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Abstract

Research supports that office referral data is useful in informing programmatic decisions and in 

planning interventions such as Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports (PBIS). Knowledge 

of the different patterns of office referrals may facilitate the development of interventions that are 

targeted to specific groups of students. This study examines patterns in office referrals within an 

urban district by gender, race/ethnicity and grade. Findings reveal that there are clear differences 

by grade that appear to be related to developmental level, with greater numbers of referrals for 

aggression in younger students (grades K-8), greater numbers of referrals for disrespectful 

behavior in middle school students (grades 7–8), and greater numbers of referrals for attendance 

problems in high school students. There were also gender differences in the rate and type of 

referrals, with significantly more referrals for boys’ delinquent and aggressive behavior than girls, 

which may relate to how schools define unacceptable behavior and the method used to collect this 

data. Finally, there were differences by race/ethnicity, in that there were significantly more 

referrals for African American/black students than Hispanic students, which suggest that schools 

need to consider students’ racial/ethnic background in the development of behavioral expectations.
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Research supports that office referral data is useful in informing programmatic decisions at 

the individual, group, and system levels, as well as in the initial planning of interventions, 

such as Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports (Wright & Dusek, 1998; Safran & 

Oswald, 2003). Office referral measures have also been used successfully in program 

evaluations as a dependent or outcome variable (e.g., Hawken, Macleod, & Rawlings, 2007) 

and have been shown to be reliable measures within schools and within children (Tobin & 

Sugai, 1996). Initial work in this area has begun to establish the validity of office referral 

data as a tool to inform program and policy decision-making (e.g., Ervin, Schaughency, 

Matthews, Goodman, & McGlinchey, 2007). However, few studies have explored patterns 

in the office referral data related to grade or developmental level, gender, and race/ethnicity. 

Knowledge of the different patterns of office referrals may facilitate the development of 

interventions that are more specifically targeted to different groups of students.

Positive Behavior Support System and Office Referral Data

In response to the increased attention given antisocial and violent behavior of some students, 

many schools have begun using school-wide behavioral support programs to prevent 

behavior difficulties (Sugai & Horner, 2002). The Positive Behavior Support (PBS) system 

developed by Sugai and Horner, for example, is a school-wide reform effort aimed at 

modifying the school climate, with a shift from reactive and punitive methods to proactive, 

educational methods. PBS is a data-based system, and before implementing the program, 

data are collected and reviewed to determine which school practices need to be adopted, 

maintained, improved, and/or eliminated. One of the best naturally available sources of data 

is office discipline referrals, which can be used to determine when and where problem 

behaviors occur on school property in order to develop appropriate interventions, as well as 

determine whether desired outcomes (e.g., decrease in disruptive behaviors, decrease in 

suspensions) are being achieved (Sugai & Horner, 2002).

Researchers have increasingly used office referral data as a source of information on 

students’ disruptive behavior in schools by examining the relationship between office 

referrals and other measures of student behavior in schools (e.g., Rusby, Taylor, & Foster, 

2007). Office referral data measures meet the criteria for a valid construct as indicators of 

school-wide behavioral climate, including general misbehavior at school, student 

perceptions, teacher perceptions, and classroom orderliness (Irvin et al., 2004). More 

recently, the validity of using office referral data to make decisions about student behavior 

in schools was established (Irvin et al., 2006). Irvin and colleagues (2006) found that office 

referrals are regularly used to make such decisions (e.g., identifying specific behavior 

problems, changing physical layout of classroom), and that they are an efficient and 

effective way to do so. Therefore, office referral data has important implications for 

interventions targeting disruptive student behaviors.

Office referral data measures have been shown to be consistent over time, in that the 

behaviors that result in office referrals are likely to persist in individual students. For 

example, one study found that individual students who were suspended in the first term of 

sixth grade tended to have a consistently high pattern of referrals through eighth grade 

(Tobin & Sugai, 1996). Although base rates of disruptive behaviors may vary significantly 

Kaufman et al. Page 2

J Posit Behav Interv. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2015 January 07.

N
IH

-P
A

 A
uthor M

anuscript
N

IH
-P

A
 A

uthor M
anuscript

N
IH

-P
A

 A
uthor M

anuscript



between individual schools within the district, they tend to be stable within a school across 

time and within students; at one elementary school, the probability that a student who was 

referred once would be referred again was 81% the first year, 80% the next year, and 77% 

the third year (Wright & Dusek, 1998). Research also shows that office referrals in school 

predict later school failure and antisocial behavior into adulthood (Farrington, 1989; Tobin 

& Sugai, 1999).

Patterns in Office Referral Data by Grade/Developmental Level

While total numbers of office referrals have shown stability over time, few researchers have 

examined the patterns of type of referrals over time or across grades. In a study of the office 

referral patterns in a middle school population, Tobin and Sugai (1996) compared the rates 

of violent (e.g., fighting, vandalism, harassment) and nonviolent behaviors (e.g., disruption, 

skipping class, insubordination) in individual students from sixth to eighth grade. They 

found that in 8th grade, but not in 6th grade, being referred for violent behaviors was related 

to the number of overall referrals that school year. Moreover, they found that non-violent 

and violent behaviors were not significantly correlated in either grade. Similarly, Wright and 

Dusek (1998) compared office referrals for physical aggression (e.g., assault of a student/

staff member, fighting, and destruction of school property) vs. non-aggressive behaviors 

(e.g., disrupting class, lack of cooperation, harassing another student/staff member, leaving 

the classroom/school without permission) in urban elementary school students. They found 

that rates declined over a three-year period, and rates of referral for aggressive behaviors 

declined even more quickly than the overall rate of referrals. However, this study did not 

compare students by grade level. Both of these studies included middle school students; 

even less is known about how the types of referrals may change from elementary school 

through high school. From the limited research on patterns of referrals, it is difficult to draw 

conclusions about how the types of referrals may change over time and by grade level.

The types of disruptive behaviors that children engage in may change over time as children 

progress through stages of development. Loeber and Farrington (1998) have studied 

aggressive boys longitudinally in the Pittsburgh Youth Study, which offers valuable insights 

into the development of disruptive and delinquent behaviors. They propose three different 

pathways for problem behaviors, related to three different developmental tasks (Loeber et 

al., 1993). First, they believe the overt pathway representing aggression is most likely to be 

evident in younger school-age children, for whom a critical developmental task is planning 

and developing judgment (Bee & Boyd, 2004). When children are unable to achieve a goal, 

they may become frustrated and engage in aggressive behavior. Next, Loeber and colleagues 

believe that the covert pathway representing lying, vandalism, and theft is most likely to be 

evident in older school-age children, for whom a critical developmental task is acting 

responsibly, including honesty and respect for property (Allen & Marotz, 2003). Third, they 

believe that the authority conflict pathway representing conflict with and avoidance of 

authority figures is most likely to be evident in adolescents, for whom a critical 

developmental task is developing autonomy. While this work has important implications for 

the development and consequences of disruptive behaviors, these studies only included 

males, so it is unknown whether the findings generalize to females in different grades.
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Patterns in Office Referral Data by Gender

Researchers have also found gender differences in the patterns of office referral data in 

elementary and middle school populations. A study of office referrals in an elementary 

school reported that 55% of males had a referral of any kind and 40% had a referral for 

aggression, as compared to 34% of females with a referral of any kind and 21% with a 

referral for aggression (Wright & Dusek, 1998). At another elementary school, only 19% of 

males had a referral of any kind, and 9% had a referral for aggression, whereas 12% of 

females had a referral of any kind and 6% had a referral for aggression (Wright & Dusek, 

1998). A similar study of 11,001 students across 19 middle schools in an urban, Midwestern 

school district also found clear gender differences in the office referral data; boys received 

significantly more referrals than girls (Skiba, Peterson, & Williams, 1997). In another 

sample, these authors found a similar percentage of students being referred at least once 

(38.8%), as well as a clear gender difference, with males accounting for 75.4% of the total 

referrals for a school year. However, these researchers did not examine differences in types 

of referrals by gender. There is still a need to determine whether gender differences are 

related to type of office referral, as boys may be more likely to engage in physical 

aggression and girls may be more likely to engage in relational aggression, or social 

aggression (i.e., behaviors that damage relationships, such as excluding a child from a group 

or spreading rumors) (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995). The overt nature of physical aggression 

makes it more likely to result in office referrals than the more covert acts of relational 

aggression. Further, gender differences in office referrals may differ over grades, as rates of 

referrals for aggressive behaviors decrease and referrals for noncompliant behavior increase 

from elementary school to high school.

Patterns in Office Referral Data by Race/Ethnicity

In addition to gender differences in office referrals for disciplinary action, there is evidence 

that African American youth experience a disproportionate rate of office referrals and 

discipline when compared to their white counterparts and compared to the rates of problem 

behavior (Skiba, Peterson, & Williams, 1997; Townsend, 2000). For example, one study of 

urban, middle school students found that African American students received more office 

referrals, even though they did not engage in misbehavior at greater rates than their white, 

non-Hispanic counterparts (Skiba et al., 2002). A recent meta-analysis of 15 studies found a 

small, positive effect (d = .31) for race/ethnicity on number and type of referrals, in that 

African American and Hispanic students received a greater number of referrals for 

disciplinary problems and special education services than Caucasian students (Tanenbaum& 

Ruck, 2007). The majority of these studies have compared minority students to their white 

counterparts, however, and there is still a need to examine racial and ethnic differences in 

patterns of office referrals between minority groups.

The Current Study

The current study examined office referral data in an urban school district across 

elementary, middle, and high schools to determine whether the patterns of office referrals 

changed by grade. First, we expected to find referrals for behaviors similar to those found by 
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other researchers in the middle school grades (i.e. noncompliant/disrespectful), but we 

expected to find more problems with aggression in the elementary school and more 

attendance problems (i.e., skipping class, truancy) in the high school. Second, we expected 

to see higher rates of aggression, delinquent, and disrespectful behaviors in boys across 

grades, and we explored for gender differences in rates of referrals for attendance problems. 

Third, based on the findings from other research (e.g., Tenenbaum & Ruck, 2007), we 

expected that African American/black students would have more referrals than other race/

ethnicities.

Methods

Procedure

This data was collected as part of a pilot project to assess the efficacy of Positive Behavior 

Supports (PBS) within the public school system in a densely populated Northeastern city of 

140,000 people (8,000 people per square mile over 17.5 square miles) (U.S. Census Bureau, 

2000). The city is characterized by extreme poverty with more than 95% of students in the 

public schools eligible for free or reduced lunches and an average per capita income of 

$16,306. The current study consisted of those students with at least one office referral. The 

final sample was 1668 students, with 56.8% (947) boys and 43.2% (721) girls. Students ‘age 

ranged from 4 to 20 years old, with a mean age of 14.6 (SD= 2.4). About 49% of the referred 

students were African American, 48% were Hispanic, 2% were Caucasian, and 1% were 

Asian. The pilot study included four schools: three elementary/middle (K-8) schools (first 

school population = 867;2% Asian, 22% African American/Black, 3% Caucasian, 73% 

Hispanic; second school population = 561;1% Asian, 65% African American/Black, 2% 

Caucasian, 32% Hispanic; third school population = 442;1% Asian, 45% African American/

Black, 1% Caucasian, 53% Hispanic) and one high school (population = 1654:1% Asian, 

43% African American/Black, 3% Caucasian, 53% Hispanic). The school staff consisted of 

classroom teachers (67%), paraprofessionals (5%), non-instructional professional staff 

(10%), administrators (5%), and other (13%). The majority of school staff were female 

(71%), 28% were African American/Black, 15% were Hispanic, 54% were Caucasian, and 

3% other. The number of years working ranged from 0–42, with a mean of 13 years, and a 

median of 5 years. The number of years working at the current school ranged from 0–34, 

with a mean of 8 years, and a median of 1 year.

Prior to this pilot study, all school incident data was collected in a narrative form. One goal 

of the pilot was to create a uniform method to collect data across the schools so that school 

staff could use the data in planning how PBS would be implemented, and to allow 

administrators at the district level to determine if PBS was making an impact. The incident 

report form, created in collaboration with principals from each of the schools and district 

administrators, allowed for school staff to indicate the type, location, and time of day of 

each incident and any action that was taken by school staff in response to the incident. 

Detailed instructions were included in the form to assist staff in completing it, and training 

sessions were conducted with school administrators, who then trained staff to maximize 

reliability. Similar to the School Wide Informational System (SWIS™), the standard 

information management system used for PBS, our training included operational definitions 
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of problem behaviors to ensure that teachers would be reporting the same types of behaviors 

for the same referral codes (i.e., Todd, Honer & Tobin, 2005). After being trained on the 

form, school incident data were entered by school staff directly into their Management 

Information Systems (MIS). Data was transferred monthly by district MIS staff to a team of 

evaluators working with the district on this project. The data reported in this paper includes 

all school incident data collected from these four schools during the 2004–2005 academic 

year.

Data Analysis

Office referral forms included 27 different reasons for referral. For these analyses, we 

combined these reasons to create four categories of referrals: attendance (leaving the 

building without permission, skipping class, skipping detention, tardies), delinquent 

(weapon, drugs, alcohol, vandalism, theft, extortion, cheating), aggressive (fighting, physical 

threat to staff, physical threat to peer, physical harassment, sexual harassment, verbal threat 

to staff, verbal threat to peer, verbal harassment, endangering behavior, bullying) and 

disrespectful (use of profanity toward peer, use of profanity toward staff, use of profanity 

toward other, disruptive behavior, disrespect, lying). These categories were created building 

on past research, which separated behaviors into violent/non-violent (e.g., Tobin & Sugai, 

1996) or aggressive/non-aggressive (e.g., Wright & Dusek, 1998), and incorporating the 

Loeber’s developmental model.

A Poisson regression model was utilized to determine if a relationship exists between the 

independent variables (i.e., grade, race/ethnicity/gender) and the outcome variable, number 

of referrals. When the dependent variable is a count, such as number of referrals, the 

distribution shows large positive skewness, with many observations having small values and 

few observations with large values.1 The Poisson models run included a dispersion 

parameter to adjust the standard errors due to under-or over-dispersion (Dunteman & Moon-

Ho 2005). The inclusion of the dispersion parameter in the analyses appropriately accounts 

for the variability in the data which, if not adjusted, could lead to an inflation of the Type I 

error rates. Finally, the pattern of significant results presented in this paper and the high 

levels of significance moderate concerns regarding the performance of multiple tests.

Results

Descriptive Statistics

There were a total of 3340 students enrolled in the schools that piloted a new system for 

collecting office referral data during the 2004/05 school year and 8688 office referrals were 

made that year, for an average of 2.6 referrals per student. A total of 1668 students, or 

49.9% of the school population, had one or more referrals. Table 1 provides details of the 

referral type by gender and race/ethnicity.

1The explanatory variables are linearly related to the outcome variable through a log link function (η) as the following equation 
demonstrates: η = log (μ) = β0 + β1X. The expected value or mean (μ) of the outcome variable (number of referrals) is linearly related 
to the explanatory variable X by using a link function η that models the logarithm of the mean with respect to the explanatory variable. 
Thus, to interpret the effect of an explanatory variable, it is necessary to exponentiate (inverse of the log) the corresponding coefficient 
of the explanatory variable (Gill 2000).
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Poisson Regression Analyses

Office Referrals by Grade Level—To test our first hypothesis, that the types of referrals 

would differ by grade level, we grouped grade level into four categories (K-3, 4–6, 7–8, and 

9–12) and entered it as a categorical variable in the regression model with grade levels 9–12 

as the reference group (see Figure 1). As seen in Table 2, we found a significant difference 

between grade categories for all four outcomes: attendance, delinquent, aggression, 

disrespect, and the total number of referrals. For attendance, the high school grades were 

significantly more likely to have attendance referrals than the lower grade levels. Moreover, 

the number of attendance referrals increased as grade level increased. The K-3 students had 

only 0.1% of the referral rate of high school students, in contrast to 4% when comparing 

grades 7–8 to high school. For delinquent behavior, the children in grades K-3 and 4–6 had 

significantly less referrals than students in high school, but grades 7–8 did not differ from 

high school. A follow-up contrast revealed grades K-3 did not differ from grades 4–6 (F= 

0.95, p = .33). For aggressive behavior, grades K-3, 4–6, and 7–8 had significantly more 

referrals than grades 9–12. This ranged from 44% more for grades K-3 than high school to 

over five times (e1.757 = 5.80) as many for grades 7–8 as high school. For disrespectful 

behavior, grades K-3 and 4–6 had significantly less referrals, while grades 7–8 had 

significantly more referrals compared to grades 9–12. Finally, the total number of referrals 

significantly differed by grade level. Contrasts revealed the increment by grade level was 

significant; K-3 differed from 4–6 (F= 36.38, p = .000) and 4–6 differed from 7–8 (F= 

49.51, p = .000).

Office Referrals by Gender—Results for analyses testing the third hypothesis, that the 

number of office referrals would differ by gender, are shown in Table 1, and Figure 2 

displays the mean number of referrals by gender for each outcome. For all four types of 

behavioral outcomes, males had significantly more referrals than females. The difference 

ranged from 22% more attendance referrals for boys than girls to over three times (e1.115= 

3.05) more aggressive referrals for boys than girls. When aggregated, males had 50% times 

the total number of referrals as females.

Office Referrals by Race/Ethnicity—To test the second hypothesis, that types of 

referral would differ by the race/ethnicity of students, we used three categories of race/

ethcnicity: African American/black, Hispanic/Latino, and Other (Caucasian and Asian/Asian 

American). These were entered as a categorical variable in the regression model, using 

Other as the reference group (see Table 1). African American/black students had 

significantly more referrals for delinquency, aggressive and disrespectful behavior, and 

more total referrals than the Other group. African American/black students had over six 

times the number of delinquent referrals, 2.57 times as many aggression referrals, and 1.78 

times as many disrespect referrals as other ethnicities. Hispanic/Latino students had 

significantly more delinquent referrals (5.02 times) than the Other group and significantly 

less attendance referrals (0.71 times or 30% less) than African Americans/blacks (not 

shown, F = 27.90, p = .000). Moreover, African Americans/blacks, as compared to 

Hispanics/Latinos, had significantly more delinquent (1.20 times, F = 3.95, p = .047), 

aggression (1.57 times, F = 37.67, p = .000), disrespect (1.50 times, F= 39.12, p = .000), and 
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total (1.42 times, F= 41.84, p = .000) referrals. Figure 3 displays the mean number of 

referrals by ethnicity.

Further analysis tested for two-way interactions between grade level, ethnicity, and gender. 

There was a significant interaction between gender and grade level for the number of 

delinquent, aggressive, and total referrals. The pattern was similar for the above outcomes, 

in that males had higher rates of referrals than females at every grade level, but the gender 

difference became smaller as the grade level increased. The same pattern held for the 

attendance and disrespect referrals, although this interaction was no t significant. Figure 4 

indicates the mean number of total referrals by gender and grade level. Males had about four 

times more referrals than females during grades K-3, but this difference decreased to 30% 

more by high school.

There were also significant interactions between gender and race/ethnicity for attendance 

(F= 98.61), delinquency (F= 47.96), aggression (F= 45.87), disrespect (F =64.53), and total 

referrals (F= 133.84, all p < .001). The pattern was fairly similar across the four referral 

outcomes, in that African American/black males received significantly more referrals than 

females, but the gender difference was not as great for Hispanics/Latinos and Others. Figure 

5 shows that mean number of total referrals was actually higher for females than males 

within the Hispanic/Latino and Other ethnicities, but the reverse occurred for African 

Americans/blacks.

Lastly, there were significant interactions between race/ethnicity and grade level for the 

separate referral measures. African Americans/blacks consistently received more aggression 

and disrespect referrals across all four grade levels, but Hispanics/Latinos and Others 

received more referrals for attendance and delinquency than African Americans/blacks in 

grades 7–8. Furthermore, Hispanics/Latinos received more total referrals than Others for the 

lower three grade categories (K-8), but this finding was reversed in high school (grades 9–

12), as seen in Figure 6.

Discussion

This study examines archival office referral data from an urban school district to determine 

whether there are patterns in types of referrals across grade levels, and whether these 

patterns differ for students by ethnicity and gender. We found that the types of referrals did 

differ across grade categories, and these differences appear to be related to developmental 

stage, similar to the work of Loeber and colleagues (Loeber et al., 2003). The developmental 

tasks for students in elementary school include friendship and team building, and it was 

found that students in the younger grades (K-6) were higher in referrals for aggression (e.g., 

fighting, physical and verbal threats, bullying). Middle school students are working toward 

identity development and autonomy, and therefore they were higher in referrals for 

disrespect (e.g., use of profanity, disrespect toward teachers). Finally, students in high 

school were higher in referrals for attendance (e.g., skipping class, leaving building without 

permission), which may relate to their increasing independence. These findings strongly 

suggest that students’ developmental levels influence the types of problem behaviors they 

are likely to exhibit in different grades. Therefore, there is a need to focus interventions on 
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the behaviors that are most likely to occur in specific grades and developmental levels, 

rather than applying a universal intervention across a school system.

Our results are consistent with the literature indicating that African American/black 

students, and African American/black boys in particular, are more likely to be referred for 

disciplinary action (Skiba et al., 2002; Townsend, 2000). The literature suggests that this 

disparity occurs even in schools that are predominantly African American/black with faculty 

and staff that are also African American/black (Townsend, 2000). To address this disparity, 

it may be important to determine if a particular expectation is solely a means of behavioral 

control or one that promotes learning. For example, teachers’ common expectation that 

students sit in their seats with both feet on the ground might prove difficult for more active 

African American/black students or boys. If a student is engaged in his work, but is sitting 

on one knee partially standing, he may be disciplined, despite the fact that such behavior 

may be promoting rather than hindering his learning. Expectations with a clear academic 

rationale promote learning, are more meaningful for students, and do not result in 

disciplining students for different learning styles. Understanding and utilizing ethnic/racial 

differences in office referral patterns is consistent with the intervention and could be useful 

in establishing expectations for behavior that are meaningful for all students (Sugai & 

Horner, 2006). Taken together, this suggests that school systems should examine these 

patterns in their schools to provide information on how best to implement a system that 

meets the needs of both school personnel and students.

The results from the current study are consistent with previous research finding that boys are 

significantly more likely to receive office referrals than girls (e.g., Skiba et al., 1997). 

However, it is important to note that the office referral form used in this study and those 

used by other researchers (Skiba et al., 1997; Tobin & Sugai, 1996) are more likely to 

capture externalizing behavior such as aggression, disrespect, and overt defiance, and less 

likely to capture some of the more covert behaviors that girls may be more likely to engage 

in, such as subtle teasing and relational aggression (Cote, Vaillancourt, Barker, Nagin, & 

Tremblay, 2007). Given the data collection method, it is not surprising that we found that 

boys were significantly more likely to be referred to the office than girls, and that this 

difference was most significant for aggressive behavior referrals. It is also interesting to note 

that the gender difference decreased in the higher grade levels, suggesting that older girls 

and older boys are more likely to engage in the same kinds of behaviors that result in office 

referrals (e.g., skipping class). Future work is needed to define the types of behaviors that 

warrant an office referral, and to include forms of relational aggression.

In our sample, attendance was by far the most frequently occurring behavior resulting in 

office referrals for both genders and all racial/ethnic groups. It is important to note, however, 

that many of the students in this sample take the city buses to school, and therefore do not 

always have control over their time of arrival (i.e. not all of the tardies are within the 

students’ control). It may be that the school environment is not reinforcing for these 

students, resulting in behaviors that allow them to avoid school. These findings suggest that 

attendance problems should be targeted by school-wide interventions at the high school 

level (grades 9–12). Schools need to consider ways to make the school environment more 

reinforcing to students, to decrease the problems with attendance.
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There are some limitations to using office referral data. It is important to note the values that 

are implicit in office referrals with regard to the behaviors that are considered to be 

problematic (Irvin et al., 2004). Generally, problematic behaviors are those that are not 

consistent with the values of order, safety, and control in the school and, as previously 

mentioned, tend to be behaviors that boys are more likely to engage in than girls. It is also 

important to consider that office referrals are always filtered through the referring teacher, 

with no independent measure of student behavior (Wright & Dusek, 1998). Teachers have 

varying thresholds for tolerating behaviors, so reports across teachers of the same behaviors 

may not be comparable. Further, the reliability of office referral data is questionable, given 

that the referrals must pass from the teacher to the office and into a database (Wright & 

Dusek, 1998). The need for ongoing training with regard to the accurate completion of 

office referral forms and the policies needed to maintain reliable office referral data is vital 

and cannot be underestimated. Finally, research has demonstrated the need to question 

reliability of office referral data within schools. Wright & Dusek (1998) found significantly 

different rates of physical aggression and other disruptive behavior between schools in the 

same district, and therefore caution that national estimates of base rates of disruptive student 

behavior may not accurately reflect the rates of behavior at a particular school. Although 

consistent training within a district can help to control this variability, it is vital that each 

school examine their data and use that information in planning programs that will best meets 

the needs of their students.

Implications and Directions for Future Research

The current study demonstrates that there are differences in the rates and types of office 

referrals based on grade, and that these differences appear to relate to developmental tasks. 

These findings suggest that teacher preparation must include a greater focus on 

developmental stages in children and adolescents, so that instruction and behavioral 

expectations are closely aligned with these stages. Further, the results of the current study 

support differences in patterns of referral based upon race/ethnicity, which suggests that 

schools should acknowledge students’ racial/ethnic backgrounds in order to develop more 

salient positive behavior expectations. We also caution that the observed gender difference 

in the rate and type of referrals may have more to do with how schools define unacceptable 

behavior and the method used to collect this data. It is important to note that other measures 

of positive student behavior (e.g., academic performance, social skills) should be used in 

conjunction with office referrals to determine the need for and the effectiveness of 

behavioral interventions. The inclusion of such measures will mark the shift from reactive 

and punitive methods to proactive, educational methods. In conclusion, the current study 

offers further support that educational programs should consider grade/developmental stage, 

gender, and ethnic differences when developing programs that support and build upon 

strengths for all children.

When planning interventions based on office referral data, it is important to keep in mind 

that both the student and the teacher may be reinforced by office referrals for disruptive 

behaviors (Wright & Dusek, 1998). That is, sending the student to the office gives the 

teacher a break from the disruptive child, and the student gets a break from what may be 

perceived as an aversive classroom. This suggests the need to enhance the skills of teachers 
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to help prevent the onset of disruptive behavior and help de-escalate the behavior when it 

does occur. Examination of office referral data at the teacher level can be helpful in the 

identification of teachers who may benefit from coaching in the area of classroom behavior 

management. Additionally, examination of office referral data at the individual student level 

can be helpful in identifying students who may benefit from additional supports to help them 

to gain the skills to successfully remain in the classroom. Future research is needed to 

replicate the patterns of office referrals related to developmental differences in other 

populations.

Acknowledgments

Funding for this research was provided by the Child, Youth and Family Branch of Center for Mental Health 
Services, Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration through a cooperative agreement awarded to 
the Connecticut Department of Children and Families. Funding for Dr. Vaughan’s time on this manuscript was 
supported by a Postdoctoral training grant in substance abuse prevention from NIDA (T32DA019426).

References

Allen, KE.; Marotz, LR. Developmental Profiles. 4. Albany, NY: Delmar; 2003. 

Bee, H.; Boyd, D. The Developing Child. New York: Pearson; 2004. 

Byrd RS, Weitzman M, Doniger AS. Increased drug use among old-for-grade adolescents. Archives of 
Pediatrics and Adolescent Medicine. 1996; 150:470–476. [PubMed: 8620227] 

Byrd RS, Weitzman M, Auinger P. Increased behavior problems associated with delayed school entry 
and delayed school progress. Pediatrics. 1997; 100:654–661. [PubMed: 9310520] 

Cohen, J. Statistical power analysis for the behavioral sciences. 2. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Earlbaum 
Associates; 1988. 

Cote SM, Vaillancourt T, Barker ED, Nagin D, Tremblay RE. The joint development of physical and 
indirect aggression: Predictors of continuity and change during childhood. Development and 
Psychopathology. 2007; 19:37–55. [PubMed: 17241483] 

Crick NR, Grotpeter JK. Relational aggression, gender, and social-psychological adjustment. Child 
Development. 1995; 66:710–722. [PubMed: 7789197] 

Dunteman, G.; Moon-Ho, H. An introduction to generalized linear models. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 
Publications; 2005. 

Ervin RA, Schaughency E, Matthews A, Goodman SD, McGlinchey MT. Primary and secondary 
prevention of behavior difficulties: Developing a data-informed problem-solving model to guide 
decision making at a school-wide level. Psychology in the Schools. 2007; 44:7–18.

Farrington DP. Early predictors of adolescent aggression and adult violence. Violence and Victims. 
1989; 4:79–100. [PubMed: 2487131] 

Gill, J. Generalized linear models: A unified approach. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications; 2000. 

Guagliardo MF, Huang Z, Hicks J, D’Angelo L. Increased drug use among old-for-grade and dropout 
adolescents. American Journal of Preventive Medicine. 1998; 15:12–48.

Hawken LS, MacLeod S, Rawlings L. Effects of the behavior education program (BEP) on office 
discipline referrals of elementary school students. Journal of Positive Behavior Interventions. 
9:94–101.

Holmes CT, Matthews KM. The effects of non promotion on the elementary and junior high school 
pupils: A meta-analysis. Review of Educational Research. 1984; 54:225–236.

Irvin LK, Tobin TJ, Sprague JR, Sugai G, Vincent CG. 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. 2004; 6:131–147.

Irvin LK, Horner RH, Ingram K, Todd AW, Sugai G, Sampson NK, Boland JB. Using office discipline 
referral data for decision making about student behavior in elementary and middle schools: An 
empirical evaluation of validity. Journal of Positive Behavior Interventions. 2006; 8:10–23.

Kaufman et al. Page 11

J Posit Behav Interv. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2015 January 07.

N
IH

-P
A

 A
uthor M

anuscript
N

IH
-P

A
 A

uthor M
anuscript

N
IH

-P
A

 A
uthor M

anuscript



Keiley MK, Lofthouse N, Bates JE, Dodge KA, Pettit GS. Differential risks of covarying and pure 
components in mother and teacher reports of externalizing and internalizing behavior across ages 5 
to 14. Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology. 2003; 31:267–283. [PubMed: 12774860] 

Loeber, R.; Farrington, DP. Serious and violent juvenile offenders: Risk factors and successful 
interventions. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage; 1998. 

Loeber R, Wung P, Keenan K, Giroux B, Stouthamer-Loeber M, VanKammen WB, Maughan B. 
Developmental pathways in disruptive child behavior. Development and Psychopathology. 1993; 
5:101–133.

Messick, S. The once and future issues of validity: Assessing the meaning and consequences of 
measurement. In: Wainer, H.; Braun, H., editors. Test validity. Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum; 1988. p. 
33-45.

Peterson SE, DeGracie JS, Ayabe CR. A longitudinal study of the effects of retention/promotion on 
academic achievement. American Educational Research Journal. 1987; 24:107–118.

Rusby JC, Taylor TK, Foster EM. A descriptive study of school discipline in first grade. Psychology in 
the Schools. 2007; 44:333–350. [PubMed: 17372623] 

Safran SP, Oswald K. Positive behavior supports: Can schools reshape disciplinary practices? 
Exceptional Children. 2003; 69:361–373.

Skiba RJ, Michael RS, Nardo AC, Peterson RL. The color of discipline: Sources of racial and gender 
disproportionality in school punishment. Urban Review. 2002; 34:317–342.

Skiba RJ, Peterson RL, Williams T. Office referrals and suspension: Disciplinary intervention in 
middle schools. Education and Treatment of Children. 1997; 20:295–315.

Sugai G, Horner R. The evolution of discipline practices: School-wide positive behavior supports. 
Child & Family Behavior Therapy. 2002; 24:23–50.

Tabachnick, BG.; Fidell, LS. Using multivariate statistics. 2. New York: Harper & Row; 1989. 

Tenenbaum HR, Ruck MD. Are teachers’ expectations different for racial minority than for European 
American students? A meta-analysis. Journal of Educational Psychology. 2007; 99:253–273.

Tobin T, Sugai G. Patterns in middle school discipline records. Journal of Emotional & Behavioral 
Disorders. 1996; 4:82–95.

Tobin T, Sugai G. Using sixth-grade records to predict violence, chronic discipline problems, and high 
school outcomes. Journal of Emotional and Behavioral Disorders. 1999; 4:82–94.

Todd AW, Horner RH, Tobin T. SWIS Documentation Project, Referral Form Definitions, Version 
3.2. 2005

Townsend B. The disproportionate discipline of African American learners: Reducing school 
suspensions and expulsions. Exceptional Children. 2000; 66:381–391.

U.S. Census Bureau. Census 2000, Summary File 1 (SF 1) and Summary File 3 (SF 3). n.d. Retrieved 
November 9, 2004, from http://factfinder.census.gov/servlet/SAFFFacts?
_event=ChangeGeoContext&geo_id=16000US0908000&_geoContext=&_street=&_county=bridg
eport&_cityTown=bridgeport&_state=04000US09&_zip=&_lang=en&_sse=on&ActiveGeoDiv=
&_useEV=&pctxt=fph&pgsl=010

Wright JA, Dusek JB. Compiling school base rates for disruptive behaviors from student disciplinary 
referral data. School Psychology Review. 1998; 27:138–148.

Biographies

Joy S. Kaufman, PhD, is an associate professor in the Department of Psychiatry, Division 

of Prevention and Community Research, Yale University where she directs the Program and 

Service System Evaluation and Evaluation Research areas. Her interests are in building the 

capacity of state departments, service delivery systems, schools and community programs to 

collect and utilize data for program improvement and policy development.

Kaufman et al. Page 12

J Posit Behav Interv. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2015 January 07.

N
IH

-P
A

 A
uthor M

anuscript
N

IH
-P

A
 A

uthor M
anuscript

N
IH

-P
A

 A
uthor M

anuscript

http://factfinder.census.gov/servlet/SAFFFacts?_event=ChangeGeoContext&geo_id=16000US0908000&_geoContext=&_street=&_county=bridgeport&_cityTown=bridgeport&_state=04000US09&_zip=&_lang=en&_sse=on&ActiveGeoDiv=&_useEV=&pctxt=fph&pgsl=010
http://factfinder.census.gov/servlet/SAFFFacts?_event=ChangeGeoContext&geo_id=16000US0908000&_geoContext=&_street=&_county=bridgeport&_cityTown=bridgeport&_state=04000US09&_zip=&_lang=en&_sse=on&ActiveGeoDiv=&_useEV=&pctxt=fph&pgsl=010
http://factfinder.census.gov/servlet/SAFFFacts?_event=ChangeGeoContext&geo_id=16000US0908000&_geoContext=&_street=&_county=bridgeport&_cityTown=bridgeport&_state=04000US09&_zip=&_lang=en&_sse=on&ActiveGeoDiv=&_useEV=&pctxt=fph&pgsl=010
http://factfinder.census.gov/servlet/SAFFFacts?_event=ChangeGeoContext&geo_id=16000US0908000&_geoContext=&_street=&_county=bridgeport&_cityTown=bridgeport&_state=04000US09&_zip=&_lang=en&_sse=on&ActiveGeoDiv=&_useEV=&pctxt=fph&pgsl=010


Sarah S. Jaser, PhD, is a postdoctoral associate at the Yale School of Nursing. Her current 

areas of interest and research include risk and protective factors in children of depressed 

parents and children with chronic illness.

Ellen L. Vaughan, PhD, completed a post-doctoral fellowship at Yale University School of 

Medicine and is now an assistant professor in counseling and educational psychology at 

Indiana University.

Jesse S. Reynolds, MS, is a data analyst at the Yale Griffin Prevention Research Center. His 

current area of interest is in intervention models aimed at improving the health of 

individuals in the community.

John Di Donato, MS, MA, is the Assistant Superintendent for Youth Development, 

Bridgeport Public Schools. His current work focuses on building and sustaining a school 

climate and culture that maximizes student learning and meets the social and emotional 

needs of children and youth.

Stanley N. Bernard, MPH, ABD, is formerly the Project Director for the Partnership for 

Kids PARK project. He is currently and Assistant Professor in the School of Public Health 

at Southern Connecticut State University. His fields of interest include fatherhood, men’s 

health issues, and health disparities, the integration of children’s mental and behavioral 

health systems within schools.

Karen Andersson, Ph.D., is the Connecticut Department of Children and Families Director 

for the Behavioral Health Partnership.

Maria H. Brereton, MSW, is an Area Director for the State Department of Children and 

Families. She is responsible for the coordination, integration and management of Child 

Welfare, Children’s Behavioral Health, Juvenile Justice and Prevention Services within the 

Bridgeport DCF area. Ms. Brereton serves as the Principal Investigator of the PARK 

Project.

Kaufman et al. Page 13

J Posit Behav Interv. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2015 January 07.

N
IH

-P
A

 A
uthor M

anuscript
N

IH
-P

A
 A

uthor M
anuscript

N
IH

-P
A

 A
uthor M

anuscript



Figure 1. 
Mean Number of Referrals by Grade
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Figure 2. 
Mean Number of Referrals by Ethnicity
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Figure 3. 
Mean Number of Referrals by Gender
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Figure 4. 
Mean Number of Total Referrals by Gender and Grade Level
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Figure 5. 
Mean Number of Total Referrals by Gender and Ethnicity
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Figure 6. 
Mean Number of Total Referrals by Ethnicity and Grade Level
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