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Problem Statement: Disciplinary Disparities for Students with Special Needs in High Schools
Higher schools still use exclusionary discipline, and especially out-of-school suspension (OSS), to correct behavior issues, although these methods deprive students of education and may increase academic risk. Leung-Gagné et al. (2022) reported that the prevalence of OSS among students with disabilities is approximately two-fold higher than the prevalence among non-disabled students on a national examination of Civil Rights Data Collection data trends, highlighting a disciplinary disparity in all settings and groups of students with disabilities. The disproportionate exclusion of students with special needs in learning settings may exacerbate their learning difficulties and decrease access to the supports necessary to make academic and behavioral progress. Therefore, disciplinary differences among students with special needs are an issue of practice that can substantially impact outcomes of a significant portion of high schools, not just several students.
Moreover, the harm associated with exclusionary discipline extends beyond missed class time. Leung-Gagné et al. (2022) found that suspension was associated with unfavorable educational paths, such as a higher chance of grade repetitions, dropout, and subsequent justice system involvement. These results are especially alarming to the students with disabilities who already face challenges with educational performance discrepancies, executive functioning issues, and social-emotional regulation requirements. Hence, not only is equity an issue, but disproportionate discipline is an instructional access issue that could sabotage graduation pathways. In this respect, this issue is important since it influences school-wide measures of achievement (attendance, credits earned, and completion rates) and the postsecondary outcomes of students on a long-term basis.
Notably, the issue of disciplinary differences cannot be discussed as an unavoidable consequence of the high levels of disability prevalence. Combining evidence across decades, Cruz et al. (2024) maintained that the disproportionality and its causes are more of a structural effect than a consequence of disability itself, and look to implicit bias, racism, teacher preparation, and other systemic influences than a predetermined verdict. This kind of framing redirects the focus to the negative aspects of students and puts emphasis on institutions that promote referrals, behavioral interpretations, and disciplinary decision-making. Moreover, Cruz et al. (2024) observed that race-neutral reforms have had limited success in bridging gaps in Black and Hispanic students with disabilities, with disparities in discipline based on disability often intersecting with race and other identity indicators. Consequently, to solve the problem, it is necessary to study the operational mechanisms of policies and the influencing beliefs of educators in the concrete school scenario.
Additionally, disproportionality can be recognized without significant change in school systems. Tefera et al. (2023) conducted a qualitative study of a suburban district in response to a federal disproportionality citation established that the interpretation of citations by staff members was mediated by past and sociocultural narratives, occasionally shifting the blame onto students and families instead of considering structural or pedagogical factors. These findings indicate that even in cases where inequity is supported through data, reformulation processes in the local community can be hardened. Thus, disciplinary discrepancies should be explored at the school level to comprehend how everyday choices, products, and practices can render disproportional results in students with special needs. A school-based investigation can not only help in revealing the what of the outcomes of disciplining but also the why built into the practices of adults and even institutional norms.
Purpose of the Study
The research aims to examine the disciplinary gap of students with exceptional needs in high school. Particularly, it will study the reasons and mechanisms that produce disciplinary actions against students with disabilities that are harsher or more frequent than disciplinary actions against general education students, considering the role played by classroom practices, school policies, and decision-making processes. Finally, the research seeks to produce implementable knowledge that can create fair discipline provisions and enhance student accessibility to education.
My choice of the problem as a special education teacher developed as a result of repeated observations that the discipline consequences to the students with special needs seem harsher than the consequences to regular students in the education system. My World History classroom is a case where I assist students with known disabilities in academic instruction, behavioral scaffolding, and other accommodations that meet their IEP requirements. Nevertheless, I have noted trends whereby similar behaviors, be it off-task behavior, refusal, verbal escalation, or conflict with peers, can produce qualitatively different responses affecting whether or not the student was referred to special education services. These experiences cast doubt that disciplinary mechanisms are reacting to disability-related behaviors (including self-regulation difficulties) with punitive outcomes instead of positive interventions, consequently restricting the student's learning opportunities and their ability to engage in meaningful learning.
As a special education teacher in World History, I am situated in the intersection environment of instructional practices and discipline processes, which makes me capable of analyzing this issue within and outside the classroom. In the classroom, disciplinary disparity can come in the form of referral thresholds, interpretation of behaviors, and provision of preventive supports during instruction. Beyond the classroom, inequality can be strengthened by administrative decision-making, school-wide supervision practices, referral documentation, and by contributing to behavior discussions in multidisciplinary meetings (e.g., IEP meetings, behavior planning, and problem-solving teams). Since discipline is constructed by a sequence of interactions in each of these settings, the study should not ignore how classroom practices are linked to wider school systems that dictate consequences.
This issue is worth investigating since disciplinary disparities may systemically limit access to education among students with disabilities and lead to outcomes that are the very focus of the work of schools, including attendance, credit accretion, and graduation. The national evidence used by Leung-Gagné et al. (2022) underlines that exclusionary disciplining is not evenly distributed and academically consequential, and Cruz et al. (2024) explain that these inequities are preconditioned by adult and institutional reasons and can be modified with the purpose of intentional practice and policy. Meanwhile, Tefera et al. (2023) suggest that reform can arrive at a standstill as local discourse obscures the structural forces, and school-based enquiry is necessary to pinpoint obstacles to change. Thus, the information acquired in this research can be useful to various parties, such as learners with disabilities (and their families), teachers working in general and special education, school heads in charge of disciplinary policies, and district administrators concerned with equity and compliance. Moreover, the findings are able to inform professional development and enhance collaboration among the educators by illuminating how disciplinary pathways work and where preventive supports can guard against exclusion.
Lastly, the problem is timely in that schools are actively exploring alternatives to punitive discipline that are more compatible with inclusivity. One such alternative is restorative practices, defined by Samimi et al. (2023) as non-punitive disciplinary measures that focus on harm repair, relationship rebuilding, and developing accountability via dialogue, rather than exclusion. Since Samimi et al. (2023) discovered that restorative practices relate to lower suspension rates when applied with fidelity over time, exploration of existing disparities can also guide the question of whether and how the supportive discipline practices can be reinforced within high school. Overall, the study of disciplinary inequalities in students with special needs is justified as it discusses a system-level barrier to learning that is equity-based with explicit ramifications about student success.
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