, p. 15) 

Since this study began, I have worked with my staff to come up with new approaches to 

how we handle student misconduct that would have typically led to suspensions or other 

exclusions. These interventions have included Two-by-Ten conferences, an improved check-

in/check-out program, temporary individual aides, sensory and movement labs, self-regulation, 

and restorative circles. These strategies have been very effective in reducing our rates of 

suspension for not only students with disabilities but also for all students as demonstrated by our 

having zero suspensions during the current school year. In addition, my direct involvement in 

each of our most challenging situations of misconduct has been vital to helping the staff 

determine and implement new solutions instead of using exclusions or suspensions.  

Recently, we found a student eligible for special education as a student with an 

Emotional Disturbance. Even through many disruptions and significant misbehavior by this 

student, we were able to keep him/her in school every day. Many people were looking for me to 

suspend this student, but I refused and instead worked with them on alternative disciplinary 

measures and supports as we conducted eligibility and then an IEP. Since we kept this child in 

school and worked very closely with the family for solutions, we were able to find a suitable 

placement and create a plan that everyone found appropriate and successful. The parents of the 

student made great efforts to work with us during these changes because of how they felt we 

conducted the discipline. I personally handled this situation very differently than similar 

situations of misconduct in the past that had inspired the topic for this dissertation. There were 

similar outcomes of placement, but in this case we were able to not suspend the student and 
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sustain positive relationships with the student and family. It is vital that we keep these 

relationships with families and students strong and positive even when providing disciplinary 

actions. This study has already improved my practices and I hope that it has a similar effect on 

other principals in the future.  

Concluding Remarks 

 School leaders must seek out and learn from other highly successful school leaders who 

are achieving their desired goals when making school improvements. Programs that cost a lot of 

money are often advertised as the answer to these difficult situations, but this study found that 

the answer is truly already in the room. The findings in this study demonstrated that the most 

effective principals across Virginia that were able to eliminate out-of-school suspensions for 

students with disabilities chose their own direct involvement to make improvements with 

students over prescriptive programs involving outside resources. Principals and other school 

leaders must form meaningful and significant relationships with every student, especially those 

most at-risk. Instead of avoiding the situation with these students, principals should embrace 

them, seek to understand their history and needs, and then use their expertise in problem-solving 

to create unique consequences tailored to the student that continues to keep them in school every 

day.    



84 
 

References 

Academy of American Pediatrics (2008). Statement of reaffirmation of the 2003 policy 

statement, Out-of-school suspension and expulsion.  

Achilles, G., McLaughlin, M., & Croninger, R. (2007). Sociocultural correlates of disciplinary 

exclusion among students with emotional, behavioral, and learning disabilities in the 

SEELS national dataset. Journal of Emotional & Behavioral Disorders, 15(1), 33-45. 

Allport, G. W. (1979). The nature of prejudice (25th anniversary ed.). Cambridge, MA: Addison-

Wesley. 

American Academy of Pediatrics (2013). Policy statement: Out-of-school suspension and 

expulsion. Council on School Health, 131(3), e1000-e1007.  

American Psychological Association Zero Tolerance Task Force (2008). Are zero tolerance 

policies effective in the schools? An evidentiary review and recommendations. American 

Psychologist, 63, 852-862.  

Anderson, K., & Ritter, G. (2017). Disparate use of exclusionary discipline: Evidence on 

inequities in school discipline from a U.S. state. Educational Policy Analysis Archives, 

25(49).  

Anyon, Y., Atteberry-Ash, B., Yang, J., Pauline, M., Wiley, K., Cash, D., Dowing, B., Greer, E., 

& Pisciotta, L. (2018). It’s all about relationships: Educators’ Rationales and strategies 

for building connections with students to prevent exclusionary school discipline 

outcomes. Children & Schools, 40(4), 221-230.  

Aronson, B., & Laughter, J. (2016). The theory and practice of culturally relevant education: A 

synthesis of research across content areas. Review of Educational Research, 86, 163–205. 



85 
 

Artello, K., Hayes, H., Muschert, G., & Spencer, J. (2015). What do we do with those kids? A 

critical review of current responses to juvenile delinquency and an alternative. 

Aggression and Violent Behavior, 24, 1-8. 

Arcia, E. (2006). Achievement and enrollment status of suspended students: Outcomes in a large, 

multicultural school district. Education & Urban Society, 38(3), 359-369.  

Armour, M. (2013). Ed White Middle School restorative discipline evaluation: Implementation 

and impact, 2012/2013 sixth grade. Austin: University of Texas, Austin. 

Ashley, J., & Burke, K. (2009). Implementing restorative justice: A guide for schools. Chicago, 

IL: Illinois Criminal Justice Information Authority. 

Baker, M. (2009). DPS Restorative Justice Project: Year three. Denver, CO: Denver Public 

Schools. 

Balfanz, R., & Boccanfuso, C. (2007). Falling off the path to graduation: Early indicators brief. 

Baltimore, MD: Everyone Graduates Center. 

Barnhart, M., Franklin, N., & Alleman, J. (2008). Lessons learned and strategies used in 

reducing the frequency of out-of-school suspensions. Journal of Special Education 

Leadership, 21(2), 75-83. 

Bartonek, F., Borg, A., Berggren, S., et al. (2018) Inkluderingsarbete för barn och ungdomar vid 

svenska skolor: En kartläggning bland 4778 anställda vid 68 skolor. Stockholm: Center 

of Neurodevelopmental Disorders at Karolinska Institutet. 

Bazemore, G., & Schiff, M. (2009). Addressing the school-to-jail pipeline: Restorative justice 

and theory for practice in real alternatives to zero tolerance (Conference papers). 

American Society of Criminology, 1. 



86 
 

Beaty-O’Ferrall, M., Green, A., & Hanna, F. (2010) Classroom management strategies for 

difficult students: Promoting change through relationships. Middle School Journal, 41(4), 

4-11. 

Bechtel, L. (2004). Viewing Guide. Doing morning meeting: The essential components. From the 

creators of Responsive Classroom Approach. Greenfield, MA: Northeast Foundation for 

Children. 

Beech, B. F. (1997). Studying the future: A Delphi survey of how multi-disciplinary clinical staff 

view the likely development of two community mental health centers over the course of 

the next two years, Jounal of Advanced Nursing, 25, 331-338. 

Bernard, H. R., & Ryan, G. W. (2010). Analyzing qualitative data: Systematic approaches. Los 

Angeles: Sage Publications, Inc.  

Blackwell, W., & Rossetti, Z. (2014). The development of individualized education programs: 

Where have we been and where should we go now? Sage Open, 4(2). Retrieved from 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/2158244014530411.  

Bowman-Perrott, L., Davis, H., Vannest, K., Williams, L., Greenwood, C., & Parker, R. (2013). 

Academic benefits of peer tutoring: A meta-analytic review of single-case research. 

School Psychological Review, 42(1), 39-55.  

Bradshaw, C., Koth, C., Thornton, L., & Leaf, P., (2009). Altering school climate through 

school-wide positive behavioral interventions and supports: findings from a group-

randomized effectiveness trial. Prevention Science, 10(2), 100-115.   

Brill, J., Bishop, M., & Walker, A. (2006). The competencies and characteristics required of an 

effective project manager: A web-based Delphi study. Educational Technology Research 

and Development, 54(2), 115-140. 



87 
 

Brooks, K. (1979). Delphi technique: Expanding applications. North Central Association 

Quarterly, 53, 377-385.  

Brooks, K., Schiraldi, V., & Zeidenberg, J. (2000). School house hype: two years later. 

Washington, DC: Justice Policy Institute / Covington, KY: Children’s Law Center.  

Brown-Chidsey, R., & Steege, M. (2010). Response to intervention: Principles and strategies for 

effective practice. New York, Ny: Guilford Press. 

Bruce, S., Fasy, C., Gulick, J., Jones, J., & Pike, E. (2006). Making Morning Circle 

Meaningful. TEACHING Exceptional Children Plus, 2(4).  

Buckmaster, D. (2016). From the eradication of tolerance to the restoration of school 

community: Exploring restorative practices as a reform framework for ethical school 

discipline. Values and Ethics Administration, 12(3), 8 pp.  

Buffum, A., Mattos, M., & Weber, (2009). Pyramid response to intervention: RTI, professional 

learning communities, and how to respond when kids don’t learn. Bloomington, IN: 

Solution Tree.  

Butterworth, T. & Bishop, V. (1995). Identifying the characteristics of optimum practice: 

Findings from a survey of practice experts in nursing, midwifery and health visiting. 

Journal of Advanced Nursing, 22, 24–32. 

Carter EW and Kennedy CH (2006) Promoting access to the general curriculum using peer 

support strategies. Research and Practice for Persons with Severe Disabilities 31: 284–

292 

Center for Civil Rights Remedies (2013). A summary of new research: Closing the school 

discipline gap. 



88 
 

Chang, J. (2018). Central Texas suspensions of young students raise concerns. Statesman. 

Retrieved from https://www.statesman.com/NEWS/20180717/Central-Texas-

suspensions-of-young-students-raise-concerns. 

Chard, D., Smith, S., & Sugai, G. (1992). Packaged discipline programs: A consumer’s guide. In 

J. Marr & G. Tindal (Eds.) 1992 Oregon conference monograph (pp. 19-27). Eugene, 

OR: University of Oregon.  

Christiansen, E. (2015). Parent teacher home visit project evaluation report. Reno, NV: Center 

for Program Evaluation. 

Christle, C., Jolivett, K., & Nelson, C. (2005). Breaking the school to prison pipeline: identifying 

school risk and protective factors for youth delinquency. Exceptionality, 13(2), 69-88.  

Civil Rights Project. (2000). Opportunities suspended: the devastating consequences of zero 

tolerance and school discipline policies. Cambridge, MA. 

Cole, Z. D., Donohoe, H. M., & Stellefson, M. L. (2013). Internet-based Delphi research: Case 

based discussions. Environmental Management, 51, 511-523.  

Cornell, D. G., Gregory, A., & Fan, X. (2011). Reductions in long-term suspensions following 

adoption of the Virginia Student Threat Assessment Guidelines. NASSP Bulletin, 95(3), 

175-194. 

Covaleskie, J.F. (2013). Membership and moral formation: Shame as an educational and social 

emotion. Charlotte, NC: Information Age Publishing. 

Curran, F., (2016). Estimating the effect of state zero tolerance laws on exclusionary discipline, 

racial discipline gaps, and student behavior. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 

38(4), 647-668. 



89 
 

D’Orio, W. (2018). Discipline and special ed: Schools work to reduce suspensions. The 

Christian Science Monitor.  

Dalkey, N. C., & Helmer, O. (1963). An experimental application of the Delphi method to the 

use of experts. Management Science, 9(3), 458-467.  

Danneker, J. E., & Bottge, B. A. (2009). Benefits of and Barriers to Elementary Student-Led 

Individualized Education Programs. Remedial & Special Education, 30(4), 225–233.  

Donohoe, H., & Needham, R. (2009), Moving best practice forward: Delphi characteristics, 

advantages, potential problems, and solutions. International Journal of Tourism 

Research, 11(5), 415-437. 

Education Commission of the States (2018). Policy snapshot: Suspension and expulsion. 

Retrieved from https://files-eric-ed-gov.ezproxy.lib.vt.edu/fulltext/ED581500.pdf.  

Education Commission of the States (2018). Policy snapshot: Restraint and seclusion. Retrieved 

from https://www.ecs.org/wp-content/uploads/Restraint_and_Seclusion.pdf.  

Education Commission of the States (2018). Policy snapshot: Alternative school discipline 

strategies. Retrieved from https://www.ecs.org/wp-

content/uploads/Alternative_School_Discipline_Strategies.pdf.  

Education Evolving (2005). Response to intervention: An alternative to traditional eligibility 

criteria for students with disabilities. Retrieved from 

https://www.educationevolving.org/pdf/Response_to_Intervention.pdf. 

Encarnacao, J. (2013, September 3). Sharp drop in suspensions as Boston schools try 

‘restorative’ approach. Boston Harold.com. Retrieved from http://bostonherald.com/ 

news_opinion/local_coverage/2013/09/ sharp_drop_in_suspensions_as_bos - 

ton_schools_try_restorative. 



90 
 

Everett, A. (1993). Piercing the veil of the future: A review of the Delphi method of research. 

Professional Nurse, 9, 181-185.  

Fabelo, T., Thompson, M., Plotkin, M., Carmichael, D., Marchbanks, M., & Booth, E. (2011) 

Breaking schools’ rules: A statewide study of how school discipline relates to students’ 

success and juvenile justice involvement. New York, NY: Council of State Governments 

Justice Center. Retrieved from https://csgjusticecenter. org/wp-

content/uploads/2012/08/Breaking_Schools_Rules_Report_Final.pdf   

Fong, R., McRoy, R., & Dettlaff, A. (2016). Disproportionality and disparities. Encyclopedia of 

Social Work. National Association of Social Workers and Oxford University Press USA.  

Frick, W. C., & Faircloth, S. C. (2007). Acting in the collective and individual “best interest of 

students”: When ethical imperatives clash with administrative demands. Journal of 

Special Education Leadership, 20(1), 21-32. 

Gay, L., & Airasian, P. (2000). Educational research: Competencies for analysis and application 

(Sixth Ed.). Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice-Hall, Inc.  

Gill, F., Leslie, G., Grech, C., & Latour, J. (2013). Using a web-based survey tool to undertake a 

Delphi study: Application for nurse education research. Nurse Education Today, 33(11), 

1322-1328.  

Ginott, H. (1972). Teacher and child: A book for parents and teachers. The Macmillan 

Company: New York. 

Goodman, C. (1987). The Delphi technique: a critique. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 12, 729-

734. 

Greatorex, J., & Dexter, T. (2000). An accessible analytical approach for investigating what 

happens between the rounds of a Delphi study. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 32(4), 

1016-1024. 



91 
 

Green, B., Jones, M., Hughes, D., & Williams, A. (1999). Applying the Delphi technique in a 

study of GPs information requirements. Health and Social Care in the Community, 7(3), 

198-205. 

Green, A., Maynard, D., & Stegenga, S. (2018). Common misconceptions of suspension: Ideas 

and alternatives for school leaders. Psychology in the Schools, 55(4), 419-428. 

Green, A., Nese, R., McIntosh, K., Nishioka, V., Eliason, B., & Canizal Delabra, A. (2015). Key 

elements of policies to address disproportionality within SWPBIS: A guide for district 

and school teams. OSEP Technical Assistance Center on Positive Behavioral 

Interventions and Supports.  

Gregory, A., Allen, J. P., Mikami, A. Y., Hafen, C. A., & Pianta, R. C. (2015). The promise of a 

teacher professional development program in reducing racial disparity in classroom 

exclusionary discipline. In D. Losen (Ed.), Closing the school discipline gap: Equitable 

remedies for excessive exclusion  (pp. 166–179). New York: Teachers College Press. 

Gregory, A., Bell, J., & Pollock, M. (2014). How educators can eradicate disparities in school 

discipline: A briefing paper on school-based interventions. Bloomington: The Equity 

Project at Indiana University, Discipline Disparities: A Research-to-Practice 

Collaborative. 

Gregory, A., Skiba, R., & Noguera, P. (2010). The achievement gap and the discipline gap: Two 

sides of the same coin? Educational Researcher, 39(1), 59-68. 

Gregory, A., Soffer, R., Gaines, E., Hurley, A., & Karikehalli, N. (2016). Implementing 

restorative justice in schools: Lessons learned from restorative justice practitioners in 

four Brooklyn schools. Brooklyn Community Foundation. 



92 
 

Grisham, T. (2009). The Delphi technique: a method for testing complex and multifaceted topics. 

International Journal for Managing Projects in Business, 2(1), 112-130. 

Hall-Lande, J. A., Eisenberg, M. E., Christenson, S. L., & Neumark-Sztainer, D. (2007). Social 

isolation, psychological health, and protective factors in adolescence. Adolescence, 42, 

265–286. 

Hannigan, J., & Hannigan, J. (2017). Don’t suspend me! An alternative discipline toolkit. 

Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin. 

Hannigan, J., & Hauser, L. (2014). The PBIS tier one handbook: A practical approach to 

implement the champion model. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin.  

Harding, S. (2009). Successful inclusion models for students with disabilities require strong site 

leadership: Autism and behavioral disorders create many challenges for the learning 

environment. The International Journal of Learning, 16(3).  

Hasson, F., Keeney, S., & McKenna, H. (2000). Research guidelines for the Delphi survey 

technique. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 32, 1008-1015.  

Hemphill, S., Toumbourou, J., Herrenkohl, T., McMorris, B., & Catalano, R. (2006). The effect 

of school suspensions and arrests on subsequent adolescent antisocial behavior in 

Australia and the United States. Journal of Adolescent Health, 39(5), 736-744.  

Hoffman, S. (2014). Zero benefit: Estimating the effect of zero tolerance discipline policies on 

racial disparities in school discipline. Educational Policy, 28, 69–95. 

Horrocks, J., White, G., & Roberts, L. (2008) Principals’ attitudes regarding includes of children 

with autism in Pennsylvania public schools. Journal of Autism & Developmental 

Disorders 38: 1462–1473. 



93 
 

Hsu, C., & Sandford, B. (2007). The Delphi technique: Making sense of consensus. Practical 

Assessment, Research, & Evaluation, 12(10).  

Hung, K., & Law, R. (2011). An overview of internet-based surveys in hospitality and Tourism 

journals. Tourism Management, 32, 717-724. 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, 20 U.S.C. § 1400 (2004) 

Irvin, L. K., Tobin, T. J., Sprague, J. R., Sugai, G., & Vincent, C. G. (2004). Validity of office 

discipline referral measures as indices of school-wide behavioral status and effects of 

school-wide behavioral interventions. Journal of Positive Behavior Interventions, 6(3), 

131-147.  

Jacobson, W., Pace, G., & Ramirez, N. (2019). Punishment and inequality at an early age: 

Exclusionary discipline in elementary school. Social Forces, 97(3), 973-998. 

Jairath, N., & Weinstein, J. (1994). The Delphi methodology (Part One): A useful administrative 

approach. Canadian Journal of Nursing Administration, 7(3), 29-40.  

Jones, E., Margolius, M., Rollock, M., Yan, C., Cole, M., Zaff, J., & America’s Promise 

Alliance, C. for P. (2018). Disciplined and Disconnected: How Students Experience 

Exclusionary Discipline in Minnesota and the Promise of Non-Exclusionary 

Alternatives. America’s Promise Alliance. America’s Promise Alliance.  

Jones, J. M. G., Sanderson, C. F. B., & Black, N. A. (1992). What will happen to the quality of 

care with fewer junior doctors? A Delphi study of consultant physicians’ views. Journal 

of the Royal College of Physicians London, 26, 36-40.  

Katsiyannis, A., Yell, M., & Bradley, R. (2001). Reflections on the 25th anniversary of the 

individuals with disabilities education act. Remedial and Special Education, 22, 324-334. 

Keeney, S., Hasson, F., & McKenna, H. (2011). The Delphi technique in nursing and health 

research. United Kingdom: Wiley-Blackwell.  



94 
 

Keesor, C. A. (2005). Administrative Visibility and Its Effect on Classroom Behavior. NASSP 

Bulletin, 89(643), 64–73.  

Kim, C., Losen, D., & Hewitt, D. (2010). The school-to-prison pipeline: Structuring legal 

reform. New York, NY: NYU Press.  

Koon, D. (2013). Exclusionary school discipline: An issue brief and review of the literature. The 

Chief Justice Earl Warren Institute on Law and Social Policy, University of California, 

Berkeley School of Law.  

Kriete, R. (2002). The morning meeting book. Greenfield, MA: Northeast Foundation for 

Children. 

Krezmien, M., Leone, P., & Achilles, G. (2006). Suspension, race, and disability: Analysis of 

statewide practices and reporting. Journal of Emotional and Behavioral Disorders, 14(4), 

217-226.  

Krezmien, M., Travers, J., Camacho, K. (2017). Suspension rates of students with autism or 

intellectual disabilities in Maryland from 2004 to 2015). Journal of Intellectual Disability 

Research, 61(11), 1011-1020. 

Kull, S. (2008). Emotional and behavioural difficulties (EBD): the special educational need 

justifying exclusion. Journal of Research in Special Educational Needs, 8(1), 13-18.  

Lee, T., Cornell, D., Gregory, A., & Xitao, F. (2011). High suspension schools and dropout rates 

for black and white students. Education & Treatment Of Children, 34(2), 167-192.  

Leko, M., Brownell, M., Sindelar, P., & Kiely, M. (2015). Envisioning the future of special 

education personnel preparation in a standards-based era. Exceptional Children, 82, 25–

43.  



95 
 

Leone, P. E., Christle, C. A., Nelson, M., Skiba, R., Frey, A., & Jolivette, K. (2003). School 

failure, race and disability: Promoting positive outcomes, decreasing vulnerability for 

involvement with the juvenile delinquency system. College Park, MD: The National 

Center on Education, Disability, and Juvenile Justice.  

Lewis, K. (2015). Why schools over-discipline children with disabilities. The Atlantic. Retrieved 

from https://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2015/07/school-discipline-children-

disabilities/399563/.  

Liaupsin, C., Umbreit, J., Ferro, J., Urso, A., & Upreti, G. (2006). Improving academic 

engagement through systematic, function-based intervention. Education and Treatment of 

Children, 29, 573-591.  

Lindeman, C. (1975). Delphi survey of priorities in clinical nursing research. Nursing Research, 

24, 434-441.  

Linstone, H. A., & Turnoff, M. (1975). The Delphi method: Techniques and application. 

Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley Publishing Company.  

Losen, D. (2018). Disabling punishment: The need for remedies to the disparate loss of 

instruction experienced by black students with disabilities. The Center for Civil Rights 

Remedies. Retrieved from https://today.law.harvard.edu/wp-

content/uploads/2018/04/disabling-punishment-report-.pdf.  

Losen, D. (2011). Discipline policies, successful schools and racial justice. Boulder, CO: 

National Education Policy Center, School of Education, University of Colorado Boulder.  

Losen, D., & Gillespie, J. (2012). Opportunities suspended: The disparate impact of disciplinary 

exclusion from school. Executive Summary. Civil Rights Project. Retrieved from 

https://civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/resources/projects/center-for-civil-rights-



96 
 

remedies/school-to-prison-folder/federal-reports/upcoming-ccrr-research/losen-gillespie-

opportunity-suspended-summary-2012.pdf 

Losen, D., Hodson, C., Keith, M., Morrison, K., & Belway, S. (2015). Are we closing the school 

discipline gap? The Center for Civil Rights Remedies. 

Losen, D., & Skiba, R. (2010). Suspended education: Urban middle schools in crisis. Southern 

Poverty Law Center. Retrieved from 

https://www.splcenter.org/sites/default/files/d6_legacy_files/downloads/publication/S

uspended_Education.pdf. 

Loughlin, K. G., & Moore, L. F. (1979). Using Delphi to achieve congruent objectives and 

activities in a pediatrics department. Journal of Medical Education, 54(2), 101-106. 

Ludwig, B. (1997). Predicting the future: Have you considered using the Delphi methodology? 

Journal of Extension, 35(5), 1-4. 

Luiselli, J., Putnam, R., Handler, M., & Feinberg, A. (2005). Whole‐school positive behaviour 

support: effects on child discipline problems and academic performance. Educational 

Psychology, 25(2-3), 183-198.  

Maag, J. (2004) Behavior Management: From Theoretical Implications to Practical Applications. 

San Diego, CA: Singular Publishing Group Inc. 

McCook, J. E. (2006). The RTI guide: Developing and implementing a model in your schools. 

Palm Beach Gardens, FL: LRP Publications.  

McGeary, J. (2009). A critique of using the Delphi technique for assessing evaluation capability-

building needs. Evaluation Journal of Australasia, 9(1), 31-39. 

McKenna, H. (1994). The Delphi technique: a worthwhile approach for nursing? Journal of 

Advanced Nursing, 19, 1221-1225. 



97 
 

Mattingly, J. (2018). Northam signs student discipline reform bills as Virginia schools still 

disproportionately suspend black students. Richmond Times-Dispatch. Retrieved from 

https://www.richmond.com/news/virginia/government-politics/general-

assembly/northam-signs-student-discipline-reform-bills-as-virginia-schools-

still/article_ee156e85-43b8-59ce-be13-e767818e9b91.html. 

Maxime, F. (2018). Zero-tolerance policies and the school to prison pipeline. Shared Justice. 

Retrieved from http://www.sharedjustice.org/domestic-justice/2017/12/21/zero-tolerance-

policies-and-the-school-to-prison-pipeline#. 

Mayer, G. R. (1995). Preventing antisocial behavior in the schools. Journal of Applied Behavior 

Analysis, 28(4), 467-478.  

Monsen, J., Ewing, D., Kwoka, M. (2014). Teachers’ attitudes towards inclusion, perceived 

adequacy of support and classroom learning environment. Learning Environments 

Research, 17(1). 113-126.  

Murphy, M. K., Black, N., Lamping, D. L., McKee, C. M., Sanderson, C. F. B., Askham, J. et al. 

(1998). Consensus development methods and their use in clinical guideline development. 

Health Technology Assessment, 2(3).  

Muschert, G. W., Henry, S., Bracy, N. L., & Peguero, A. A. (Eds.). (2014). Responding to school 

violence: Confronting the Columbine effect. Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers. 

Myrick, S., & Martorell, G. (2011). Sticks and stones may break my bones: Protective factors for 

the effects of perceived discrimination on social competence in adolescence. Personal 

Relationships, 18, 487–501. 

Nworie, J. (2011). Using the Delphi technique in educational technology research. TechTrends, 

55(5), 24-30.  



98 
 

Ogbeifun, E., Mbohwa, C., & Pretorius, J. (2017). Achieving consensus devoid of complicity: 

Adopting the Delphi technique. International Journal of Productivity and Performance 

Management, 66(6), 766-779. 

Okoli, C., & Pawlawski, S. D. (2004). The Delphi method as a research tool: An example, design 

considerations, and applications. Information & Management, 42(1), 15-29.  

Osher, D., Poirier, J., Jarjoura, R., Brown, R., & Kendziora, K. (2014). Avoid simple solutions 

and quick fixes: Lessons learned from a comprehensive districtwide approach to 

improving student behavior and school safety. Journal of Applied Research on Children, 

5(3).  

Patton, M. Q. (2015). Qualitative evaluations methods: Integrating theory and practice (4th ed.). 

Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, Inc.  

Perry, B. L., & Morris, E. W. (2014). Suspending progress: Collateral consequences of 

exclusionary punishment in public schools. American Sociological Review, 79(6). 

Doi:0003122414556308 

Powell, C. (2002). The Delphi technique: Myths and realities. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 

41(4), 376-382.  

Protection & Advocacy for People with Disabilities, Inc. (2009). Fact sheet: Discipline of 

students with disabilities. Retrieved from http://www.pandasc.org/wp-

content/uploads/2016/07/Discipline-of-Students-with-Disabilities.pdf 

Research Alliance for New York City Schools (2017). Student perceptions of safety and 

suspension rates in NYC middle and high schools. Retrieved from 

https://steinhardt.nyu.edu/site/research_alliance/2017/01/31/suspensions-are-down-what-

does-this-mean-for-school-safety/#4. 



99 
 

Roberts, C. (2010). The dissertation journey: A practical and comprehensive guide to planning, 

writing, and defending your dissertation. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press/Sage 

Publications, Inc. 

Ross-Hill, R. (2009). Teacher attitudes towards inclusion practices and special needs students. 

Journal of Research in Special Education Needs, 9(3), 188-198.  

Ross & McLauren, 2018). Elementary school suspensions are soaring and JCPS isn’t sure why. 

Courier Journal. Retrieved from https://www.courier-

journal.com/story/news/education/2018/10/04/jcps-elementary-school-student-

suspensions-soaring/1144145002/.  

Saft, E. W., & Pianta, R. C. (2001). Teachers' perceptions of their relationships with students: 

Effects of child age, gender, and ethnicity of teachers and children. School Psychology 

Quarterly, 16(2), 125-141. 

Scheele, D. S. (1975). Consumerism comes to Delphi: Comments on Delphi assessment, expert 

opinion, forecasting, and group process by H. Sackman. Technological Forecasting and 

Social Change, 7, 215-219.  

Scheibe, M., Skutsch, M., & Schofer, J. (1975). Experiments in Delphi methodology. In H. A. 

Linstone, & M. Turoff (Eds.). The Delphi method: Techniques and applications (pp. 262-

287). Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley Publishing Company.  

Scott, T., Nelson, C., & Liaupsin, C. (2001). Effective instruction: The forgotten component in 

preventing school violence. Education and Treatment of Children, 24(3), 309-322. 

Sheldon, S., & Jung, S. (2015). The family engagement partnership: Student outcome evaluation. 

Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University. 

Skiba, R., & Losen, D. (2015). From reaction to prevention: Turning the page on school 

discipline. American Educator, 39(4), 4-46. 



100 
 

Skiba, R., & Noam, G. (2001). Zero tolerance: Can suspension and expulsion keep schools safe? 

New directions for youth development, 92. 7-16. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Skiba, R., & Peterson, R. (1999). The dark side of zero tolerance: Can punishment lead to safe 

schools? Phi Delta Kappan, 372-382. 

Skiba, R.J., & Peterson, R. (2003). Teaching the School Curriculum: School Discipline as 

Instruction. Preventing School Failure, 47, 66-72. 

Skiba, R., & Rausch, M. (2006). Zero tolerance, suspension, and expulsion: Questions of equity 

and effectiveness. Handbook of Classroom Management: Research, Practice, and 

Contemporary Issues, 1063-1089.  

Skiba, R., Shure, L., Middelberg, L., & Baker, T. (2012). Reforming school discipline and 

reducing disproportionality in suspension and expulsion. In Jimerson, S.R., Nickerson, 

A.B., Mayer, M.J., & Furlong, M.J. (Eds.) Handbook of School Violence and School 

Safety, 2nd Ed. New York: Routledge.  

Simon, M. (2011). Dissertation and scholarly research: Recipes for success (2011 Ed.). Seattle, 

WA, Dissertation Success, LLC.  

Smith, R., & Lambert, M. (2008). Assuming the best. Educational Leadership, 66(1), 16-21.   

Sorenson, G.  (1990). The many faces of the EHA's stay-put provision. West’s Education Law 

Reporter, 62(3), 833-837. 

Stinchcomb, J. B., Bazemore, G., & Riestenberg, N. (2006). Beyond zero tolerance. Youth 

Violence & Juvenile Justice, 4(2), 123–147. 

Sullivan, A., Van Norman, E., & Klingbeil, D. (2014). Exclusionary discipline of students with 

disabilities: Student and school characteristics predicting suspension. Remedial and 

Special Education, 35(4). 199-210.  



101 
 

Statistics Solutions (2018). What is trustworthiness in qualitative research? Retrieved from 

http://www.statisticssolutions.com/what-is-trustworthiness-in-qualitative-research/ .  

Tonnsen B., & Hahn, E. (2015). Middle school students’ attitudes towards a peer with autism 

spectrum disorder: effects of social acceptance and physical inclusion. Focus on Autism 

and Other Developmental Disabilities 31: 262–274 

U. S. Department of Education (2016). 2013-2014 civil rights data collection: A first look. 

Retrieved from https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/docs/2013-14-first-look.pdf. 

U.S. Department of Education (2016). Establishing a standard of methodology states must use to 

determine significant disproportionality. Federal Register, 81 (41). Retrieved from 

https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/FR-2016-03-02/pdf/2016-03938.pdf. 

U.S. Department of Education (2014). Guiding principles: A resource guide for improving 

school climate and discipline. Washington, D.C. Retrieved from 

https://www2.ed.gov/policy/gen/guid/school-discipline/guiding-principles.pdf. 

U.S. Department of Education (2017). Questions and answers (Q&A) on U.S. Supreme Court 

case decision Endrew F. v. Douglas County School District Re-1. Retrieved from 

https://sites.ed.gov/idea/files/qa-endrewcase-12-07-2017.pdf.  

U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics. (2018). Digest of 

Education Statistics, 2016 (NCES 2017-094), Retrieved from 

https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d16/ch_2.asp. 

U.S. Department of Education (2016). Fact sheet: Equity in IDEA. Retrieved from 

https://www.ed.gov/news/press-releases/fact-sheet-equity-idea. 

U.S. Department of Education, Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services. (2010) 

Thirty-five years of progress in educating children with disabilities through IDEA. 



102 
 

Retrieved from https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/osers/idea35/history/idea-35-

history.pdf  

U.S. Department of Education, Office for Civil Rights (2016). 2013-2014 Civil rights data 

collection: A first look. Retrieved from 

https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/docs/2013-14-first-look.pdf.  

U.S. Department of Education, Office for Civil Rights (2014). Data snapshot: School discipline. 

Retrieved from https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/docs/crdc-discipline-

snapshot.pdf.  

U.S. Department of Education (2012). Restraint and seclusion: Resource document. Retrieved 

from https://www2.ed.gov/policy/seclusion/restraints-and-seclusion-resources.pdf.  

U.S. Government Accountability Office (2009). Seclusions and restraints: Selected case of death 

and abuse at public and private schools and treatment centers. Retrieved from 

https://www.gao.gov/assets/130/122526.pdf.  

Vincent, C., Sprague, J., & Tobin, T. (2012). Exlusionary discipline practices across students’ 

racial/ethnic backgrounds and disability status: Findings from pacific northwest. 

Education and Treatment of Children, 35(4), 585-601. 

Virginia Department of Education (2018). Guidelines for the prevention of suspension and 

expulsion of young children. Retrieved from 

https://docs.google.com/viewer?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.doe.virginia.gov%2Fearly-

childhood%2Fprofessional-dev%2Fec-susp-guidelines-rev18.docx. 

Wachtel, T., & McCold, P. (2001). Restorative justice in everyday life. Restorative Justice and 

Civil Society, 114-129. 



103 
 

Wald, J., & Losen, D. (2003). Deconstructing the school-to-prison pipeline: New directions for 

youth development. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.  

Way, S. (2016). School discipline and disruptive classroom behavior: The moderating effects of 

student perceptions. The Sociological Quarterly, 52(3). 

Weber, M., Mawdsley, R., & Redfield, S. (2008). Special education law: Statutes and 

regulations (3rd ed.). San Francisco, CA: LexisNexis. 

Witkin, B., & Altschuld, J. (1995). Planning and conducting needs assessment: A practical 

guide. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, Inc.  

Williams, J., Pazey, B., Fall, A., Yates, J., & Roberts, G. (2015). Avoiding the threat: An 

exploratory study into a theoretical understanding of the de facto segregation of students 

with disabilities. NASSP Bulletin, 99(3), 233-253. 

Williams, J., Pazey, B., Shelby, L., & Yates, J. (2013). The enemy among us: Do school 

administrators perceive students with disabilities as a threat? NASSP Bulletin, 97(2). 39-

165.  

Wlodkowski, R. (1983). Motivational opportunities for successful teaching [Leader's Guide]. 

Phoenix, AZ: Universal Dimensions. 

Woolley, M. E., Kol, K. L., & Bowen, G. L. (2009). The social context of school success for 

Latino middle school students: Direct and indirect influences of teachers, family, and 

friends. Journal of Early Adolescence, 29, 43–70. 

Yang, J., & Anyon, Y. (2016). Race and risk behaviors: The mediating role of school bonding. 

Children and Youth Services Review, 69, 39–48. 

Yell, M. (2016). The law and special education (4th ed.). Pearson. 

Yell, M., Rogers, D., & Lodge Rodgers, E. (1998). The legal history of special education.   

Remedial & Special Education, 19(4), 219. 



104 
 

Yell, M., & Rozalski, M. (2008). The impact of legislation and litigation on discipline and 

student behavior in the classroom. Preventing School Failure, 52(3), 7-16.  

Yousuf, M. I. (2007). Using experts’ opinions through the Delphi technique. Practical 

Assessment, Research, & Evaluation, 12(4). 

Zins, J., & Elias, M. (2007). Social and emotional learning: Promoting the development of all 

students. Journal of Educational and Psychological Consultation, 17(2&3), 233-255. 

Legal Citations 

Board of Education of the Hendrick Hudson Central School District v. Rowley, 458 U.S. 176, 

206-207, 102 S. Ct. 3034, 3050-51, 73 L. Ed. 2d 690 (1982)  

Doe v. Todd County School District et al, No. 3:2007cv03029 - Document 79 (D.S.D. 2008) 

Education for All Handicapped Children Act,, 20 U.S.C. § 1400 et seq. 

Endrew F v. Douglas County School District RE-1, No. 15-827, 580 U.S. (2017) 

Fitzgerald v Fairfax County School Board, 556 F.Supp.2d 543 (2008)  

Honig v. Doe, Supreme Court of the United States, 484 U.S. 305, 108 S. Ct. 592 (1988) 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, 20 U.S.C. Sec 1400 (1990) 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, 20 U.S.C. Sec 1400 (1997) 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act, 20 U.S.C. Sec 1400 (2004) 

Rodiriecus v. Waukegan School District No. 60, 90 F.3d 249 (7th Cir. 1996) 

School Bd. of Prince William County v. Malone, 662 F. Supp. 999 (E.D. Va. 1987) 

Title 34 of the Code of Federal Regulations, 34 CFR § 300 et seq. 

Texas State Code Ch. 37. Discipline; Law and Order, Subchapter A. Alternative Settings for 

Behavior Management, § 37.005 

  



105 
 

APPENDICES 

Appendix A: IRB Approval Letter 

  



106 
 

 

 

 

  



107 
 

Appendix B: WIRB Approval Letter 

 



108 
 

 

  



109 
 

Appendix C: Study Consent and First Round Email Invitation 

Subject: Request for Participation in Research Study 

Body: 

I hope this email finds you well! 

 

I am Andy Jacks, a student at Virginia Tech, working on a doctoral research study about how elementary 

principals across Virginia reduce or eliminate exclusionary discipline such as out-of-school suspensions 

for students with disabilities. I am also an elementary school principal in Virginia and understand the 

challenges principals face in dealing with school discipline.   

 

You were selected as a participant because you were the principal in your school during the 2016-2017 

and 2017-2018 school years and because your school met the following criteria as reported on the 

Virginia Department of Education’s Safe Schools Information Resource for the 2016-2017 and 2017-

2018 school years: 

• A public elementary school that had a minimum of 200 enrolled students, 

• Between 10%-21% of total enrolled students identified as students with disabilities, 

• Zero out-of-school suspensions conducted for students with disabilities. 

I am sending this survey to all the elementary principals in the state that have met these criteria to learn 

from them and you. It is so important that you provide insight and advice on how you were able to reduce 

or eliminate suspensions for students with disabilities. Many schools struggle in this area. Research has 

shown how damaging suspensions can be for students, especially for students with disabilities who are 

suspended at twice the rate as their nondisabled peers.  

 

The purpose of this research is to ask you questions and learn from your feedback. The study will include 

three rounds of one question surveys over a period of one to two months. These surveys will be emailed 

to you and will use an electronic survey tool to make it convenient to complete in a location of your 

choosing. Each survey provided will take no longer than 10-15 minutes of your time to finish. The study 

will use the Delphi technique which means that participants’ responses will be used in later questionnaires 

of the study. 

 

The end goal is to have the participants come to consensus on the order of implementation for the most 

effective strategies to reduce or eliminate out-of-school suspensions for elementary students with 

disabilities. This has the potential to be a really powerful study and I hope you can help! 

 

Please click on the link below to agree to being included in the study and give consent to participate. If 

you have any questions, please contact me via email at jacksam@vt.edu or by phone at (571) 269-1464.  

Andy Jacks 

jacksam@vt.edu 

VT Doctoral Student 

 

Follow this link to the Survey:  

[survey link] 

  

mailto:jacksam@vt.edu
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Appendix D: Western Institutional Review Board Waiver Consent Form 

RESEARCH SUBJECT CONSENT FORM 

Title:  A Study into How Elementary School Principals Across Virginia Reduce or Eliminate 

Exclusionary Discipline for Students with Disabilities 

 

Investigators: Dr. William Glenn, Andy Jacks 

Address: 7054 Haycock Road, Falls Church, VA 22043, USA 

Daytime Phone Number: (571) 269-1464 

Email: jacksam@vt.edu 

 

The purpose of this research is to learn how elementary principals across Virginia reduce or 

eliminate exclusionary discipline such as out-of-school suspensions for students 

with disabilities.  

 

Research has shown how damaging suspensions can be for students, especially for students with 

disabilities who are suspended at twice the rate as their nondisabled peers. Many schools struggle 

in this area but some schools and principals have been identified as very successful at 

eliminating exclusionary discipline for this population of students. This study seeks to learn from 

these experts across Virginia so that others may implement similar strategies in their schools. 

 

You are being invited to take part in a research study.  Participation is voluntary. You can choose 

not to take part, or agree to take part and later change your mind. There will be no penalty or loss 

of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. 

 

The purpose of this research is to ask you questions and determine your feedback. The study will 

include three rounds of one question surveys over a period of one to two months. These surveys 

will be emailed to participants and will use an electronic survey tool to make it convenient to 

complete. Your participation in this research will last until you have completed all of the 

questionnaires. The only risk is effort involved in the questionnaire. 

 

There are no benefits to you from your taking part in this research. Others may benefit from the 

information gained during this research. Your alternative is to not take part in the research. We 

may publish the results of this research. As we are not collecting any identifiable information, 

your information will be confidential. There will be no costs to participate in the study. 

If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think this research has hurt you, talk to the 

research team at the phone number listed above. This research is being overseen by an 

Institutional Review Board (“IRB”). An IRB is a group of people who perform independent 

review of research studies. You may talk to them at (800) 562-4789, help@wirb.com if you have 

questions, concerns, or complaints that are not being answered by the research team or you have 

questions about your rights as a research subject. 

 

By continuing in the survey, you are consenting to continue. 

  

__ I consent, begin the study 

 

__ I do not consent, I do not wish to participate  
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Appendix E: Delphi Round I Email Request to Participate 

Subject: Request for Participation in Research Study 

Body: 

I hope this email finds you well! 

 

I am Andy Jacks, a student at Virginia Tech, working on a doctoral research study about how elementary 

principals across Virginia reduce or eliminate exclusionary discipline such as out-of-school suspensions 

for students with disabilities. I am also an elementary school principal in Virginia and understand the 

challenges principals face in dealing with school discipline.   

 

You were selected as a participant because you were the principal in your school during the 2016-2017 

and 2017-2018 school years and because your school met the following criteria as reported on the 

Virginia Department of Education’s Safe Schools Information Resource for the 2016-2017 and 2017-

2018 school years: 

• A public elementary school that had a minimum of 200 enrolled students, 

• Between 10%-21% of total enrolled students identified as students with disabilities, 

• Zero out-of-school suspensions conducted for students with disabilities. 

I am sending this survey to all the elementary principals in the state that have met these criteria to learn 

from them and you. It is so important that you provide insight and advice on how you were able to reduce 

or eliminate suspensions for students with disabilities. Many schools struggle in this area. Research has 

shown how damaging suspensions can be for students, especially for students with disabilities who are 

suspended at twice the rate as their nondisabled peers.  

 

The purpose of this research is to ask you questions and learn from your feedback. The study will include 

three rounds of one question surveys over a period of one to two months. These surveys will be emailed 

to you and will use an electronic survey tool to make it convenient to complete in a location of your 

choosing. Each survey provided will take no longer than 10-15 minutes of your time to finish. The study 

will use the Delphi technique which means that participants’ responses will be used in later questionnaires 

of the study. 

 

The end goal is to have the participants come to consensus on the order of implementation for the most 

effective strategies to reduce or eliminate out-of-school suspensions for elementary students with 

disabilities. This has the potential to be a really powerful study and I hope you can help! 

 

Please click on the link below to agree to being included in the study and give consent to participate. If 

you have any questions, please contact me via email at jacksam@vt.edu or by phone at (571) 269-1464.  

Andy Jacks 

jacksam@vt.edu 

VT Doctoral Student 

 

Follow this link to the Survey:  

[survey link] 

  

mailto:jacksam@vt.edu
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Appendix F: Delphi Round I Survey Tool 
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Appendix G: Delphi Round II Email Request to Participate 

Email Subject: Round Two Survey for Doctoral Research - Your Input is Needed 

Email Body: 

[Participant Name], 

Thank you again for agreeing to complete our important research study through Virginia Tech! 

We have 15 experts (including you) from across the state giving input for this study and almost 

all of them now have completed round two.  

Please use the link below as soon as you can to complete Round Two Survey for our study. It’s 

one page will probably take 5-10 minutes of your time.  

[unique link for each participant] 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this study on how to help schools reduce or eliminate 

out-of-school suspensions for students with disabilities.  

Please email me at jacksam@vt.edu or call me at 571.269.1464 if you have any questions or 

concerns!  

Andy Jacks  

Principal, VT Doctoral Student 

 

  

mailto:jacksam@vt.edu


119 
 

Appendix H: Delphi Round II Survey Tool 
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Appendix I: Delphi Round III Email Request to Participate 

Subject: Round Three Survey for Doctoral Research 

Body: 

[Participant Name], 

This is it! The third and final round survey is here! The link below is a personal link for you to 

complete the 3rd round survey. It’s one question asking you to sort seven strategies. It should 

take about 5-10 minutes to complete. 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this study on how to help schools reduce or eliminate 

out-of-school suspensions for students with disabilities. We have 15 experts (including you) 

from across the state participating in this so all of your input is so important to include. 

[unique link for each participant] 

Please click on the link and follow the directions for the survey. Please email me 

at jacksam@vt.edu if you have any questions or concerns. 

Andy Jacks  

Principal, VT Doctoral Student 

  

mailto:jacksam@vt.edu
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Appendix J: Delphi Round III Survey Tool 

 

 

  



129 
 

Appendix K: Results of Delphi Round I Survey 

Strategy Frequencya 

Implementing Positive Behavioral Interventions & Supports (PBIS) 

including school wide norms, common expectations, and positive 

reinforcements 

14 

Writing and implementing Behavior Intervention Plans for individual 

students 
 

8 

Providing counseling and support to students from the school counselor 7 

Providing professional development to staff on behavioral programs and 

interventions 
 

7 

Maximizing parent conferences & building parent partnerships 
 

6 

Using alternative, logical, and authentic consequences 
 

6 

Using in-school suspension 
 

5 

Writing a Functional Behavior Assessment for individual students 
 

5 

Administrative being visible and directly involved with students 

behaviorally at-risk 
 

4 

Identifying and implementing individualized supports and accommodations 

to students 
 

4 

Administration having a philosophy of not suspending students except for 

very serious and dangerous offenses 
 

3 

Providing counseling and therapy in school from outside sources such as 

Therapeutic Day Treatment services or other local agencies 
 

3 

Providing supports at home for families 
 

3 

Administrative coaching through situations to teachers 
 

2 

Conducting class morning meetings 
 

2 

Conducting proactive home visits by administration and/or staff 
 

2 

Ensuring a positive relationship with every student 
 

2 

Implementing a Check in/Check out program 
 

2 

Learning about and focusing on the specific characteristics of different 

disabilities when considering next steps 
 

2 

Providing breaks from class to students without penalty 
 

2 
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Providing clear expectations by administration to staff on how staff handle 

discipline and respond to students 
 

2 

Providing counseling and support to students from the school psychologist 
 

2 

Using detention during or before/after school (not ISS) 
 

2 

Using progressive discipline where staff responses/consequences escalate 

upon repeat occurrences of the student's negative behavior 
 

2 

Using Responsive Classroom techniques that emphasizes students' social 

and academic growth 
 

2 

Having a sense of urgency to intervene during student crises 
 

1 

Having students write reflections on their negative behaviors or situations 
 

1 

Implementing individual student behavior contracts 
 

1 

Learning about and understanding how students' prior trauma effects their 

behavior 
 

1 

Providing effective instruction and support from special education teachers 
 

1 
 

Providing interventions from private counselors outside of the school 
 

1 

Providing one-on-one aides for individual student throughout the day as 

agreed on the student's IEP 
 

1 

Providing options for students to self-advocate to seek and obtain additional 

help in school 
 

1 

Using the Zones of Regulation Program for teaching self-regulation to 

students 
 

1 

Note: a Frequency was determined by the number of times the theme was identified in the 

responses for all participants. 
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Appendix L: Results of Delphi Round II Survey 

Themes Ma 

Max 

Score 

Min 

Score Range 

N Round I 

Responses N 

Ensuring a positive relationship with every 

student 
 

8.93 10 

 

5 5 2 14 

Using alternative, logical, and authentic 

consequences 
 

8.79 10 7 3 6 14 

Administration being visible and directly 

involved with students behaviorally at-risk 
 

8.57 10 6 4 4 14 

Administration having a philosophy of not 

suspending students except for very serious and 

dangerous offenses 
 

8.57 10 5 5 3 14 

Identifying and implementing individualized 

supports and accommodations to students 
 

8.29 10 7 3 4 14 

Learning about and understanding how 

students' prior trauma effects their behavior 
 

8.29 10 4 6 1 14 

Providing effective instruction and support 

from special education teachers 
 

8.29 10 5 5 1 14 

Implementing Positive Behavioral Interventions 

& Supports (PBIS) including schoolwide 

norms, common expectations, and schoolwide 

positive reinforcements 
 

8.07 10 3 7 14 14 

Maximizing parent conferences & building 

parent partnerships 
 

8.07 10 3 7 6 14 

Providing breaks from class to students without 

penalty 
 

8.00 10 2 8 2 14 

Providing clear expectations by administration 

to staff on how staff handle discipline and 

respond to students 
 

8.00 10 4 6 2 14 

Writing and implementing Behavior  

Intervention Plans for individual students 
 

7.93 9 6 3 8 14 
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Providing counseling and therapy in school 

from outside sources such as Therapeutic Day 

Treatment services or other local agencies 
 

7.86 10 0 10 3 14 

Providing counseling and support to students 

from the school counselor 
 

7.71 10 5 5 7 14 

Providing professional development to staff on 

behavioral programs and interventions 
 

7.57 10 5 5 7 14 

Using Responsive Classroom techniques that 

emphasizes students' social and academic 

growth 
 

7.57 10 5 5 2 14 

Having a sense of urgency to intervene during 

student crises 
 

7.57 10 2 8 1 14 

Conducting class morning meetings 
 

7.50 10 3 7 2 14 

Learning about and focusing on the specific 

characteristics of different disabilities when 

considering next steps 
 

7.43 10 5 5 2 14 

Providing supports at home for families 
 

7.36 10 4 6 3 14 

Writing a Functional Behavior Assessment for 

individual students  
 

7.21 10 4 6 5 14 

Administrative coaching through situations to 

teachers 
 

7.21 10 4 6 2 14 

Implementing individual student behavior 

contracts 
 

6.57 8 3 5 1 14 

Using in-school suspension 
 

6.36 10 1 9 5 14 

Providing one-on-one aides for individual 

student throughout the day as agreed on the 

student's IEP 
 

6.36 10 0 10 1 14 

Providing options for students to self-advocate 

to seek and obtain additional help in school 
 

6.36 10 1 9 1 14 

Providing counseling and support to students 

from the school psychologist 
 

6.29 10 0 10 2 14 
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Using progressive discipline where staff  

responses/consequences escalate upon repeat 

occurrences of the student's negative behavior 
 

6.14 10 1 9 2 14 

Implementing a Check in/Check out program 
 

5.86 10 0 10 2 14 

Using the Zones of Regulation Program for 

teaching self-regulation to students 
 

5.64 10 0 10 1 14 

Conducting proactive home visits by 

administration and/or staff 
 

5.57 10 0 10 2 14 

Providing interventions from private counselors 

outside of the school 
 

5.57 10 0 10 1 14 

Having students write reflections on their 

negative behaviors or situations 
 

5.36 10 0 10 1 14 

Using detention during or before/after school 

(not ISS) 

4.00 8 0 8 2 14 

a Rating scale used was 0-10; 0 = not effective, 10 = very effective 
 

     
 

 


