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Abstract 

There is a nationwide concern among students, parents, and educators regarding high 

school administrators’ inequitable disciplinary practices and students with disabilities 

(SWD) policies in the U.S. The problem addressed in this study was that high school 

SWDs in a local Midwestern urban school district have higher rates of suspension from 

school than their nondisabled peers. Guided by Bandura’s social learning theory, the 

purpose of this basic qualitative study was to understand local administrators’ perceptions 

of their knowledge of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) related to 

disciplining SWDs to gain insight into their decisions to suspend. The research questions 

examined administrators’ perceptions on their training and knowledge of IDEA, their 

decision-making process to suspend and the additional training administrators identified 

as needed to support a decrease in suspension rates of SWDs. A purposeful sample of 

eight high school administrators responsible for dispensing school discipline participated 

virtually in semistructured interviews. By creating codes, which led to themes, the 

findings revealed that administrators felt unprepared and had a lack of understanding of 

the relationship between disability and behavior, which led them to misunderstand laws 

protecting SWDs during the discipline process. Administrators reported a need for 

ongoing professional development (PD) about the areas of disability and how students’ 

behavior may be impacted. A 3-day PD training session was developed to educate 

administrators about IDEA, disabilities, and laws related to disciplining SWDs, to avoid 

inappropriate suspension of SWDs, thereby decreasing punitive student discipline and 

promoting positive social change over time.  
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Section 1: The Problem 

The Local Problem 

The problem in this study was that high school students with disabilities (SWDs) 

in a local Midwestern urban school district have higher rates of suspension from school 

compared to their nondisabled peers. Students with disabilities make up 19.1% of the 

student population in this urban district but are suspended at a rate that is more than twice 

that of their nondisabled peers. The problem may be related to or exacerbated if high 

school administrators have a false sense of their knowledge and understanding of the 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) and its relationship with disciplining 

SWDs. If administrators’ sense of knowledge of IDEA regarding discipline is flawed, this 

impacts their decisions to suspend, which violates rights of this population of students 

(Decker & Pazey, 2017; Pazey & Cole, 2013). 

The state database for educational information noted both local and statewide 

suspension rates for the 2017-2018 year. The overall statewide suspension rate for SWDs 

for the 2017-2018 school year is 23.8%, compared to the local districtwide suspension 

rate for SWDs at 67.4%. The suspension rate for students without disabilities (SWODs) 

in 2017-2018 was 5.8% statewide and 24.2% local districtwide. The problem increases in 

severity if the data set is reduced to high school students. For the 2017-2018 school year, 

suspension rates for high school students for SWDs were 27% statewide and 83.6% for 

the Midwestern local urban school district. There are 23 high schools in the Midwestern 

local urban school district with approximately 70 high school assistant principals 

assigned to high schools. 
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The Midwestern urban school district has a parent/student handbook on rights, 

responsibilities, and discipline documenting codes of school and classroom conduct 

discipline for grades 3-12. Levels of disciplinary action are assigned a level number from 

1 through 4. Level 1 actions result in a conference or positive behavior intervention 

strategies, and Level 2 actions may result in suspension for not more than 3 days. There 

are 27 level 2 or 3 suspension recommendations. Actions at level 3 or 4 are severe school 

breaches of conduct with referrals to centralized student services. Level 4 actions are the 

most severe breaches of school rules or deemed criminal. Any violation of Level 4 is a 

recommendation for expulsion. 

The National Clearinghouse on Supportive School Discipline (NCSSD, 2013) 

defined exclusionary discipline as an action that removes or excludes a student from their 

typical educational setting, temporarily following the violation of school rules or policies. 

Suspensions have adverse effects extending beyond the classroom when students miss 

significant instruction. Adverse effects of suspension include missed academic 

educational services, gradual disengagement from school and learning opportunities, 

weak social interactions, increased dropout rates, and juvenile justice encounters 

(Brobbey, 2018; Lacoe & Steinberg, 2019; National Council on Disability, 2015; Pyne, 

2019; Skiba & Losen, 2015). Losen et al. (2014) said, “significant disparities in 

suspension rates have a disparate impact on both the academic achievement and life 

outcomes of millions of historically disadvantaged children, inflicting on them a legacy 

of despair rather than an opportunity” (p. 2). Removal from the educational environment 

excludes students from full access to opportunities and services that are necessary to 
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bridge the education gap (Anderson et al., 2019; Lashley & Tate, 2009; Mendoza et al., 

2020). Academic gaps may exacerbate when schools suspend or expel SWDs for 

behaviors that involve their disabilities. Social costs result for community, local, and state 

tax bases when students become disengaged from school because of suspension 

(Rumberger & Losen, 2016). These social and economic costs include diminished wage-

earning ability, increased crime and costs associated with it, and higher social welfare 

costs when students become disenfranchised and drop out of high school (Marchbanks et 

al., 2015; Mendoza et al., 2020; Rumberger & Losen, 2016). Administrators using 

suspensions may not consider economic costs because there is no immediate and apparent 

social impact (Marchbanks et al., 2015; Rumberger & Losen, 2016). 

Rather than suspend, schools must look closely at why students may be exhibiting 

behavioral challenges in the classroom or school environment (Pierce et al., 2022; 

National Association of School Psychologists, 2010). Pierce et al., (2022) said students 

may use avoidance strategies when frustrated or academics become too challenging. 

Inappropriate education programs and support may be contributing factors to their 

conduct. Misbehavior may be triggered by inappropriate academic programs and 

supports, which lead to frustration for SWDs if they do not have prerequisite academic 

and social skills. A programming review may clarify the relationship between students’ 

disciplinary problems and disability-related needs. The punitive strategy of suspension 

and expulsion of SWDs adversely affects future outcomes. The National Association of 

School Psychologists (2018) said ineffective punitive discipline policies only temporarily 

suppress negative behaviors. As negative behaviors increase, the likelihood of students 
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dropping out of school and interacting with the juvenile justice system increases 

(Mendoza et al., 2020).  

In 2014, the U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights, following 

complaints from students, parents, community members, and educator concerned with 

students’ treatment in the discipline process by administrators, prepared a brief on school 

discipline. In response, following an investigation of disciplinary practices and policies 

across the U.S. regarding SWDs, a letter was drafted by the Office of Special Education 

and Rehabilitative Services. The letter authorized school personnel via the Individuals 

with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEA) regarding code of conduct 

violations for children with disabilities. The letter supported school safety but provided a 

reminder to schools regarding their obligation to consider behavioral needs concerning 

disabilities and effects of choosing discipline options while ensuring the provision of Free 

and Appropriate Public Education (FAPE). Administrators’ awareness of laws and 

obligations concerning disciplining SWDs is critical. At administrative meetings within 

the local Midwestern urban school district, administrators have expressed concerns that 

they lacked requisite knowledge to make informed decisions when suspending SWDs and 

determining when behaviors were a manifestation of student disabilities. Local 

Midwestern urban school administrators’ understanding of how their knowledge of IDEA 

related to SWDs may directly impact students’ future outcomes and the adverse effects 

which extend beyond the classroom, may be a catalyst for social change. Limited 

research is available involving how administrators make decisions or acquire knowledge 

concerning special education.  
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 Rationale 

 Administrators are responsible for staying abreast of updates regarding discipline 

of SWDs to navigate safeguards put in place via the IDEA for this vulnerable population 

(Couvillon et al., 2018; Reed et al., 2020). Understanding how behaviors and subsequent 

suspensions affect SWDs helps administrators develop positive interventions to prevent 

suspensions that may be avoidable through experience (Richard & Hardin, 2018). 

Administrators’ knowledge of special education laws may directly impact how they 

discipline SWDs (Roberts & Guerra Jr., 2017). As incidences of school violence have 

risen, administrators are tasked with understanding and implementing disciplinary 

policies in school settings. There may be legal ramifications related to discipline of 

SWDs and rights that are inadvertently violated due to a lack of administrators’ requisite 

knowledge of special education laws (Couvillon et al., 2018; Decker & Pazey, 2017; 

Lewis, 2017). The purpose of the study was to gain an understanding of high school 

administrators’ perceptions of their knowledge of the IDEA as it relates to disciplining 

SWDs in order to gain insights about decisions to suspend. 

Definition of Terms 

 The following key terms and definitions used in this study support research on 

administrators’ perceptions regarding their knowledge of the IDEA related to discipline 

of SWDs. 

Behavior Intervention Plan: A behavior intervention plan (BIP) is a formal, written plan 

developed from the FBA, that seeks to teach and replaces negative behaviors with 

positive behavioral strategies in an effort to prevent or stop misbehavior that interferes 
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with students learning. The BIP lists the problem behavior, describes why it is happening 

and puts in place strategies or supports to help the student move towards positive 

behavior.  

Discipline disparities: Disciplinary actions that are disproportionately 

disseminated at a greater rate for a particular demographic group in terms of race, gender, 

sexual orientation, or disability status compared to other demographic groups (NCCSSD, 

2014). This also includes types of disciplinary actions taken against students when 

similar offenses are committed among demographic groups.  

Exclusionary discipline: The removal of a student for a specific period, using 

suspension or expulsion, which prevents them from engaging in classroom academics 

(Marchbanks et al., 2015). 

Expulsion: The highest discipline level which is reserved for criminal acts or the 

most severe school rule violations. Students are removed from school and not allowed to 

attend for a period of more than 10 days and are removed from school rolls during this 

period. A preliminary expulsion hearing is conducted within the period the student is 

suspended from school. 

Free Appropriate Public Education: Public schools are required, under IDEA, to 

provide a free appropriate public education (FAPE) in the least restrictive environment, 

to every child with a disability, at no cost to the child's family. The concept means an 

educational program, individualized to meet a child's unique need, is designed to assist 

them in receiving education benefits, preparing them for the future. 

Functional Behavior Assessment: A functional behavior assessment (FBA) is an 



7 

 

ongoing process of collecting information with a goal of identifying what’s behind 

behavioral challenges. This assessment is conducted by a team who begin by seeking to 

determine and define in specific and objective ways, what the problem behavior is. The 

information is gleaned by gathering information through school records, interview of 

staff and student and assessment tests. The information is then analyzed to determine the 

reason for the negative behavior. The FBA provides the data to develop the behavior 

intervention plan to teach and replace negative behaviors with positive behaviors.  

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act: The individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act (IDEA) is the U.S. special education law with entitlement of each eligible 

child with a disability to a free appropriate public education (FAPE) that emphasizes 

special education and related services designed to meet the child’s unique needs and that 

prepare the child for further education, employment, and independent living. 20 U.S.C. 

§1400(d)(1)(A). 

Individual Education Plan: A student’s individual education plan (IEP) describes 

their unique special education services, related services and environment in which the 

services will occur. The IEP also explains why the student’s services are placed outside 

of a general education classroom; if applicable. The IEP is developed by a team 

consisting of the student, parents (or legal guardian), LEA, regular education teacher, 

special education teacher and related service providers (if applicable). To understand 

achievement, the IEP team explores and documents the student’s current academic 

achievement and functional performance as it relates to access, engagement, and progress 

in relation to early childhood/grade-level academic standards and functional skill 
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expectations. The team seeks to identify effects of disability and disability-related needs 

to determine why the student may be struggling to access, engage, or make progress in 

identified grade level academic standards and functional expectations. The IEP team next 

develops ambitious and achievable goals that close achievement gaps by supporting the 

student’s unique disability-related needs. Services are then aligned Services to determine 

the specially designed instruction, related services, supports, and accommodations needed 

to address disability-related needs, attain IEP goals, and ensure access to the general 

curriculum. Lastly, the IEP team analyzes progress by reviewing the systems in place to 

ensure the student is making progress toward ambitious and achievable IEP goals.  

Least Restrictive Environment: The least restrictive environment (LRE) is not a 

place but rather a principle that guides a child’s education program. It means that students 

with disabilities should be in the same general education classroom as their non-disabled 

peers and involved in the general education curriculum; as much as possible. LRE is an 

important part of IDEA, the U.S. special education law. 

Local Education Agency: Local Education Agency (LEA): An LEA is the person 

assigned by the district to oversee the IEP meetings. This role is typically fulfilled by a 

principal or their representative.   As a member of the IEP team, this person works 

collaboratively with other IEP team members to develop a program based on each 

student’s unique needs that is reasonably calculated to enable the student to make 

progress appropriate in light of the individual student’s circumstances and assists the 

team in documenting that program in the student’s IEP. The Individuals with Disability 

Education Act (IDEA) 2004 identifies the LEA representative as someone who; (i) is 
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qualified to provide, or supervise the provision of, specially designed instruction to meet 

the unique needs of children with disabilities; (ii) is knowledgeable about the general 

education curriculum; and (iii) is knowledgeable about the availability of resources of the 

public agency. (34 CFR 300.321(a)(4)) 

Manifestation Determination: The U.S. Department of Education (2017) said an 

IEP team must meet within 10 school days after a code of student conduct violation when 

considering a change in student placement. The IEP team must review all relevant data in 

the student’s file and other information provided by parents and teachers. Parents and 

students are team members to determine if behaviors that violate student codes of 

conduct are caused by or had a direct and substantial relationship with any student 

disability. During the meeting to determine if the behavior is a manifestation 

determination of the student’s disability, the IEP team must also address if LEAs’ failure 

to implement the IEP resulted in the behavior in question. 

Suspensions: Temporary exclusion from the building, which includes classes and 

all school-related activities held during and after school and on weekends. Parents are 

notified of the suspension and expected to meet with a school administrator before the 

child returns to school. School-based suspensions are not more than 3 days, though 

suspensions involving a referral to district level administration and the Department of 

Student Services that oversees the due process of individuals involved in discipline levels 

that may escalate to an expulsion from the district, may be up to 5 days. 
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Significance of the Study 

This study investigated high school administrators’ perceptions about their 

knowledge of IDEA related to disciplining SWDs to gain insight into their decisions to 

suspend.  Addressing the problem in this study is significant because it may provide 

insight into how high school administrators make decisions to suspend SWDs, their 

knowledge of the laws related to the discipline of SWDs and what additional training 

they deem is necessary to make informed decisions. If administrators’ sense of 

knowledge of IDEA regarding discipline is flawed, this impacts their decisions to 

suspend, which may violate rights of SWDs and contribute to adverse effects of 

suspension. Well (2013) said further studies should be conducted “to determine how 

well-informed school administrators are with the legal issues surrounding special 

education discipline” (p. 427). School administrators’ use of zero tolerance policies 

resulted in adverse effects on SWDs (Losen et al., 2014; Smith, 2015; Williams et al., 

2015). Adverse effects of suspension include gradual disengagement from school and 

learning opportunities, weak social interactions, increased dropout rates, and juvenile 

justice encounters (Lieberman, 2021; Maag, 2012; National Council on Disability, 2015; 

Skiba & Losen, 2015). 

Administrators have the power to alter the trajectory of exclusionary discipline 

policies that create discipline gaps for SWDs (DeMatthews et al., 2017). Lack of 

administrators’ understanding of due process provisions creates confusion and feelings 

that there is a conflicting discipline system (McCarthy & Soodak, 2007). Although 

administrators are primarily responsible for assigning disciplinary consequences in 
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schools, research on their understanding does not involve why overrepresentation of 

SWDs is happening. This project study involved addressing their knowledge base 

regarding the IDEA in relation to suspensions of SWDs. Administrators’ understanding 

of how their knowledge of the IDEA related to the discipline of SWDs may directly 

impact SWDs future outcomes and the adverse effects which extend beyond the 

classroom, may be a catalyst for social change. 

In the local Midwestern urban school district that was examined in this study, out-

of-school suspensions are decided by a building-level administrator who is given the 

authority to make and enforce disciplinary consequences. I sought information regarding 

high school administrators’ perceptions of their knowledge of the IDEA related to the 

discipline of SWDs and how that knowledge informs their decisions to suspend SWDs. I 

also addressed if high school administrators perceived they had requisite knowledge to 

determine if student disabilities may affect their behavior to make informed decisions and 

IDEA laws governing the discipline of SWDs. I examined if high school administrators 

need to expand their professional acuity and knowledge related to special education 

discipline as well as identified areas for more specific training to support administrators. 

Findings resulting from this study may close the gap in practice regarding administrators’ 

perceptions of their knowledge regarding disciplining SWDs and how those students’ 

behaviors may manifest due to disabilities, resulting in a more equitable distribution of 

disciplinary practices. 

I also sought to determine areas of need to expand their professional acuity and 

knowledge related to the special education discipline. Districts may identify more 
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specific training needs to support administrators. Training needs include supporting 

administrators regarding IDEA regulations and use of exclusionary discipline. 

The IDEA emphasized improving student achievement and ensuring students 

remained in classroom environments. Suspension is a disciplinary practice widely that is 

used to manage student behavior in response to improving classroom climates in terms of 

student achievement. Due to rising concerns about the increase of SWDs receiving 

exclusionary discipline, Congress amended the IDEA, requiring states to monitor 

suspensions and expulsions in terms of overrepresentation. 

Results from the study may provide the district with information for the 

development of professional development (PD) to educate administrators on how student 

disabilities manifest as behaviors. As members of the IEP (Individualized Educational 

Plan) team, they help guide and support teachers in terms of implementing and 

documenting behavior intervention plans (BIPs) that move students towards positive 

behaviors and outcomes. The rush to suspend creates time away from academic 

instruction, which is foundational to closing the achievement gap. Findings resulting 

from this study may help the Midwestern local school district understand administrators’ 

professional training needs to close the gap in practice regarding administrators’ 

perceptions of their knowledge base in relation to disciplining SWDs, resulting in more 

equitable disciplinary practices.  

Research Questions 

The following research questions (RQs) were used for this qualitative 

investigation to understand administrators’ perceptions of their knowledge of the IDEA 
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related to disciplining SWDs to gain insight into decisions to suspend.  

RQ1: How do administrators describe how their training and knowledge of 

special education laws related to discipline affects their decisions to suspend? 

RQ2: How do administrators describe their decision-making process in terms of 

suspension of SWDs? 

RQ3: What additional district training or supports do administrators identify as 

needed to support a decrease in suspension rates of SWDs? 

 When high school administrators increase their knowledge of the IDEA and 

understand how student disabilities may affect behavior, they can work from that 

foundation to determine proactive measures. 

Review of the Literature 

Past research dating from 1979 to 2022 was the foundation for this study. I 

searched for keywords using the following databases via the Walden Library: Google 

Scholar, Education Source, ERIC, SAGE Journals, Academic Search Complete, ProQuest 

Central, Emerald Insight, Scholar Works, Taylor and Francis Online, Dissertations & 

Theses at Walden University and Thoreau Multi-Database. Key search phrases were: 

discipline of students with disabilities, special education and administration, 

disproportionality in school discipline, discipline and special education, special 

education and the manifestation of the disability, school administrators and knowledge of 

special education law, discipline and disability, exclusionary discipline and students with 

disabilities, discipline disproportionality and students with disabilities, special education 

and discipline, exclusionary discipline, administration training in special education, and 
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overrepresentation and students with disabilities. 

Conceptual Framework 

The study was guided by Albert Bandura’s social learning theory with the concept 

of observational learning. Learning is a direct result of experience. Various 

environmental systems, including home, community, and work, directly impact how 

individuals make meaning, from learning to interactions with others in a social context. 

Bandura (1971) said people observe to perform and develop a hypothesis to determine 

their course of action during learning experiences. Formal education does not shape 

social attitudes, activities, and behaviors. Information may be gleaned from 

environmental influences and experiences in terms of responding to the actions of others. 

The mass media plays a significant role in terms of shaping expectations and responses of 

people. Bandura (1971) said an “accurate hypothesis gives rise to successful 

performances, whereas erroneous ones lead to ineffective courses of action” (p. 3). For 

example, given a set of behaviors that are deemed offenses and require suspension, the 

administrator may make an erroneous decision to suspend, leading to an ineffective 

course of action if the student’s disability manifests itself in behavior that is not taken 

into consideration. Where administrators get their knowledge concerning the behavior of 

SWDs determines their courses of action when deciding to suspend. 

Development of discipline policies is complex. Interactions with administrative 

peers and how they perceive discipline may influence administrators when they do not 

have a solid foundational knowledge from which to build (Samuels, 2018; Sun & Xin, 

2019). Bandura (1971) said how administrators react to behavioral challenges is a direct 
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response to how they perceive or have learned to discipline SWDs. Without proper 

training about how behaviors might be considered a manifestation of disabilities, 

administrators’ understanding is developed through personal and professional 

experiences. Bandura’s social learning theory applies to how administrators view 

behavior and disseminate consequences. I applied this theory as a guide to investigate the 

problem by examining how local Midwestern urban school district administrators’ 

knowledge base may be developed for disciplining SWDs absent formal training. When 

administrators have a standard framework to understand how student disabilities may 

affect their behavior, they can work from that framework to determine how and what 

disciplines would be proactive. Administrators can alter the trajectory of exclusionary 

discipline practices that create discipline gaps for SWDs (DeMatthews et al., 2017). 

Exclusionary Discipline  

The 1990s, saw a paradigm shift in education concerning the inclusion of SWDs 

in the general education curriculum and classroom. This has forced administrators to 

acknowledge the importance of their role and need to have a knowledge base to ensure 

compliance with laws mandated under the IDEA for SWDs. SWDs are already a high-

risk and vulnerable population that is affected by exclusionary practices and have 

struggled to receive education that is aligned with their nondisabled peers in inclusive 

schools and classrooms (Anderson et al., 2019; Brobbey, 2018; Miller & Meyers, 2015; 

Yell, 2016). SWDs are guaranteed rights and access to a FAPE in the general education 

classroom and curriculum in the least restrictive environment (LRE) through a legally 

binding document known as the IEP (IDEA, 2004).  
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Blad (2015) said academics are not the most significant hurdle SWDs need to 

clear; it is disproportionate dissemination of discipline practices in schools.  Despite 

classroom inclusion, SWDs continue to be vulnerable to exclusion, as documented by 

disproportionate suspensions and expulsions which lists the rate SWDs as 13% compared 

to 6% for SWODs. (Brobbey, 2018; U.S. Department of Education, 2014a). 

Administrators’ use of exclusionary discipline for SWDs has emerged as one of the most 

persistent issues receiving attention and creating legal liabilities in schools today. School 

administrators have an ongoing challenge of balancing school discipline while teaching 

social values and maintaining an environment that is conducive to learning.  

Lashley and Tate (2009) said, “children are works in progress, and their learning 

to meet the social, emotional, and behavioral expectations embedded in the school 

environment does not occur without mistakes, conflicts, arguments, or altercations” (p. 

24). Students’ inappropriate social behaviors that are manifested due to their disabilities 

may cause them to be at higher risk for disciplinary actions. Administrators’ knowledge 

regarding disciplinary procedures governing SWDs has become increasingly crucial as 

districts balance disciplining SWDs while maintaining their right to FAPE. 

Under the tenets of the IDEA, general and special education disciplines are joined 

to ensure all students receive equal educational opportunities. A brief issued by the U.S. 

Department of Education Office for Civil Rights disaggregated 2011-2012 suspension 

and expulsion data for every public school in the nation. The rate of exclusionary 

discipline for SWDs was over twice their nondisabled peers at 13% for SWDs compared 

to 6% for SWODs. Sullivan et al. (2013) said disability status is significantly related to 
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suspension risk following a study they conducted to examine indicators predictive of the 

likelihood of school suspension. This conclusion was reached using multilevel linear 

modeling and multinomial logistic regression Vincent and Tobin (2011) said the period 

of exclusion is impacted significantly by disability, in particular emotional and behavioral 

disorders. Exclusion jeopardizes students school performance as removal deprives them 

of exposure to any type of instructional activity and special education services, which is 

critical for SWDs. 

Johnson (2017) said high school administrators do not have the knowledge base to 

determine how mental health issues manifest in high school educational environments. 

SWDs continue to be suspended and excluded from academic participation, impacting 

other areas of their lives. Administrators must have a solid knowledge base to address 

whether conduct was caused by or had a direct and substantial relationship to students’ 

disabilities.  

McCarthy and Soodak (2007) explored how nine public school administrators, in 

the state of New York, balanced the protection of high school educational environments 

with educational rights of SWDs. Most administrators favored the safety of the broader 

school community over the rights of SWDs. Some of the nine high school administrators 

evoked the concept of fairness when they were unable to impose the same consequences 

on all students regardless of disability. A perception shared among high school 

administrators was that the practice of a manifestation determination was unfair, with 

students’ individual rights given inappropriate weight during the discipline process. 

McCarthy and Soodak (2007) said public high school administrators vary in terms of 
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degree of balancing school safety and SWDs’ individual rights due to differences in their 

experiences and training. Rose (1988) said administrators used different discipline rules 

when issuing suspensions for SWDs, despite prior court recommendations following 

lawsuits on this subject.  

Reed et al. (2020) described exclusionary discipline of SWDs and other 

marginalized groups as “an equity and social justice issue” (p. 172). In the governmental 

policy changes on the accountability for suspension and expulsion data to address the 

discipline process, Reed et al. said minimal training involves school administrators 

‘moving from a fixed mindset to a growth mindset about student centered behavior 

deficits, which impacts school administrators understanding of school discipline policies 

and legal mandates. PD is a vehicle to improve equity in educational discipline reform. 

IDEA legislation has been amended several times to effectively support and level 

the educational landscape for SWDs. Receipt of educational benefits through FAPE and 

legal protections of SWDs has been a continual struggle for school districts across the 

country (Wagner & Katsiyannis, 2010). The U.S. Government Accountability Office 

(GAO, 2018) said SWDs represented 11.7% of the K-12 student population for the 2013-

2014 school year yet make up approximately 25% of students suspended from school (p. 

23). Out-of-school suspension for SWDs is 12%, and SWODs are 4.8%. 

Lacoe and Steinberg (2019), using instrumental variable strategies, said 

suspensions affect math and reaching achievement when students miss academic 

instruction, thereby decreasing grades and performance on cognitive and standardized 

tests for reading and math. A minimum of 2 days of suspension has adverse academic 
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effects with more significant declines in math and reading as more days of suspension are 

imposed. The more time outside of the classroom, the more critical information a student 

misses. 

Richard and Hardin (2018) said SWDs were suspended more than their 

nondisabled peers, and males were suspended more than females. Recommendations for 

staff to receive training on alternate methods of discipline to reduce suspension are 

needed.  Districts using suspension discipline data provide targeted interventions and 

training of administrators to reduce the dispersion of suspension discipline gap between 

SWDs and SWODs. Brobbey (2018) said representation of SWDs with learning 

disabilities in the discipline process is not traditionally reviewed when discussing 

disability and discipline because the focus is typically on students with emotional 

behavioral challenges. School administrators need reminding that all SWDs need to be in 

school for additional academic support and strategies that are necessary for classroom 

success. When these supports are removed because of suspension, their academic 

problems are exacerbated. 

Laws Governing Discipline of SWDs 

 Equal rights in education for SWDs were secured following the civil rights 

movement during which individuals with disabilities argued were part of the civil rights 

agenda (Aron & Loprest, 2012). In 1975, in response to correcting adverse experiences of 

SWDs and enforcing the 14th Amendment equal rights protection clause, Congress 

congressionally mandated the Education for All Handicapped Children Act (EAHCA). 

The name became Public Law (PL) 94-142 and was signed into effect by President Ford 
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in November 1975. The law was renamed in 1990 with a people-first focus as the IDEA. 

Modern phraseology under IDEA included using the term disability to replace handicap 

and SWDs instead of disabled students (Snow, 2013). The IDEA was reauthorized in 

2004 and signed into law by President Bush as the Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Improvement Act (IDEIA). The IDEA is considered for policies, laws, and 

practices governing education of SWDs. With the guarantee of due process rights, IEPs, 

FAPE, and LREs, the IDEA ensures equal access to meaningful educational opportunities 

for SWDs. 

According to the IDEA, students are entitled to be educated in LREs with their 

nondisabled peers. However, laws did not explicitly address discipline of SWDs (IDEA, 

1997; Osborne, 1988; Skiba & Losen, 2015). USC. Sec.1415 of the IDEA delineates 

administrator regulations supporting the discipline of SWDs to prevent subjective 

decision-making. 

IDEA (1997) [20 U.S.C. §1418 (c)] amendments also introduced mandates by 

Congress for the collection and monitoring of overrepresentation data by states to ensure 

special education procedural compliance (Albrecht et al., 2012; U.S. Department of 

Education, 2014; U.S. Department of Education, 2017). 2004 IDEA reauthorization [20 

USC. §1412 (a) (22, 24)] strengthened Congress's monitoring of school discipline, the 

overrepresentation of minorities in special education, and the least restrictive 

environments. The monitoring tied federal funding eligibility to states as an incentive to 

identify districts with significant discipline discrepancies of SWDs, reporting annually 

[20 USC. §1412 (a) (22, 24)]; (Albrecht et al.,2012; U.S. Department of Education, 
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2014). The monitoring included the rate of suspensions expulsions in disciplinary 

practices among SWDs for significant discrepancies, including race and ethnicity, and 

covered under Indicator 4 of the twenty defined indicators [20 USC. §1412 (a) (22)]; 

(Albrecht et al., 2012; U.S. Department of Education, 2014; U.S. Department of 

Education, 2018). IDEA 1997 also introduced mandates by Congress to collect and 

monitor over-representation data by states (IDEA, 1997). 

The reauthorization of IDEA in 1997 brought clarity to districts on how to 

discipline SWDs in alignment with the due process rights afforded to them (Hartwig & 

Ruesch, 2000; IDEA, 1997; Walker & Brigham, 2017; Zurkowski et al., 1998). The 

reauthorization focused on positive behavioral supports to change behavior rather than 

the punitive acts of exclusionary discipline (Hannigan & Hannigan, 2019; Zurkowski et 

al., 1998). IDEA (1997) mandates that districts may discipline SWDs similarly to 

SWODs if the disciplinary infraction is not directly due to the student's disability. The 

SWD cannot be suspended if the district fails to implement the student's IEP. The offense 

results from the student's disability or the disciplinary measure will violate the student's 

due process rights under IDEA. 

In determining whether a behavior is a manifestation of a student's disability, 

administrators as part of the IEP team manifestation determination meeting should review 

the following items for supporting data: information provided by parents, initial and 

subsequent evaluations with diagnostics results, student observations, educational 

placement, individualized education plans, and previous discipline infractions and actions 

(Arnberger & Shoop, 2006; Walker & Brigham, 2017). A systematic review is 
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complicated and must be guided by IDEA laws and those knowledgeable of the laws 

(Leone, 1985; Raj, 2018). An IEP review is critical; the school must be able to document 

that the student's IEP has been implemented with fidelity to eliminate the concern that 

there may be an underlying connection between the failure of the implementation of the 

student's IEP and the student's behavior (Arnberger & Shoop, 2006; Walker & Brigham, 

2017). 

Administrators may suspend SWDs for up to 10 days for violation of the district's 

code of conduct in the same manner the sanctions placed on SWODs (IDEA, 1997; 

IDEA, 2004). When SWDs exceed the 10th day of suspension in the same school year, 

the 11th day of suspension and forward represent a placement change. In this area, IDEA 

is clear; a pattern of disciplinary removals constitutes a change of placement, which is a 

direct violation of the district's need to provide FAPE to ensure the students' educational 

needs are met (IDEA, 1997; IDEA, 2004). Districts may provide FAPE through 

programming offered beginning the 11th day of removal, in conjunction with the 

documented IEP to support academic and behavioral support. 

A manifestation determination is required by IDEA to be held following the 10th 

day of removal from the educational environment. This is required to determine if an 

SWDs suspension constitutes a pattern of suspensions or the appearance of a change of 

placement (IDEA, 2004). The LEA must review the removals' length, total time, and 

proximity factors in determining if a pattern is leading to a change in educational 

placement. The manifestation determination considers whether the violation relates to the 

student's disability or the district's failure to implement the student's IEP. Suppose the 
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IEP team, which consists of the parent, agrees that the district's code of conduct violation 

is a manifestation of the student's disability. In that case, the student must be returned to 

their original placement unless the parent agrees that a new placement is warranted. 

When the IEP team determines the violation is a manifestation of the student's disability, 

if warranted, a functional behavior assessment (FBA), behavior improvement plan (BIP), 

behavior goals, strategies, and supports are developed (IDEA, 2004). 

When the IEP team determines that the violation of the code of conduct is not a 

manifestation of the student's disability, the district may implement disciplinary actions 

consistent with non-disabled students, including expulsion (IDEA, 2004). Regardless of 

the IEP decision on the manifestation determination, the school district must continue to 

ensure a continuation of services for compliance with FAPE, whether in traditional or 

alternative educational settings (IDEA, 2004). Parents may request a due process hearing 

when not in agreement with the IEP team's decisions. The due process hearing must 

occur within 20 days of the date; the hearing request is processed (IDEA, 2004; U.S. 

Department of Education, 2014; U.S. Department of Education, 2017). 

Guns-Free Schools Act and Zero Tolerance  

Researchers have expressed opinions that the rise in suspensions of SWDs 

directly correlates to President Clinton's Guns-Free Schools Act (GFSA), signed into law 

in 1994, thereby amending Improving America’s School Act of 1965 by Congress 

(Cheng, 2017; Guns Free School Act, 1994; Skiba & Losen, 2015). Under this law, 

school districts receiving federal funds were mandated to develop and implement policies 

that stated that students bringing firearms to school receive expulsion from the school 
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district for one year with referral to juvenile justice (Guns Free School Act, 1994). Since 

GFSA is not a zero-tolerance law, with the elimination of federal funds for GFSA in 

1995, school districts began the implementation of zero-tolerance policies for policies 

enacted in response to the Guns-Free Schools Act (Cheng, 2017; Findlay, 2010).  

Zero-tolerance guidelines were developed in response to students bringing 

dangerous weapons or drugs onto school grounds, which allowed school districts to 

suspend or expel students for these infractions (Alnaim, 2018; Anderson & Ritter, 2017). 

Zero-tolerance policies were broadened to include less egregious school infractions (e.g., 

fighting, truancy, disrespect, alcohol) as a cause for suspension or expulsion. Zero-

tolerance policies have shifted administrators' mindset to a punitive and reactive model 

for minor infractions (Alnaim, 2018; Evenson et al., 2009). Under the zero-tolerance 

philosophy, students may be removed from the educational environment for violating the 

school code of conduct, ranging from truancy to violent offenses (Anderson & Ritter, 

2017; Cheng, 2017). Zero-tolerance policies, intended to be a deterrent to negative 

behaviors through the use of suspension and expulsion, were found by Curran (2016) to 

have not contributed to a reduction in violations of the school’s code of conduct.  

The Guns-Free Schools Act (1994), in coordination with IDEA, does not strip 

SWDs of their procedural protections and rights under IDEA, nor does it exempt SWDs 

from discipline involving weapons offenses, drugs, and serious bodily injury in alignment 

with their non-disabled peers (Lashley & Tate, 2009). Administrators continually try to 

implement a process that is individually driven by IDEA within a zero-tolerance 

framework (Alnaim, 2018). The Guns-Free Schools Act (1994), in coordination with 
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IDEA, does not strip SWDs of their procedural protections and rights under IDEA, nor 

does it exempt SWDs from discipline involving weapons offenses, drugs, and serious 

bodily injury alignment with their non-disabled peers (Cruz & Rodl, 2018; Lashley & 

Tate, 2009). Administrators continually try to implement a process that is individually 

driven by IDEA within a zero-tolerance framework. 

Historically, SWDs received higher exclusion rates from their non-disabled peers, 

particularly around disciplinary exclusion (Camancho & Krezmien, 2020; U.S. 

Department of Education, 2016; Miller & Meyers, 2015). Punitive measures, such as 

suspensions, prevent students' access to required special education services to support 

academic success (National Council on Disability, 2015). A policy brief written by 

Epstein (2014) proffered the need to reduce discipline disparities and the criminalization 

of youth through zero-tolerance policy reformation. Reformation considerations when 

disseminating discipline to SWDs include, but are not limited to, determining whether the 

incident is exasperated by the student's disability or preventive services wrapped around 

the offending student (Epstein, 2014). Whitford et al. (2016) provided a comprehensive 

overview of the disciplinary discipline and associated overuse of suspension, impact, 

theoretical underpinnings, and consequences to students. The findings of this research 

supported that narrowing the overuse of suspension in the discipline of SWDs begins 

with revamping administrative practices (Whitford et al., 2016). Arnberger and Shoop 

(2006) said: 

 the process of determining whether the behavior of a student is a manifestation of 

his or her disability is not only complex but also subject to evolving 
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interpretations. To reach legally correct decisions and avoid unnecessary conflict 

during the discipline phase of school leadership, savvy school leader must keep 

their professional knowledge of special education law current. Competent school 

leaders must stay current with evolving education law, primarily related to the 

challenging task of protecting all students' rights while also providing appropriate 

discipline to SWDs. (p. 21)  

Walker and Brigham (2017) using a quantitative and qualitative approach, sought to 

understand the perceptions of both general education and special education teacher on the 

manifestation determination process. They noted that although the manifestation 

determination process allows teams to review and discuss information related to the 

student and behavior, the process resulted in different outcomes between special 

educators and general educators. Walker and Bringham (2017) found that general 

educators have a lack of understanding of disabilities causing confusion and conflict on 

deciphering the guidelines for discipling SWDs. Lewis (2017) said IDEAs intent 

regarding manifestation determinations was lost regardless of procedural requirements 

followed. The author determined that the decision-making process is subjective and 

arbitrary. The findings suggest that the standard for manifestation determinations be 

modified to ensure fidelity and guidance beyond procedural aspects, with a change in 

phrasing to justify the decision-maker's decisions. 

Raj (2018) provided historical background on the history of IDEA and the 

discipline of SWDs. An area of particular focus for the author is the concept of misplaced 

burden of proof, looking closely at the statutory text that explains the manifestation of 
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disability guidance. Raj (2018) expressed that the burden of proof that the behavior is a 

manifestation of determination lies on the student's shoulders. Since disabilities are not 

fixed or well defined, this creates unintentional consequences for the student.  Disability 

and behaviors are individual to students and situations and cannot be compartmentalized 

(IDEA, 2004; U.S. Department of Education, 2014). 

Raj (2018) said the way the statute is currently written around manifestation 

determination, schools continue to, without clear understanding, discipline students for 

behaviors rooted in their disability. Contested discipline decisions lead to an abundance 

of appeals by families of SWDs for reversing the school's decision. Determining a 

manifestation determination is inherently tricky, with regulations silent on the burden of 

proof. Without regulations defining the burden of evidence, the responsibility falls to the 

student. This is important as we work to educate administrators on the manifestation 

determination process (IDEA, 2004; U.S. Department of Education, 2017). 

Discipline 

 School administrators’ use of zero-tolerance policies resulted in an adverse effect 

on SWDs (Losen et al., 2014; Pyne, 2019; Smith, 2015; Williams et al., 2015). These 

adverse effects included missed academic educational services and diminished interest in 

academic success. Gradual disengagement from school and learning opportunities, weak 

social interactions, increased dropout rates, and juvenile justice encounters were also 

noted as adverse effects (Allman & Slate, 2012; Gregory et al., 2010; Maag, 2012; 

National Council on Disability, 2015; Skiba & Losen, 2015).  

Zablocki and Krezmien (2012) conducted a national longitudinal and transitional 
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study to determine the correlation between school suspension and the dropout rates of 

SWDs. With a participant group size of 5,018, their results showed that the odds of 

SWDs dropping out increased at three times the rate of SWODs (Zablocki & Krezmien, 

2012). The relationship between student achievement and student discipline was 

reviewed through a study conducted by Kaitlin et al. (2019). There is a correlation 

between exclusionary consequences such as suspension and grade retention, which 

produce worse academic outcomes for students. The study further identified that 

administrators' bias in selecting the discipline type and approaches in response to a 

behavior infraction affects academic outcomes. 

Possible Predictors of Student Suspensions 

Sullivan et al. (2013) explored suspension predictors and patterns of SWDs in a 

study of 39 schools within a Midwestern district. Williams et al. (2013) analyzed the 

literature, through the lens of intergroup threat theory, in response to the disproportionate 

exclusionary discipline of SWDs. Their analysis revealed that administrators held 

perceived threats from SWDs. These threats created a higher likelihood that 

administrators would use exclusionary discipline or suspensions when administering 

discipline following the infringement of local educational agency (LEA) policies by 

SWDs. To alleviate this threat, principals expanded their knowledge to understand 

IDEA's complexities (IDEA) that guide discipline (Decker & Pazey, 2017; IDEA, 2004; 

Williams et al., 2013). 

Skiba et al. (2014) conducted a multilevel analysis of students' discipline records 

and school-level data on principals' attitudes. They noted that although student behavior 
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is a predictor of suspension, the more reliable predictor might be administrators' attitudes 

and perspectives regarding discipline. Skiba and Edl (2004) surveyed 325 principals 

across Indiana using the Disciplinary Practices Survey to understand the principal's 

attitudes toward school discipline. Data gleaned from the study suggests that school 

suspension is a choice made by administrators based on their knowledge of and beliefs 

concerning the disciplinary process. Administrators deliver discipline according to their 

level of knowledge and personal interpretations. 

Schaaf et al. (2015) conducted a study in which 174 administrators in a 

Midwestern state were surveyed on their readiness to support special education aspects. 

The researchers documented administrators' readiness to address behavior issues of 

SWDs. Only 5% of the administrators indicated being well-prepared following 

preparation programs, and 32.8% noted they were adequately prepared. More than half of 

the administrators stated a need for additional training on special education laws in -the 

form of PD. The studies above support that limited PD of administrators in special 

education areas has a negative impact on SWDs (Ball & Green, 2014; Lynch, 2012; Reed 

et al., 2020). 

Cruz and Rodl (2018) conducted a study to examine the prediction of out-of-

school suspension using school context and student characteristics to determine discipline 

disparities. To accomplish this archival data spanning six years, 56,000 students and 41 

schools provided the study data for suspension risk. One of the school-level contexts 

reviewed in the study included a critical role of principals’ perceptions of disparities and 

a school-level predictor of disability. The study shows that SWDs had a significantly 
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higher suspension rate for student-level results. 

Knowledge of Special Education Law 

When working to support SWDs, procedural safeguards surrounding discipline, 

administrators must be knowledgeable about varying disabilities and their impact on 

behavior to properly document, provide feedback, and assist in developing behavior 

management strategies. Navigating IDEA requires a frontline defense approach to ensure 

administrators' training needs are identified and advocated proactively (Culver, 2013; 

Raj, 2018). The National Council on Disability (2015) believes that schools' focus on 

reducing discipline overrepresentation should be to provide appropriate academic and 

behavioral supports, guaranteed under IDEA through FAFE. 

Administrators are primarily responsible for adhering to discipline policies and 

determining disciplinary punishment (e.g., in and out of school suspensions, alternative 

school placements) to maintain safe and instructional learning environments. To ensure 

the procedural safeguards and due process rights adhered to following the discipline, 

principals are required to understand the complexities of the IDEA that guides discipline 

(IDEA, 2004; Samuels, 2018). When considering disciplinary actions, administrators 

must understand the relationship between behavior and the student's disability.  

Administrators' knowledge and understanding of the special education laws 

provide a guideline on how disability may manifest in relation to behavior (Ball & Green, 

2014; Decker & Pazey, 2017; Pazey & Cole, 2013). Under the amendments to IDEA 

2004 and 2006, administrators must know and understand their duties under the special 

education law (DeMatthews et al., 2019). Administrators' roles and responsibilities in 
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ensuring the required federal mandates under IDEA have significant ramifications when 

not followed (Decker & Pazey, 2017; Pazey & Cole, 2013). Administrators need to 

understand the legal compliance mandates to support special education, resulting in 

negative consequences for districts that do not have knowledgeable administrators. An 

IDEA reauthorization by Congress in 1997 included the 10-day rule limiting the out-of-

school placement of SWDs (IDEA  1997). This change resulted from organizers 

representing administrators who urged discipline to be the same for SWDs and SWODs 

(GAO, 2001; National Council on Disability, 2015). The compromise was that SWDs are 

disciplined the same as SWODs for up to 10 days per school calendar. On the 11th day, 

districts must provide services to ensure SWDs continue to receive FAPE (20 USC. § 

1415(k)(1)(B)(i). The IEP team must meet within ten school days to determine if the 

behavior is a manifestation of the student's disability, conduct a functional behavior 

assessment (FBA) and develop a behavior intervention plan (BIP) (20 USC § 

1415(k)(1)(E)(F)). National Council on Disability (2015) "believes that administrative 

guidance would be the most effective method to improve IDEA implementation" (p. 15). 

DeMatthews et al. (2019) conducted a qualitative study with six principals to gain 

information about their exceptional education attainment through university leadership 

programs. The research results show that the principals were provided very little 

instruction and guidance surrounding special education, with one to three courses focused 

on special education law in their programs. While the principals did not gain much 

knowledge from university coursework, they expressed that special education law is an 

integral part of their job.  
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Browning (2019) conducted a study to understand how administrators make 

decisions when disciplining SWDs. The findings report that administrators did not have 

prior training in special education and therefore lacked the background knowledge to 

make informed decisions. Other study findings indicate that administrators reference 

previous experiences, allow others to help shape their actions, are provided minimal 

training, and rely on research from their initiatives. The study supports districts' need to 

fill the education gaps of administrators related to special education through ongoing PD. 

These qualitative study results align with prior research results (Angelle & Bilton, 2009; 

Ball & Green, 2014; Pazey & Cole, 2013; Roberts & Guerra, 2017; Sun & Xin, 2019). 

Administrator Training 

Local school districts set standards for how discipline and safety are handled in 

their schools. At times, one might question whether there seems to be a double standard 

in enforcing discipline about SWOD and SWDs. Outside of the regulations for student 

discipline for all students in a school district, there are rules for disciplining SWDs 

(GAO, 2001; GAO, 2018). Numerous authors discuss the need for educators to be literate 

in the laws governing special education to address the inequities surrounding the 

discipline of SWDs and prevent legal challenges to their actions (Decker & Brady, 2016; 

Garrison-Wade, 2005; Pregot, 2021; Roberts & Guerra Jr., 2017; Samuels, 2018). When 

school administrators are illiterate in the laws governing the discipline of SWDs, they 

unknowingly violate the rights afforded to this population of students. Literacy in special 

education laws changes school administrators' trajectory from the negative concept of 

punishment to a problem-solving mindset stemming from making informed decisions 
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(Decker & Brady, 2016).  

Decker and Pazey (2017) conducted a study focused on educators' lack of training 

in the requirements related to disciplining SWDs and the implementation of those laws 

when suspending or recommending expulsion for behavior infractions. Christensen et al. 

(2013) studied 64 principals' beliefs about preparation programs that trained educational 

leaders regarding special education support issues. The investigation revealed that 87.1% 

of principals prioritized understanding legal guidelines for disciplining SWDs, 

emphasizing the need for better training in special education matters. A review of the 

literature documents a lack of course content focused on special education in preparation 

programs leading to a lack of knowledge for administrators (Angelle & Bilton, 2009; 

Bateman et al., 2017; Billingsley et al., 2014; DeMatthews et al., 2019; DiPaola & 

Walther-Thomas, 2003; Pazey & Cole, 2013; Sun & Xin, 2019). Principal preparation 

programs offer a small glimpse into special education. The recommendation for 

increasing school administrator's legal literacy in special education laws are the 

implementation of PD for administrators, the expansion of research related to special 

education laws, and more thorough integration of special education laws in administrator 

preparation programs (Billingsley et al., 2014; Decker & Brady, 2016; Roberts & Guerra 

Jr., 2017). 

Sun and Xin (2019) investigated 134 principals' opinions on preparedness to 

provide services and support to SWDs and obtain their knowledge. The study results 

documented that 23.8% of administrators have special education academic knowledge 

gained through leadership programs. The study found that administrators did not have 
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adequate knowledge despite being required to implement special education programs. 

Their knowledge of special education is obtained through on-the-job experience 

(Samuels, 2018; Sun & Xin, 2019).  Looking from the lens of perceived threats from 

SWDs, Williams et al. (2013) and Roberts et al. (2017) conducted a study with 155 

survey responses from administrators to determine if perceived threats impacted 

administrators’ decisions when disciplining SWDs. The study is significant because of 

historical bias towards SWDs. The authors looked at intergroup threats to determine if 

administrators could not psychologically identify with the SWDs group and the 

behavioral challenges manifested by their disability. With administrators and SWDs 

being identified as two separate groups, the authors used “structured equation modeling 

to investigate the relationship between the latent variables of the perceived threat and 

administrators’ disciplinary decisions related to SWDs” (p. 238). The study results 

indicated a correlation between threat perception from SWDs by an administrator and the 

disciplinary decisions made from that threat level. 

Positive Behavioral Supports 

 Preventive strategies are needed to minimize behavior and increase academic 

achievement. When informed, principals seek to integrate positive behavioral supports 

within the school as a proactive measure to address behavioral challenges. When 

practical, behavior management establishes a critical process necessary for student and 

administrative success (Allday et al., 2021; Fetter-Harrott et al., 2009; Hannigan & 

Hannigan, 2019). For SWDs, more individualized preventive strategies to support 

positive behavior need to be established. The root cause of the behavior and its purpose 
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must be understood before a replacement behavior can be taught. McIntosh et al. (2018) 

conducted a study to use discipline data to address equity and identify specific challenges 

to assist administrators in decision-making concerning discipline. The authors used a data 

guide process to calculate disproportionality metrics, determine the vulnerable decision 

points, plan the implementation, and use the data to support data-driven decisions to 

reduce exclusionary discipline practices for SWDs. This process study documented a 

reduction in discipline referrals (McIntosh et al., 2018). 

 A study on implementing the PBIS framework and exclusionary discipline for 

SWDs was conducted by Simonsen et al. (2021). The finding indicates that when PBIS is 

used with fidelity, there is less likelihood that SWDs will experience suspensions. The 

goal is to create a safe, orderly school climate where students are appropriately taught 

how to respond to negative challenges (Allday et al., 2021; Nese et al., 2021; Skiba & 

Losen, 2015; Simonsen et al., 2021). A collaborative group of individuals comprised of 

analysts, researchers, educators, and advocates participated in a national initiative 

focusing on the overuse of suspension in school discipline. At the end of their research, 

the group released a series of papers focusing on evidence-based interventions. Socio-

emotional approaches (manage emotions), relationship building (student-teacher), and 

interventions (unique to the student) are under the positive behavioral supports umbrella 

(Skiba & Losen, 2015).  

The changes do not begin with students but rather with the administrators. Green 

et al. (2018) shared results from a study that provided additional support for 

administrators to increase equitable discipline processes. These processes include 
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establishing equity teams, reevaluating current policies, establishing evidence-based 

supports, and reviewing disaggregated data continuously to mitigate discipline 

disparities. Nese et al. (2021) addressed the use of preventative and instructional supports 

to reduce the number of behaviors and level of exclusionary discipline of 

underrepresented students. The article supports the use of alternatives to exclusionary 

discipline through building relationships and logical responses to student behavior. The 

authors suggest incorporating instructional support in the classroom and tiered support 

for students in need. We are reminded that exclusionary practices are deeply embedded in 

education and shifting mindsets will take time. This philosophical shift will set our 

students up for academic and social-emotional success. 

Implications 

 Reduced disparities in suspension rates would positively impact both the 

academic and life outcomes of historically disadvantaged SWDs, providing them with a 

legacy of hope rather than despair. The findings resulting from this study may help close 

the disproportionate gap in administrators' practice, resulting in a more equitable 

distribution of disciplinary practices. A project (see Appendix A) in the form of PD was 

created based on the study results. This information may guide districts in identifying 

areas for more specific training needs to support administrators regarding IDEA 

regulations and the use of exclusionary discipline.  

Implications include a project consisting of hands-on PD workshops in 

determining how a student's behavior may manifest his disability and proactive measures 

to reduce behavioral incidents. Administrators will learn how to implement appropriate 
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interventions to manage students' behavior with disabilities on a case-by-case basis by 

identifying the root cause. SWDs would benefit from increased time in the educational 

setting receiving services, increased opportunities for positive social interactions, 

increased graduation rates, and fewer juvenile justice encounters. Expanding the 

administrator's knowledge of IDEA and disciplinary policies related to SWDs may 

change administrators' behavior in determining suspensions or provide legal justification 

for suspending. Without understanding SWDs' protected rights under IDEA, 

administrators grapple with a misunderstanding that creates assumptions that generate 

disagreement surrounding SWDs (Decker & Pazey, 2017; Lashley & Tate, 2009). The 

goal is to reduce the disciplinary gap and provide data that brings a suspension of SWDs 

in alignment with their non-disabled peers by the administrator's understanding of IDEA 

related to disability and discipline. 

Summary 

I aimed to understand high school administrators’ perceptions of their knowledge 

of the IDEA related to disciplining SWDs to gain insight into decisions to suspend. 

Research helped determine if high school administrators need to expand their 

professional acuity and knowledge related to special education discipline. Furthermore, 

school district personnel may identify areas for more specific training needs to support 

high school administrators. Section 2 includes the methodology I used for my study. The 

chapter includes the rationale for this choice of methodology, potential participants, 

instruments, data collection, data analysis methods and results.  
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Section 2: The Methodology 

Qualitative Research Design and Approach 

This basic qualitative study was conducted to gain an understanding of how high 

school administrators’ perceptions of their knowledge of the IDEA as it relates to 

disciplining SWDs affect their decisions to suspend. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) said 

individuals construct reality in response to their environment, sharing how they interpret 

experiences and construct knowledge and meanings attributed to those experiences in 

qualitative studies. The meaning of the phenomenon is established from participants and 

developed via patterns and relationships to generate meaning (Creswell, 2014). 

Qualitative research is investigative and involves using interviews to provide in-depth 

information about intricate issues. The interview process was selected to gain insights 

from high school administrators in the local Midwestern urban school district on their 

requisite knowledge and understanding of the IDEA and discipline of SWDs.   

Qualitative Research Design 

A qualitative research design was chosen to describe and analyze high school 

administrators’ perceptions in the local Midwestern urban school district. Individual 

interviews were used with a group of eight administrators from various high schools 

within the local Midwestern urban school district to ensure data saturation. Qualitative 

studies are typically done by collecting data through interviews, observations, and 

analysis of documents and artifacts (Creswell, 2014; Merriam, 2009; Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016).  

When interviewing, researchers can ask probing questions that elicit additional 
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information to ensure sufficient data are collected to answer the RQs. This qualitative 

study involved documenting high school administrators within a local Midwestern urban 

school district experiences concerning discipline of SWDs. This qualitative study is 

designed with the purpose to describe experiences and perceptions of selected high 

school administrators in a Midwestern urban school district have involving discipline of 

SWDs. Research was conducted to address overuse of suspensions given to SWDs and 

determine if high school administrators’ lack of knowledge related to disciplining SWDs 

impacts overuse. SWDs in the district are suspended from school at higher rates than 

SWODs. The overall statewide suspension rates for all SWDs for the 2017-2018 school 

year was 23.8% compared to the local Midwestern urban school districtwide suspension 

rate for SWDs at 67.4%.  For the 2017-2018 school year suspension rates for high school 

SWDs was 27% statewide and 83.6% for the local Midwestern urban school district. I 

sought to answer three RQs: 

RQ1: How do administrators describe how their training and knowledge of 

special education laws related to discipline affects their decisions to suspend? 

RQ2: How do administrators describe their decision-making process in terms of 

suspension of SWDs? 

RQ3: What additional district training or supports do administrators identify as 

needed to support a decrease in suspension rates of SWDs? 

The purpose of the study was to gain an understanding of administrators’ 

perceptions of their knowledge of the IDEA and disciplining SWDs to gain insights 

regarding decisions to suspend. Grounded theory, phenomenological, narrative, and 
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ethnographic designs were considered and rejected for this study. These designs require 

procedures for collection of data over sustained periods of time and may involve more 

than one group for constant comparison as well as multiple data collection stages and 

cultural group participation in natural settings, stories, and lived experiences (Creswell, 

2009; Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). I did not aim to collect 

multiple forms of data from different sources over an extended period. A basic qualitative 

approach was selected to understand high school administrators within a local 

Midwestern urban school district perceptions of their knowledge and practices, for which 

the basic qualitative design and interviewing administrators were the best options. The 

basic qualitative design and interview format allowed from probing questions to be asked 

that elicit additional information. Personal interviews allowed the high school 

administrators to tell their stories or point of view in their own words from their personal 

experiences. Therefore, the basic qualitative design was used to garner information 

necessary to address the study’s purpose. 

Justification of Research Design 

I sought to address high school administrators’ views in the Midwestern urban 

school district and perspectives concerning their knowledge of discipline of SWDs. The 

quantitative methodology was not appropriate for this study since I was not seeking to 

collect or examine the relationship between variables using numerical data. The 

quantitative design is evaluative and involves considering relationships between variables 

and would not allow for individual voices of high school administrators to be heard. This 

methodology involves hypotheses and statistical analysis. Mixed methods research 
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involves combining qualitative and quantitative methods. This methodology is complex, 

time-intensive, and costly. 

Interview results include how high school administrators perceive their 

knowledge of special education law and discipline procedures. The district is seeking 

ways to reduce suspension rates of students by race, gender, and disability. All 

information used in the analysis derived from interview data may help the district 

develop authentic PD that is targeted to administrators’ needs related to the discipline of 

SWDs. 

Participants 

 Multiple high schools within a local urban district within a Midwestern state is 

the research site for this study.  The district has approximately 76,000 students, with 

about 20% or 15,200 identified as SWDs. There are approximately 160 schools with a 

targeted administrator population of roughly 250; approximately 70 assistant principals 

and deans of students are assigned to high schools. Participants were comprised of eight 

administrators of various local high schools within the Midwestern urban school.  

Criteria for Selecting Participants 

All participants were high school administrators in the district who were 

responsible for administering disciplinary actions following disciplinary referrals. High 

school administrators who hold non-discipline roles were excluded from the study. In the 

local district located in this midwestern state, assistant principals have a minimum of a 

master’s degree with an administrative leadership license. Participants were purposefully 

identified and recruited to be representative of the high school administrators in the local 
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Midwestern urban school district. Participants were responsible for implementing 

disciplinary policies. Due to the nature of the qualitative design, participants were 

purposefully selected. Collecting information for data analysis from various 

administrators may provide the district with knowledge to understand training needs for 

addressing the discipline overrepresentation phenomenon involving SWDs. 

Four participants had regular education backgrounds and four had special 

education backgrounds (two special education teachers, one special education 

administrator, and one psychologist). Average length of time teaching among participants 

was 24.25 years as educators and 10 years as administrators. The four administrators with 

special education backgrounds had an average of 5 years in their roles as administrators. 

Volunteer participants were school administrators and did not represent a protected or 

vulnerable population. Identities of participants remained confidential. Participants were 

provided invitations to participate in the study, with a consent form link embedded in the 

email.  

Justification of Number of Participants 

 Merriam and Tisdell (2016) recommended using purposeful sampling to select a 

sample size that provides credibility to the topic of study. Although there is no set rule in 

a qualitative study for sampling size, there must be an adequate number to answer the 

research question (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  A total of 51 

high school administrators in the local Midwestern urban school district met the selection 

criteria for participating in the study and were provided an invitation to participate. Eight 

high school administrators who met the criteria volunteered to participate. Data were 
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collected, through deep inquiry, from the eight interviews with assistant principals to 

reach data saturation and answer the research questions. Once I began to document 

similar responses repeatedly from the eight participants, I became confident that 

saturation was indicated during the data collection process. 

Procedures for Gaining Access to Participants 

Obtaining permission to gain access from the local Midwestern urban district for 

this study was not required since the district would not be providing any support role. The 

participants were accessible without permission or help from the organization. A 

requirement of the Walden University Instructional Review board (IRB) is the 

submission of the proposal for approval prior to data collection. Upon approval by IRB 

(IRB# 04-07-21-0534329) to conduct my proposed study, I gathered publicly available 

emails for high school assistant principals and deans.  

Researcher-Participant Relationship 

The protections of participants in a research study are essential (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018). To ensure I, the researcher had a clear understanding and readiness to 

protect the participants in the research study, Walden University’s Institutional Review 

Board (IRB) required academic course instruction on the subject. The Basic Course from 

the Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) program for human subjects’ 

protection was completed in January 2021. This course provided me with valuable 

knowledge and information on interacting with the participant by reviewing risks, 

history, ethical principles, and unanticipated problems. The need and requirements for 

informed consent, respecting participants' privacy and confidentiality were also provided 
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through the course content. 

Protection of Participants 

Ethical discretion is an essential aspect of qualitative research in protecting 

participants from harm. Confidentiality to protect the participants was provided through 

the form of aliases. For example, Administrator 1 was referred to as A1. The research via 

interviews was conducted from my home office, which was locked to ensure privacy, 

unintended observation, and being overheard by others. I requested that participants 

interview away from others to ensure confidentiality. Precautions were in place to 

respond to an unintended breach of confidential information through the intrusion of 

privacy of others who are not involved in the study (e.g., participant’s family). There was 

no unintended breach during the project study.  

I assured the participants that I was the only one with access to the interview files. 

The transcribed interview is stored in a locked file cabinet in my home office. The 

electronic files are stored on my home-based personal computer, password-protected, and 

backed up on a password-protected cloud drive. Both transcribed and electric files will be 

maintained in a locked cabinet and password-protected cloud drive and deleted at five 

years. After five years, the transcribed interviews will be shredded via a shredding 

machine, and electronic files will be deleted from the password-protected computer and 

password-protected cloud drive. 

To help the participants in the research study feel comfortable with participating, 

a letter was sent via email to each participant, including a brief description of the study, 

an explanation of procedures for participation, risks and benefits, and the assurance of 
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confidentiality. The latter portion of the consent form provided the participant with the 

voluntary nature and opportunity to withdraw consent with contact information for the 

researcher. I shared with each participant that I am the primary instrument for gathering 

data.  

Data Collection 

A basic qualitative study was conducted using an interview format. An interview 

format's benefit is that it can yield a large quantity of data from the conversation between 

the researcher and the participant (Marshall & Rossman, 2011). Personal interviews 

allow the participants to tell their stories or point of view in their own words. This study 

uses Bandura’s (1971) social learning theory that learning is a direct result of experience 

to develop research questions to examine how the administrator’s knowledge base may 

be developed for disciplining SWDs absent formal training.  

Data Collection Instrument 

Participants had the choice of conducting an in-person, phone, or teleconference 

interview. Before the start of the interview, participants were asked to provide permission 

to have the interview audiotaped. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, I provided 

participants the option of whether to use video within a synchronous virtual platform, 

such as Zoom. All participants selected the virtual option via Zoom.  The Zoom 

interviews were conducted during the evenings and weekends outside of the participant's 

scheduled work hours. Participants were provided an invitation to participate in the study, 

with a consent form link embedded in the invite. Once I received consent verification, I 

reached out to each participant to schedule a day and time for the interview. When a day 
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and time were agreed upon by both parties and confirmed, a Zoom link was sent to the 

participant. The data collection process took approximately eight weeks, with each 

interview lasting between 24 minutes 38 seconds to one hour 12 minutes. A total of eight 

assistant principals from the local district high schools volunteered to participate in the 

study. 

I set the stage for the interview to put the interviewees at ease by sharing essential 

information about the interview, the purpose of the study, and how the interview was 

structured. I developed an interview guide for data collection during the interview to 

ensure continuity across all interviews. Probes were incorporated to remind me to ask for 

clarification of responses, allow the interviewee to ask questions, and close the interview 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The interview guide was developed to provide a list of 

questions to explore the participant's perceptions of their knowledge of IDEA related to 

disciplining SWDs and gain insight into decisions to suspend. RQ1 contained six open-

ended interview questions to elicit personal perspectives. RQ1 sought to understand how 

administrators' training and knowledge of special education laws related to discipline 

affect their decisions to suspend. The following are samples of questions asked of every 

single high school administrator participating in the study to address RQ1: 

• Think back to your university coursework.  Describe your university 

administrative coursework. What is your perception related to preparedness from 

this coursework to support special education programs? The discipline of SWDs?  

• How much training have you received around the discipline of SWDs? Where did 

you receive this training?  
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• Describe your depth of understanding concerning the laws related to the discipline 

of SWDs.  

• What, if any, does a student’s disability factor into consequences for behaviors? 

When do these factors become important? 

RQ2 contained seven open-ended interview questions. RQ2 sought to understand 

administrators' decision-making process when disciplining SWDs. The following are 

samples of questions asked of every single high school administrator participating in the 

study to address RQ2.  

• What is your philosophy about disciplining SWDs?  

• What guidance do you follow in disciplining SWDs? What information do you 

use to determine whether an SWDs will be suspended?  

• Explain the process used when considering the suspension of a student with a 

disability when their disability manifests itself in what would be regarded as 

unusual behavior.  

• Please explain if there are any barriers to disciplining SWDs. 

RQ3 contained four open-ended interview questions.  RQ3 sought to understand what 

district training or support administrators identify are needed to support a decrease in the 

suspension rates of SWDs. The following are samples of questions asked of every single 

high school administrator participating in the study to address RQ3:  

• What additional training, if any, would you like regarding the disciplining of 

SWDs? 
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• Whom do you rely on when you have questions about disciplining a student with 

disabilities, and why do you use this individual as a resource? 

Keeping Track of Data 

I recorded Zoom interviews to organize and keep track of the data. Note-taking 

was present during the process of the Zoom interview with each participant and added at 

the end of the transcribed interview produced by Microsoft Word. Using an Excel 

spreadsheet table helped me track the raw data's coding, cataloging, and organization. 

Each volunteer participant was given a code, such as A1 through A8, to ensure I was not 

referencing specific individuals as I reviewed the transcripts. All interview documents 

were password protected in electronic files, with physical files stored in a locked file 

cabinet. 

Gaining Access to Participants 

Obtaining permission to gain access from the local Midwestern urban school 

district for this study was not required since the district would not be providing any 

support role. The participants were accessible without permission or help from the local 

Midwestern urban school district. I gathered publicly available emails for the high school 

administrators from the district’s website. Before sending an email for participation in the 

study, I checked potential participants against the Department of Public Instruction 

licensing division to ensure they held an administrative license as specified criteria for 

participation in the study. Licensing verification yielded a target population of 51 high 

school assistant principals in the local Midwestern urban school district. An email was 

sent to all 51 high school assistant principals describing the study and requesting an email 
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response with ‘I consent’ if volunteering to participate. The emails yielded a total of 8 

high school assistant principals that consented and volunteered to participate in the study.   

Role of the Researcher 

 I was employed in the local Midwestern urban school district where this study 

was conducted for approximately 25 years as a special education teacher supporting 

students with orthopedic impairments, learning disabilities, and emotional and behavioral 

disabilities. I held the position of special education supervisor for the latter eight years of 

my employment. The special education supervisor works within the schools to ensure 

evaluation, IEP development, delivery of special education services, and due process in 

discipline are afforded to special education students within the school setting. I had a 

previous working relationship in my role as a special education teacher with two of the 

volunteer participants, A6 and A8 (one 10 years prior and one 12 years prior). We did not 

keep in touch over the years, and our prior relationship did not affect data collection or 

analysis. The interview protocol questions did not change for participants A6 and A8, and 

everyone was provided an opportunity to review and confirm their responses. 

 At administrative meetings, high school administrators in the local Midwestern 

urban school district have expressed concerns that they lack the requisite knowledge to 

make informed decisions when suspending SWDs and determining when the behavior is 

a manifestation of the student's disability. My special education administrative position 

piqued my curiosity regarding the discipline of SWDs and moved me to delve deeper into 

the topic which led to this study. To maintain objectivity and reduce bias, after removing 
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identifying information I had a peer, that is an educator but not under the umbrella of 

special education, review my findings for accuracy 

Data Analysis 

I began the data analysis by transcribing audio recordings into a written format to 

capture what was said in the interview in word-for-word format. To ensure that I captured 

what the participants expressed verbatim, I shared a copy of both the audio and 

transcription via email for accuracy verification to each volunteer participant. Once 

confirmation of the accuracy of the data was received from volunteer participants, data 

analysis began. Data from the interviews were analyzed to identify critical themes related 

to the research questions. Audiotapes were transcribed, critically read, and preliminarily 

coded. A set of codes grounded in and consistent across interviews were developed to 

organize and assign meaning to the data. Participants’ responses across themes supported 

identifying patterns and relationships among themes (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Open 

coding was used to organize and begin to find common topics in the data. Once all the 

data was coded, the codes were organized into larger categories from which the 

overarching themes emerged (Belotto, 2018; Williams & Moser, 2019).  

Creswell’s (2016) description of data analysis refers to notes taken during the 

interview to capture thoughts, gestures, and comments made and answer the interview 

questions. Reading these notes allowed the dissection of the text with a critical lens to 

establish relevant pieces. Codes were established when looking for patterns in words and 

phrases, participants' quotes, words that repeat, surprise, align with the theory, or were 

mentioned in the literature review. Once codes were established, the merging of several 
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of them together created categories or patterns. Information was further developed by 

labeling the categories or patterns and interpreted to create themes in order of importance 

or connectedness (Belotto, 2018; Creswell, 2016; Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016).  

When beginning to code, I read each interview and became familiar with the 

contents to get an idea of the data collected. I reviewed all participants’ comments and 

began to assign codes. I then sorted the codes for similarity, moving from codes to 

categories. Creswell and Creswell (2018) said, the open coding process is used to develop 

themes. A critical piece of data analysis for a qualitative study is the winnowing of data 

to sift out information that is not relative to the study and keep information that addresses 

the research question. For this research, the inductive coding method allowed me, the 

researcher, to start with a blank slate, reading and thinking about the data to form codes 

and develop categories to themes related to the research question. Deductive coding was 

not used as it requires developing a codebook from someone else’s theoretical framework 

to guide the coding process (Xu & Zammit, 2020).   

Using a concept map and table helped me organize raw data and aggregate codes 

into themes when coding by hand. The analysis included research participant quotes, 

carefully chosen and embedded, transparency, and an authentic voice to summarize data 

in the analysis. Using verbatim quotes gave the research participants an authentic voice 

through their actual words and lent credibility to the final narrative. Verbatim quotes 

were illustrative (explicit), succinct, and representative (reflecting strong patterns) in 

alignment with themes or categories that address the research questions (Lingard, 2019). 
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Once I determined the information was becoming redundant and that no 

additional coding or themes were yielded from the data, data saturation had been reached 

(Braun & Clarke, 2021; Guest et al., 2020). In the development and identification of 

themes, direct attention has been given to discrepant data to support the credibility and 

dependability of this study. As themes emerged, I included the eight high school 

administrators' perspectives in this study to ensure the accuracy and validity of the 

findings. There were not fully discrepant cases, but I did find that some of the 

participants expressed differences of opinion that do not refute the data, which I 

incorporated into the analysis and reported above.  

Data Analysis Results 

The problem I investigated was that high school SWDs in the local Midwestern 

urban school district have higher rates of suspension from school than their non-disabled 

peers. The study aimed to understand high school administrators in the local Midwestern 

urban school district perceptions of their knowledge of IDEA related to disciplining 

SWDs to gain insight into decisions to suspend. 

Generation of Data 

 Eight high school assistant principals from the local Midwestern urban school 

district volunteered to participate in the study and provided the sample. For interview 

transcript confidentiality, the name of each participant is not included in the interview 

transcripts but has been replaced with a number identifier. For example, I use A1 to refer 

to the first high school administrator interviewed through A8, the last high school 

administrator interviewed. The semi-structured interviews consisted of open-ended 
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questions with probes to ensure representation of a detailed description of responses. 

One-on-one interviews were conducted, and responses were recorded (with participants' 

permission) via the virtual platform; Zoom. Notes on my thoughts during the sessions 

were kept in a separate notebook.  

 Transcription of the interview was completed using speech-to-text software. I 

transcribed all interviews within one week of conducting the interview by converting the 

interview using the platform of speech-to-text software. I then listened carefully to each 

interview to clarify any speech-to-text errors and corrected the transcript to ensure the 

participants’ voices were accurately documented. A manual coding system was used. 

Saldana (2021) and Creswell and Creswell (2018) provided coding guidelines and 

techniques used in this study. The following approach was used (a) the printed interviews 

were organized in a readable format with spacing for notes, (b) thorough reading of the 

interview transcripts; (c) color, circling, highlighting were used to develop pre-code 

notes, (d) coding system that laid out interviews side by side on a spreadsheet to develop 

categories, (e) moved from categories to emerging themes (f) apply meaning to themes 

through narrative writing, and (g) findings interpretation (Saldaña, 2021).  

Coding 

For this study, when beginning to code, I read each interview and became familiar 

with the contents to get an idea of the data collected. I reviewed all participants’ 

comments to best a thematic analysis. I began by sorting the codes for similarity and 

moving from categories to themes. A critical piece of data analysis for a qualitative study 

is the winnowing of data to sift out information that is not relative to the study and keep 
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information that addresses the research question. Coding was ongoing and completed 

during and after the interviews. The inductive coding method was used to keep an open 

mind and spontaneously create original codes to make sense of themes (Saldaña, 2021). 

For this research, the inductive coding method allowed me, the researcher, to start with a 

blank slate, reading and thinking about the data to form codes and develop categories to 

themes related to the research question. Using an Excel spreadsheet helped me organize 

raw data and aggregate codes into categories and themes when coding by hand (see 

Appendix B). 

Thematic Analysis 

 Several themes that emerged from the analysis are presented. The following 

research questions of this study drove the qualitative investigation to understand high 

school administrators in the local Midwestern urban school district perceptions of their 

knowledge of IDEA related to disciplining a student with disabilities to gain insight into 

decisions to suspend. Audio tapes from participant responses were transcribed into a 

word document to support in the development of themes. Warm-up questions provided a 

window into the background of the eight high school administrators that participated in 

the interview process. For confidentiality, demographic information did not contain any 

information identifying the participants, school, or district.  

Results for RQ1 

Theme 1 

To address RQ1, administrators shared that they obtained knowledge about 

special education from experience, not their licensing programs. The responses from all 
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eight high school administrators were similar. All participants indicated they were not 

prepared from their administrative licensing coursework to support special education 

programs and the discipline of SWDs, having only one course in school law. A1 stated, "I 

don't know if I necessarily really got much out of it." A2, A6, and A8 expressed similar 

sentiments that there were not enough courses offered in administrative programs to 

prepare educators to deal with SWDs. A3 looked at administrative licensing preparation 

from the lens of a special education teacher. A3 stated, "if I had not been a special 

education teacher, I would be left with many questions related to public laws related to 

SWDs." A4 and A5, who hold Director of Special Education licenses, indicated that their 

administrative licensing programs did not prepare them. A4 summarized it, stating,  

To be honest with you, I can say quite sure that we didn't have anything 

specifically on special education. If that were the only educational background 

that I had, I would be left with a lot of unknown information. I would not have the 

appropriate background to be able to know the rights of my SWDs, to know the 

appropriate processes and procedures for SWDs and their protections.  

However, A8 felt prepared through an accelerated administrative program he participated 

in for a second licensing but not in his initial administrative licensing coursework. He 

shared that his accelerated administrative program coursework focused on different 

student laws, special education, and regular education. "It focused on being fair and the 

discipline piece. I felt prepared," shared A8. 

Theme 2  

Participants stated that they had received more training from the district regarding 
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suspension within the last six to seven years in response to a lawsuit or corrective action 

plan. A1, A6, and A7 describe the district training as held annually at the beginning of 

the school year. Training is on the subject of discipline in response to a corrective action 

plan. Several PD topics, shared A2, "are more general in dealing with behaviors." A2 also 

shared that the training is "reactionary" following a lawsuit instead of proactive. A3 

expands his professional understanding by attending district PD and conferences outside 

the district. A4 said:  

The district changed two to three years ago in response to a corrective action 

complaint from the Office of Civil Rights. These changes led to the 

operationalization of the code of conduct, so 'less subjectivity' can potentially lead 

to discriminatory practices. A4 continues noting that there is not a lot of training 

on IDEA. There is a lot of self-learning that must happen. 

 A5 noted that training on IDEA came from her position as a former special education 

administrator. A5 also shared information on the annual training, stating that it is 

"grassroots, just a baseline of what we need to follow." A7 was provided more district 

training as the special service administrator assigned to the building. In this role, he is 

provided more training on special education issues than the average administrator.  

Theme 3 

The following was shared in RQ3 when seeking to determine if the administrators 

understand the student's disability and relationship to behavior. A1 described having a 

pretty good knowledge but felt that teachers need to understand this topic better. A2 

believes that administrators "should not suspend if the behavior plan has been followed. 
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Equality looks different for one student versus the other, but they are both getting the 

same treatment.” A3 indicated that a student "cannot be suspended for more than ten days 

without a review/revise."  

A4 and A5, who hold Director of Special Education licenses, both indicate strong 

knowledge of understanding how a student's behavior may be a manifestation of their 

disability. A4 expressed, "there are certain protections in place for SWDs that make 

building-based administrators more mindful of the use of exclusionary discipline." A6 

shared those administrators need to read the IEP and know the student. At the same time, 

A7 noted that administrators should ensure that IEP services are provided and "if the 

behavior is a manifestation of the student's disability, you should not be suspending 

them." A8 shared, "not to pull kids out independently. You can't remove kids from the 

inclusion environment’.  

Results for RQ2  

Theme 1  

In addressing RQ2, there were varying personal perspectives regarding 

information learned about the discipline of SWDs. Comments made by A2 include:  

Lack of patience that educators have for SWDs, and there is a lack of tolerance 

for SWDs. Students are being suspended because the adults in the building have 

not supported them academically or emotionally. 

"Students may want to be suspended" is a comment shared by A3. In that same line of 

thinking, A7 stated, "from my experience, most of our disciplinary issues are within the 

sped population, and there are different consequences for sped students." A8 also saw 
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students acting out "to seek administration attention." 

When asked to provide more insight into their personal understanding of the laws 

related to disciplining SWDs, five administrators felt they understood well but struggled 

to articulate their knowledge clearly. Two administrators, A4 and A5, indicated strong 

expertise because of their special education backgrounds. Administrators expanded on 

their knowledge about disciplining SWDs. A1 does not always believe that discipline of 

SWDs is necessary. The belief shared by A1 is that "we've done too much of it" and 

"definitely stereotyped." A2 noted the need to understand and build relationships by 

implementing interventions. A3 seeks ways to discipline that are not punitive but help the 

student. A4 shared that punitive discipline "isn't helpful in terms of modifying behavior." 

A4 believes that we should approach the discipline from "a teaching lens." "Make sure 

we're in compliance before disciplining SWDs," stated A5 regarding a personal 

philosophy. A6 records his philosophy and attitude as having changed from a 'zero 

tolerance' before he understood special education laws following a PD that stemmed from 

an OSEP complaint on the overrepresentation in the suspension of African American 

males. A6 describes himself as a listener trying to analyze the root problem. A7 

administers disciplinary actions but communicates with the special education teacher to 

develop a plan to address the behavior. Counseling and making students feel important is 

A8's personal philosophy, so he spends time on that aspect. 

Theme 2  

Administrators shared that they felt there conflicting messages by the district 

regarding the issuance of suspensions. As A8 explained, "the district is trying to eliminate 
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suspensions, advising us (administrators) to hold them (students) in school and keep the 

attendance rate up." A1 also shared that policy and procedures create a barrier to 

disciplining SWDs. With a similar sentiment, A2 shared: 

The district ties your hands with how many students you can suspend when they 

are under a class action lawsuit. If an administrator puts a kid out and says, 'you're 

going home for a day,' the special education administrator will let you know that 

it's still counting as a suspension.  

A4 noted that "I think some assistant principals think they can't suspend SWDs. There is 

a lot of misunderstandings.” A6 explained, "there are certain things that we want to do we 

can't do due to the barriers that are in place." When asked to expound on barriers, A6 

shared: 

Suspension because at the end of the day, we must make sure that everyone is safe 

in the building, and if it is a manifestation of the disability, no actions will be 

taken because of what they're doing is they're displaying their disability.  

To combat this barrier, A6 indicated that administrators would send a student home for a 

day without issuing a suspension, referring to it as 'a cool off' period or self-reflection 

time. A8 identifies the barrier as  

When the district puts it out that they want absolutely no special education 

students suspended, I mean, that's a Catch-22. It's almost like your hands are tied, 

and then you start to be selective about trying not to suspend a kid. 

Theme 3 

There are district guidelines and expectations for disciplining all students. 
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Administrators advance discipline according to the discipline action levels noted in the 

code of student conduct. The administrators expressed that the guide is for disciplining all 

students with a small blurb regarding SWDs and the number of suspensions. Although 

there is a code of student conduct handbook, administrators expressed information on its 

alignment with the discipline of SWDs. A2 shared that the code of student conduct is 

followed, but "suspension of SWDs is sometimes distributed when there is a level of 

intolerance of behaviors without investigating the root cause." A3 shared that he defaults 

to a 1-day suspension unless the principal does not give him a choice. A4 stated: 

I follow the handbook because it is pretty black and white in terms of what's a 

suspendable offense, and I cannot use a lower level, and I include the IEP team in 

the conversations. For more severe Level 4 offenses that go to the central office, I 

talk to the SPED supervisor to go through a manifestation determination. There 

are separate steps to follow for SWDs; behavior plans and manifestation 

determinations. There are certain protections in place for SWDs that make 

building administrators more mindful of the use of exclusionary discipline. Be 

mindful of patterns and address those patterns in student behavior through the 

IEP. Be mindful of not suspending SWDs for more than ten days without 

provisionary-like practices in place.  

A5 stated that: 

A5 consults the district code of student conduct but researches the student's 

behavior history to see if there are patterns that indicate the behavior may be a 

manifestation of the student's disability. The factors become important depending 
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upon the disability label. Make sure plans are in place for the student regarding 

possible triggers and how to support them. Have those plans and procedures in 

place so that students will not lash out and receive a disciplinary consequence 

from someone unfamiliar with the disability. Especially when an administrator 

without background information with students with various disabilities. 

A1, A6, A7, and A8 seek to discipline in alignment with the student code of conduct for 

minimum and maximum discipline penalties. A6 also looks for patterns of behavior while 

following the code of conduct. A6 shared, "when you have exhausted all of your 

resources, made every effort as an administrator, provided them with documented 

support, and the behavior remains, you have to take further disciplinary action." A7 

shared that a student's disability factors in consequences if it is part of the disability, 

which helps drive administrators' consequences. 

Results for RQ3 

Theme 1 

The following responses involve determining if assistant principals need more 

training on understanding disabilities and their relationship to behavior. Participants are 

seeking information on the laws related to disciplining SWDs. A1 expressed a need for 

additional training that is not simply based on policies and procedures. A2 shared: 

I absolutely, wholeheartedly feel there has to be more training on the different and 

the specific behaviors of students with IEPs. The training must be intentional. The 

current training lumps regular and special education students together. If the PD is 

on disruptive behaviors, it is just blanket disruptive behaviors covering any 
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student. You have a lot of administrators that don't understand special education 

law. They don't understand the different disabilities. They (the administrators 

without SPED knowledge) are part of the problem of the suspension rate being 

higher than it should be because they don't understand special education.  

A3 would like training delivered in unison with the special education administrators’ 

team. A4 expressed that:  

Some assistant principals think that they can't suspend SWDs. There is a 

misunderstanding, and I think it's based on just not having the information they 

need. All administrators need to be more well-versed in disability in general. I 

think there's a considerable lack of knowledge around special education as a 

whole. A4 continues with if you don't have that foundational knowledge, then 

when you're trying to apply that information to the discipline, and you don't have 

it, how are you ever going to fix the problem of SWDs being suspended three 

times the number of students without disabilities. 

 A5 would like staff trained on understanding disabilities by personnel with expertise in 

that area, not delivered by just anyone. The A5 expressed that the district may need to 

seek training from experts outside the district. A6, A7, and A8 seek training on disability 

categories and how the student's disability manifests in behavior because they lack this 

knowledge. A8 shared that "decisions to suspend are sometimes based on frustration 

when you lack understanding." A7 would like more training on supports that are 

available before the suspension. A5 reiterated that if she did not have special education 

administration background and training, "I truly don't believe that I would have had 
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everything that I needed to assist me in the role of assistant principal. The laws and 

everything that I had to learn in a special education administration role."   

A common theme among administrators was more PD on disability categories and 

how a manifestation of a student's disability is determined. After the school principal, the 

administrators all seek out the special education administrator and use the district code of 

student conduct handbook as a guide to deciding whether to suspend SWDs. 

There is confusion about the 10-day rule surrounding the suspension of SWDs 

and the implementation of disciplinary actions consistent with non-disabled students 

when the IEP team has determined that the code of conduct violation is not a 

manifestation of the student's disability.  

Discrepant Cases  

Creswell and Creswell (2018) said that researchers must present information that 

contradicts the themes to support the credibility and validity of the data.  In developing 

and identifying themes, direct attention was given to discrepant data that may run counter 

to the themes. Different perspectives were reviewed to support the study's credibility and 

dependability to search of contrary information. As themes emerged, I included the eight 

administrators' perspectives in this study to ensure the accuracy and validity of the 

findings. I did not find information that would contradict the study’s themes. 

RQ1, Theme 1, identified a possible lack of preparation regarding special 

education in administrative licensing programs. Administrators' knowledge regarding 

disciplinary procedures set forth governing SWDs, has become increasingly crucial as 

districts balance disciplining SWDs while maintaining their right to FAPE (Decker & 
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Brady, 2016). The findings from this theme identified that all of the eight study 

participants align with the following studies from the literature review, which supports 

administrators’ perceptions that coursework for administrative licensing does not 

adequately prepare an administrator in the knowledge of IDEA and the discipline of 

SWDs. Schaaf et al. (2015) conducted a study in which 174 administrators in a 

Midwestern state were surveyed on their readiness to support special education aspects. 

The researchers documented administrators' readiness to address behavior issues of 

SWDs. Only 5% of the administrators indicated being well-prepared, following 

preparation programs, and 32.8% noted they were adequately prepared.  

DeMatthews et al. (2019) conducted a qualitative study with six principals to gain 

information about their exceptional education attainment through university leadership 

programs. The research results show that the assistant principals were provided very little 

instruction and guidance surrounding special education, with one to three courses focused 

on special education law in their programs. While the principals did not gain much 

knowledge from university coursework, they expressed that special education law is an 

integral part of their job. These qualitative study results align with prior research results 

(Angelle & Bilton, 2009; Ball & Green, 2014; Pazey & Cole, 2013; Roberts & Guerra, 

2017; Sun & Xin, 2019). 

Christensen et al. (2013) studied 64 principals' beliefs about preparation programs 

that trained educational leaders regarding special education support issues. The 

investigation revealed that 87.1% of principals ranked the need for understanding legal 

guidelines for disciplining SWDs, emphasizing the need for better training in special 
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education matters. A review of the literature documents a lack of course content focused 

on special education in preparation programs leading to a lack of knowledge for 

administrators (Angelle & Bilton, 2009; Bateman et al., 2017; Billingsley et al., 2014; 

DeMatthews et al., 2019; DiPaola & Walther-Thomas, 2003; Pazey & Cole, 2013; Sun & 

Xin, 2019). Principal preparation programs offer a small glimpse into special education. 

Sun and Xin (2019) investigated 134 principals' opinions on preparedness to 

provide services and support to SWDs and obtain their knowledge. The study results 

documented that 23.8% of administrators have special education academic knowledge 

gained through leadership programs. Despite being required to implement special 

education programs, the study found that administrators did not have adequate 

knowledge. Their knowledge of special education is obtained through on-the-job 

experience (Samuels, 2018; Sun & Xin, 2019).  

RQ1, Theme 2, identified that the district provides on-the-job training on 

discipline. The findings from this theme noted that the district provides minimal training 

annually on the subject of discipline but is not specific to the discipline of SWDs. The 

reauthorization of IDEA in 1997 brought clarity to districts on how to discipline SWDs in 

alignment with the due process rights afforded to them (IDEA, 1997; Walker & Brigham, 

2017). Where administrators get their knowledge concerning the behavior of SWDs 

determines their course of action when deciding to suspend. The administrator’s 

development of dispensing discipline is complex. Interactions with administrative peers 

and how they perceive discipline is issued may influence the administrator when the 
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individual administrator does not have a solid foundational knowledge from which to 

build (Samuels, 2018; Sun & Xin, 2019). 

Browning (2019) conducted a study seeking to understand how administrators 

make decisions when disciplining SWDs. The findings report that administrators did not 

have prior training in special education and therefore lacked the background knowledge 

to make informed decisions. Other study findings indicate that administrators reference 

previous experiences, allow others to help shape their actions, are provided minimal 

training, and rely on research from their own initiatives. The study supports districts' need 

to fill the education gaps of administrators related to special education through ongoing 

PD.  

RQ1, Theme 3, identified administrators’ knowledge of the discipline of SWDs 

and how a student’s behavior may be a manifestation of their disability is limited. 

Findings from this theme identify a lack of consistency among administrators 

surrounding the understanding of the relationship between the students' disability and 

behavior. When working to support SWDs, procedural safeguards surrounding discipline, 

administrators must be knowledgeable about varying disabilities and their impact on 

behavior to properly document, provide feedback, and assist in developing behavior 

management strategies. In order to comply with legal regulations related to SWDs, 

administrators must have a depth of knowledge of special education to adhere to these 

regulations. Educating administrators on issues surrounding the punitive discipline 

consequences and providing training on the discernment of why problem behaviors are 

occurring may reduce suspensions (Allday et al., 2021). Pregot (2021) said administrators 
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have a minimal knowledge base of these functions. There is a higher likelihood that 

administrators would use exclusionary discipline or suspensions when administering 

discipline following the infringement of local educational agency (LEA) policies by 

SWDs. To alleviate this likelihood, principals expanded their knowledge to understand 

IDEA's complexities that guide discipline (Decker & Pazey, 2017; IDEA, 2004; Williams 

et al., 2013). 

RQ2, Theme 1, identified that administrators used their varied personal 

philosophies and knowledge to make suspension decisions. The finding indicates there 

were varying personal perspectives concerning the discipline of SWDs. Skiba et al. 

(2014) conducted a multilevel analysis of students' discipline records and school-level 

data on principals' attitudes. They noted that although student behavior is a predictor of 

suspension, the more reliable predictor might be administrators' attitudes and perspectives 

regarding discipline. Skiba and Edl (2004) surveyed 325 principals across Indiana using 

the Disciplinary Practices Survey to understand the principal's attitudes toward school 

discipline. Data gleaned from the study suggests that school suspension is a choice made 

by administrators based on their knowledge of and beliefs concerning the disciplinary 

process. Administrators deliver discipline according to their level of knowledge and 

personal interpretations.  

RQ2, Theme 2, identified misconceptions about when the discipline of SWDs 

warrants suspension. Administrators felt there were barriers put in place by the district 

regarding the issuance of suspension. McCarthy and Soodak (2007) said that 

administrators lack understanding of due process provisions. They noted that this might 
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create confusion and feelings of a dual discipline system. The dual discipline system is a 

sentiment expressed by Participant A6 regarding a barrier to disciplining SWDs. They 

said SWDs are handled differently with different consequences or disciplinary level 

actions. Many administrators get confused over the concept of equality when it comes to 

serving students who receive special education services.  

RQ2, Theme 3, has identified district policy as the main source of guidance for 

decision making regarding suspension, which applies to all students and may not consider 

the special circumstances of SWDs. Findings for this theme noted that administrators 

advance discipline according to discipline action levels noted in the code of student 

conduct. Administrators question the code of conduct in its alignment with disciplining 

SWDs. In handling discipline cases, administrators have a responsibility to review each 

case from an individual basis and not simply impose the same, consistent disciplinary 

actions to all (Alnaim, 2018). Cruz and Rodl (2018) conducted a study to examine the 

prediction of out-of-school suspension using school context and student characteristics to 

determine discipline disparities. One of the school-level contexts reviewed in the study 

included a critical role of principals’ perceptions of disparities and a school-level 

predictor of disability. The study shows that SWDs had a significantly higher suspension 

rate for student-level results. 

RQ3 identified administrators who indicated a need for additional training on 

specific disabilities categories, how the behavior might be a manifestation of a student’s 

disability, and the laws related to disciplining SWDs. Reed et al. (2020) described the use 

of the exclusionary discipline of SWDs and other marginalized groups as "an equity and 
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social justice issue" (p. 172). In the wake of reform to address the discipline process, the 

authors addressed the concern that minimal training is specific to how administrators' 

attitudes and knowledge impact their understanding of school discipline policies and 

legal mandates. They promote the use of PD as a vehicle to improve equity in educational 

discipline reform. Schaaf et al. (2015), conducted a study where more than half of the 

administrators stated a need for additional training on special education laws in the form 

of PD. The studies support that limited PD of administrators in special education areas 

has a negative impact on SWDs (Ball & Green, 2014; Lynch, 2012; Reed et al., 2020).  

Decker and Pazey (2017) conducted a study focused on educators' lack of training in the 

requirements related to disciplining SWDs and implementing those laws when 

suspending or recommending expulsion for behavior infractions. Lieberman (2021) said 

that the process of disciplining students’ needs an overhaul to change policies and 

practices to reduce inequity in discipline practices. The results of this study align with 

literature reviews and with a common theme expressed among study participants 

suggesting the need for more PD on disability categories and how a manifestation of a 

student's disability is determined.  A2 summarized the need for PD “because a lot of 

administrators don't understand special education law. They are part of the problem of the 

suspension rate being higher than it should be because they don't understand special 

education.”  

Conclusion 

In exploring high school administrators’ perceptions about their knowledge of 

IDEA regulations related to disciplining SWD, I addressed three research questions and 
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themes developed from the study. The research questions addressed administrator 

training on IDEA regulations, the decision-making process administrators use when 

issuing suspensions to SWDs and what training administrators report they need to 

decrease the suspension rates of SWDs. 

RQ1: How do administrators describe how their training and knowledge of 

special education laws related to discipline affects their decisions to suspend? 

Findings from theme 1 indicate a possible lack of preparation regarding special education 

in administrative licensing programs. Theme 2 identified that the district provides on-the-

job training on discipline. The findings from this theme noted that the district provides 

minimal training annually on the subject of discipline but is not specific to the discipline 

of SWDs.  Theme 3 identified administrators’ knowledge of the discipline of SWDs and 

how a student’s behavior may be a manifestation of their disability is limited. Findings 

from this theme identify a lack of consistency among administrators surrounding the 

understanding of the relationship between the students' disability and behavior. 

RQ2: How do administrators describe their decision-making process in terms of 

suspension of SWDs?  

Findings from theme 1 identified that administrators used their varied personal 

philosophies and knowledge to make suspension decisions. The finding indicates there 

were varying personal perspectives concerning the discipline of SWDs. Theme 2 

identified misconceptions about when the discipline of SWDs warrants suspension. 

Administrators felt there were barriers put in place by the district regarding the issuance 

of suspension. Theme 3 has identified district policy as the main source of guidance for 
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decision making regarding suspension, which applies to all students and may not consider 

the special circumstances of SWDs. Findings for this theme noted that administrators 

advance discipline according to discipline action levels noted in the code of student 

conduct. Administrators question the code of conduct in its alignment with disciplining 

SWDs. 

RQ3: What additional district training or supports do administrators identify as 

needed to support a decrease in suspension rates of SWDs?  

Finding from theme 1 identified administrators who indicated a need for additional 

training on specific disabilities categories, how the behavior might be a manifestation of a 

student’s disability, and the laws related to disciplining SWDs. 

Based on the findings, high school administrators responsible for disciplining SWDs need 

additional training and supports to gain a better understanding of IDEA regulations 

related to disciplining SWDs and how the student’s behavior may be a manifestation of 

their disability. I propose that a PD be developed that provides administrators with 

training on IDEA, disability areas and a manifestation of their disability. In section 3, I 

will utilize the information from the findings to provide a project that will offer a plan for 

professional development for high school administrators that provide discipline to SWDs. 
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Section 3: The Project 

Introduction 

I have created a project in the form of a PD plan based on my project findings 

(see Appendix A). Section 3 includes this project study plan as well as the rationale for 

developing a PD plan, a review of literature related to PD, the project evaluation plan, 

and implications for social change. 

 A 3-day PD session is the proposed project for this study. The purpose is to help 

high school administrators in the local Midwestern urban school district better understand 

different disabilities and how students may exhibit behaviors that are manifested due to 

these disabilities. I also provide information on laws that were developed to ensure 

equitable protections and reduce inequalities in suspensions for SWDs. The project was 

developed from themes that emerged from interviews. Data from this study informed the 

creation of PD to fill knowledge gaps involving the IDEA and discipline of SWDs that 

are not provided in administrative preparation programs. Data revealed that high school 

administrators in the Midwestern urban school district would like a deeper understanding 

of how student disabilities manifest as behaviors. This project would supplement PD 

opportunities that are currently provided in the district, with a more specialized focus for 

administrators who deliver discipline to students.  

Rationale 

Topics for PD sessions include (a) understanding what different disabilities are 

and how they may impact student behavior, (b) functional behavior assessment, behavior 

intervention plan, manifestation determination process, and positive behavioral 
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intervention strategies, and (c) understanding laws governing the discipline of SWDs. 

This study may help close the disproportionate gap involving disciplinary referrals of 

special education children in the local district. Reed et al. (2020) described exclusionary 

discipline of SWDs and other marginalized groups as “an equity and social justice issue” 

(p. 172). PD is promoted as a vehicle to improve equity in educational discipline reform. 

This PD project may guide the district in terms of implementing this specific training on 

an ongoing basis to support high school administrators in the local Midwestern urban 

school district regarding IDEA regulations and use of exclusionary discipline.         

Review of the Literature 

Peer-reviewed articles on PD of educators were part of the literature review for 

this section of my project study. High school administrators in the local Midwestern 

urban school district are tasked with having a solid understanding of discipline policies of 

their districts. Furthermore, they are tasked with understanding laws related to discipline 

of SWDs. PD is a vital tool to provide administrators with knowledge and improvement 

in this area. Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) said effective PD, structured as professional 

learning results in changes in practices and improvements in outcomes. Wide acceptance 

from decision makers within the local Midwestern urban school district to support 

continuous PD is needed for high school administrators to gain required knowledge to 

strengthen leadership practices (Aas, 2017; Brion, 2020; Gümüs & Bellibas, 2016). 

Reviews of effective PD for administrators are rare.   

 PD is multidimensional. Gümüs and Bellibas (2016) said PD should include 

activities with hands-on learning experiences to improve administrators’ leadership skills. 
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Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) said active learning involves interactive experiences to 

engage educators. High school administrator’s want high-quality PD that includes 

individualization, coaching, and hands-on experiences (Desimone & Park, 2017; Koonce 

et al., 2019.  

PD must be engaging and provide administrators with relevant skills to lead to 

educational change (Aas, 2017). The more principals take part in PD activities, the more 

they engage in leadership practices that allow them to practice developing in-depth 

understanding of the knowledge learned. Administrators want PD that allows them to 

apply knowledge and skills that contribute to leadership practice enhancements (Darling-

Hammond et al., 2017; Koonce et al., 2019). School administrators want PD that provides 

them with strategies and skills that can be used immediately in their practice and 

sustained over time (Akinyemi & Nkonki, 2021; Koonce et al., 2019; Matherson & 

Windle, 2017).  

 Effective PD involves allowing administrators to practice and apply their 

expertise in schools (Goldring et al., 2012; Koonce et al., 2019). These opportunities 

provide leaders with active learning as well as new capacities and experiences, 

strengthening areas they may be weak in and stretching their comfort zones (Goldring et 

al., 2012). Professional learning opportunities should involve information that supports 

situations that high school administrators may encounter daily. When targeting 

information needed for administrators to succeed, PD must address information and 

experiences the district needs to effect change for both administrators and the district 

(Bond & Blevins, 2020; Daniels et al., 2019). Embedding PD in the job allows for 
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continuous practice, leading to positive outcomes (Davis et al., 2020). Gümüs and 

Bellibas (2020) said PD contributes to leadership practice enhancements and there was a 

statistically significant positive relationship, ꞵ=0.485, p ˂ 0.001 between principals’ PD 

and leadership practices, using a cross-sectional survey design to examine direct and 

indirect links. An ongoing learning process is critical to principals’ development in terms 

of meeting the demands of school leadership.  

The effectiveness of PD is dictated by the content and quality of activities and 

their relationship with job-embedded responsibilities (Gümüs & Bellibas, 2016). Job-

embedded PD which is linked to administrators’ daily responsibilities is most effective. 

Leadership practices are improved with more hands-on action approaches for PD 

activities involving passive dissemination of information (Zepeda, 2019). The most 

beneficial PD is engagement through active participation rather than formal or isolated 

experiences (Evans, 2014).  

Irby et al. (2017) said mentoring is used to develop trust and community as well 

as increase skill sets and improve productivity and retention. PD activities that include 

partnering administrators with mentors and networking opportunities to improve 

administrators’ leadership skills (Brown & Militello, 2016; Daniels et al., 2019; Darling-

Hammond et al., 2017; Davis et al., 2020). Networking allows for discussion and 

reactivation of knowledge and exchange of effective practices (Daniels et al., 2019). Bai 

and Martin (2015) said urban school administrators seek knowledge to strengthen their 

competence in terms of special education and determine their PD needs. The study 

looked at 289 urban school administrators to assess their needs for supporting special 
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education programs. Their research supports that urban school administrators want to 

acquire knowledge that betters their practice in terms of serving the needs of SWDs.  

Several studies examined a vast amount of literature on PD to establish design 

elements that make up effective PD. The first element focuses on content that connects 

the theory of learning to authentic practice in developing in-depth understanding (Daniels 

et al., 2019; Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). The second element is active learning which 

focuses on interactive experiences to engage the educator. Gümüs and Bellibas (2020) 

showed the more active exercise of learning-centered leadership from principals who 

participate in more days of PD activities. The third element includes building 

opportunities for collaboration to extend educators' knowledge beyond their isolated 

experiences by working in groups to arrive at solutions (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). 

Existing knowledge is activated when administrators are provided an opportunity 

to network and share ideas with colleagues. Collaboration with peers is essential with 

opportunities for critical problem-solving support to gain a higher understanding for 

administrators while transferring knowledge and practice opportunities while developing 

confidence in their skills (Brown & Militello (2016); Daniels et al., 2019; Davis et al., 

2020). When collaborating, administrators are provided support through motivation, 

encouragement, morale, and teamwork opportunities (Akinyemi & Nkonki, 2021).   

The fourth element addresses modeling or demonstrating effective practice 

strategies (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). The fifth element seeks to provide 

professionals with expertise in the area being taught that act as coaches to assist the 

process of understanding by linking the learning to an application (Daniels et al., 2019). 
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The sixth element builds in opportunities in the PD for constructive feedback and 

reflection of the information to deepen learning (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). 

Reflection noted by Bond & Blevins (2020) should be an essential part of PD to allow 

participants to identify how the information gained will be carried into continuous 

practice.  

Continuous reflection and coherence to the subject being studied may be a critical 

component of instructional coaching for effective PD (Desimone & Park, 2017). The 

opportunity for reflection in PD is required for administrators to challenge thoughts, 

analyze the problem and search for solutions (Davis et al., 2020). Focus on sustained 

duration, with concepts being job-embedded for continuous learning (Bates & Morgan, 

2018; Gümüs & Bellibas, 2020). In contrast, Koonce et al. (2019) identified barriers to 

principal engagement in the PD process. The study shared that time and money were 

consistent among participants as overarching barriers to effective PD, time being the 

most significant barrier. Another barrier presented was principals' concern or lack of 

confidence regarding PD planning and evaluation. Principals identified needs 

assessments, surveys, and time necessary to ensure adequate quality PD. Principals' 

ability to overcome these barriers may be contingent on external locus of control factors. 

The global landscape for PD shifted with the COVID-19 pandemic, with online 

PD becoming an integral part of this new landscape (Charteris et al., 2021). Online PD is 

not new. Before the pandemic, the online platform gained recognition as a powerful 

vehicle for delivering high-quality, low-cost, accessible training. Bragg et al. (2021) 

define PD as “structured, formal professional learning that is entirely online, resulting in 
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changes to educators’ knowledge, behavior, and practices” (pg. 2). Design is critical to 

providing a supportive learning environment and opportunity for engagement. Studies 

document that design is critical to successful online PD (Bedford, 2019; Sterrett & 

Richardson, 2020). Technology cultivates learning by understanding others’ experiences 

within a social community of peers. Studies document that design is a critical component 

of successful online PD. The evidence indicates that quality online PD design elements 

include activities that account for various learning modalities. The activities may include 

incorporating opportunities for participant engagement and embedded practical learning 

activities to support acquired knowledge and skills (Bedford, 2019; Bragg et al., 2021; 

Rodriquez-Gomer et al. (2020)). Activities may include incorporating opportunities for 

participant engagement and embedded practical learning activities to support acquired 

knowledge and skills.  

Technology is shifting the paradigm of PD from a more traditional format to 

newer forms using multiple device platforms, allowing participants to participate in PD 

tailored to their individual needs. Stevenson et al. (2015) examined how leaders 

supported PD by leveraging technology to manage and facilitate change. When educators 

are provided choices, traditional versus online, there is more autonomy to engage in 

learning as there is a relationship between tools of learning and learning itself (Bedford, 

2019; Stevenson et al. (2015).  

Administrators enjoy the technological aspect of ease of use with more autonomy 

to engage in learning and build relationships with other participants on this platform, 

contributing to increased learning (Bedford, 2019; Sterrett & Richardson, 2020). The 
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platform cultivates learning by understanding others' experiences within a social 

community of peers. Video is a technology platform that allows educators to view 

realistic, complex environments for discussion and modeling and supports educator 

cognitive development (Major & Watson, 2018).  

Sims and Fletcher-Wood (2021) provided a critical review that questioned the 

validity of several influential reviews on teacher PD, exposing the literature to scrutiny. 

The authors argued 3 points to extend the literature and refute the previous findings of 

other studies. First, there is no distinction between rigorously evaluated interventions and 

causally redundant components. Second, isolate PD that is effective from theory. Third, 

identify areas that are not evidence-supported. The review documented that researchers 

seeking alignment of effective PD should focus on how people acquire skills and PD 

interventions that are rigorously evaluated. Through the Every Student Succeeds Act, 

federal funding requires the components of collaboration and sustainability are included 

in PD. 

Project Description 

 The PD project will be conducted in three sessions on student non-attendance 

days to avoid interruption of school services. The three workshops will take place within 

the academic school year. I will need permission from the district to conduct the PD with 

administrators to provide a space and resources for the PD. The PD sessions will be 

targeted at administrators that are responsible for delivering discipline to SWDs. The 

sessions will be delivered over three days (it does not have to be delivered three days in a 

row). The first session on day one will concentrate on administrators learning about each 
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of the 13 disability areas, how they are defined, and the criteria for qualification. The 

second session on day two will concentrate on developing a functional behavioral 

assessment, a behavior intervention plan, and the manifestation determination process. 

Also discussed will be how positive behavioral supports align with documents. The third 

session on day three will bring all the information together, understanding the laws 

governing the discipline of SWDs. This project consists of hands-on PD workshops in 

determining how a student's behavior may manifest his disability and proactive measures 

to reduce behavioral incidents. Administrators will learn how to implement appropriate 

interventions to manage students' behavior with disabilities on a case-by-case basis by 

identifying the root cause. 

Needed Resources and Existing Supports 

I will need permission from the Midwestern urban school district to conduct the 

PD sessions. I will also need to request the district to provide adequate space for 

approximately 100 attendees, technology to support a PowerPoint presentation, poster 

chart paper, colored markers, and post-it notes for each PD session. Existing support lies 

in the school district having a school building where PD is conducted for large groups of 

participants.   

Potential Barriers 

The study also yielded a small sample of 8 assistant principals who volunteered 

and participated. A possible solution would be to share the presentation with the district, 

with the district making the PD mandatory for all principals and assistant principals. 

Another barrier may be administrators’ time away from their buildings. A solution to this 
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barrier would be to conduct the PD workshop on a student non-attendance day. COVID-

19 may present a barrier to in-person PD in the current climate.  

Implementation and Timeline 

 Before implementing the PD project, it is my responsibility to first meet with the 

district administration to share the project, discuss its benefits, and for permission to 

conduct the 3-day PD workshop for administrators. Once permission is obtained from the 

district, the district will notify administrators of the PD opportunity defining the purpose 

and benefits to their attending. The district will be responsible for granting permission to 

conduct the PD sessions. Provide the venue, technology, poster chart paper, colored 

markers, and post-it notes for each PD session held in person. 

The administrators are responsible for attending all three sessions to learn the role 

a student’s disability may play in a student’s behavior and apply that knowledge when 

determining the suspension of an SWDs. I am responsible for the development and 

presentation of the PD sessions. All handouts and resources will be developed and 

provided by me. 

Project Evaluation Plan 

Determining the effectiveness of PD through evaluation is critical. Participants 

will be asked to complete a pre-assessment survey on the first day and a post-assessment 

on the last day as the evaluation methods for this study. During the presentation, snapshot 

polls will be conducted. At different intervals after each section of the information 

presentation, participants will be polled with a one-question quick understanding check. 

There will be six polls, two polls per each PD day. Participants will also have the 
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opportunity to collaborate in short five-to-10-minute break-out sessions with four to five 

people. Upon completion of the 3-day PD, the responses from the pre, post, and six polls 

will be evaluated to assess the quality of this PD project. The pre-assessment survey and 

the post-assessment survey will provide an opportunity to provide open-ended feedback. 

Results from these surveys allow the presenter to make adjustments to future 

presentations. It also provides information to the district to determine continued or 

additional PD for improving administrators' understanding of disability and its 

relationship to the discipline of SWDs.  

Project Implications 

Expanding the administrators’ knowledge of IDEA and disciplinary policies 

related to SWDs may change administrators' behavior in determining suspensions or 

provide legal justification for suspending. Without understanding SWDs' protected rights 

under IDEA, administrators grapple with a misunderstanding that creates assumptions 

that generate disagreement surrounding SWDs (Decker & Pazey, 2017; Lashley & Tate, 

2009). My goal was to assist administrators in learning how students' behavior may be a 

manifestation of their disability. A further goal was to provide tools to help these local 

administrators understand the laws related to disability and discipline. The administrators 

in the study discussed the corrective action the Midwestern district is under to reduce the 

number of suspensions being disseminated in the district. An understanding of behaviors 

could aid in this reduction.  

Positive social change of reduction in the punitive strategy of suspension of 

SWDs, when administrators have a baseline understanding of disabilities, may positively 
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affect students' future outcomes since social costs are imposed when students become 

disengaged from school through suspension. Administrators’ reduction in suspensions 

would benefit students with increased time in the educational setting receiving services, 

increased opportunities for positive social interactions, increased graduation rates, and 

fewer juvenile justice encounters. 

Social costs are imposed on community, local, and state tax bases when students 

become disengaged from school through suspension (Rumberger & Losen, 2016). These 

social-economic costs include diminished wage-earning ability, increased crime and costs 

associated with it, and higher social welfare costs when students become disenfranchised 

and drop out of high school (Marchbanks et al., 2015; Rumberger & Losen, 2016). Those 

using suspensions do not consider economic costs because there is no immediate and 

apparent social impact (Marchbanks et al., 2015; Rumberger & Losen, 2016). 

Conclusion 

Section 3 includes information on the 3-day professional development project I 

chose for my study. The chapter includes the rationale for choosing a PD, a review of 

literature on PD, a description of the project, how the project will be evaluated and the 

projects implications. This PD session was designed to help administrators deepen their 

knowledge and understanding of IDEA regulations and the laws related to disciplining 

SWDs, understanding the 13 disability categories and how a student’s behavior may be a 

manifestation of their disability. In section 3, the project plan for the 3-day PD session 

was outlined and described.  A connection between the project and the research was 

established. I combined information gathered from both the research on PDs and the 



84 

 

interviews and created a 3-day PD session for high school administrators that provide 

discipline to SWDs.  Section 4 will offer a reflection for the development of the study 

and the project. The information will provide insight to the strengths, limitations, and 

implications of the project.  

 

 

 

 



85 

 

Section 4: Reflections and Conclusions 

This section includes my reflections and conclusions about the project study, 

including the project’s strengths and limitations related to addressing high school 

administrators within the local Midwestern urban school district perceptions of their 

knowledge base related to the IDEA and discipline of SWDs. Section 4 includes 

recommendations for further research in this area. I propose implementing PD sessions 

based on the research problem and findings over a period of 3 days. 

Project Strengths and Limitations 

Administrators are stakeholders who are directly responsible for making decisions 

and issuing suspension notices to SWDs. The PD session was presented to support high 

school administrators within the local Midwestern urban school district in terms of 

understanding special education laws related to disciplining SWDs. This will strengthen 

high school administrators understanding of disabilities and how behavior may be a 

manifestation of disability. By sharing findings from the project study with other school 

administrators, they may gain an understanding of why knowledge involving special 

education to support students properly is critical. This will provide all school 

administrators with information involving working collaboratively with special education 

teachers to increase positive behaviors and reduce suspensions. Although research was 

conducted with high school administrators, PD sessions would be open to all K-12 

administrators, ensuring they all have the same information and strategies which lead to 

better discipline decisions. The PD session is focused on high school administrators in the 

local Midwestern urban school district understanding IDEA, basics of specific 
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disabilities, how student behaviors may be a manifestation of their disability, and laws 

related to disciplining SWDs, which all administrators need to understand.  

Although meaningful, a limitation to the 3-day PD session may be inconsistencies 

in high school administrator attendance since it may be difficult for high school 

administrators to have the time to attend 3-day presentations. Each session builds on the 

previous session, and therefore attendance for all 3 days is critical. They will have 

opportunities for meaningful conversations with colleagues during breakout group work 

sessions to brainstorm presented scenarios.   

Recommendations for Alternative Approaches 

A 3-day PD session was selected as the project deliverable for this study to 

support high administrators in the local Midwestern urban school district in terms of 

gaining a deeper understanding of special education laws related to disciplining SWDs. 

With high school administrative level of responsibilities, there may be time constraints, 

an alternative approach to addressing the research problem could involve asynchronous 

virtual delivery of the PD session with individual modules and passing assessments 

before moving on to the next module.  

Other alternative methods of delivering critical information to high school 

administrators may include the following. Content regarding special education could be 

delivered to high school administrators during a monthly PD session conducted by the 

special education director in collaboration with the special education administrators 

assigned to support specific high schools. These PDs could be a part of an ongoing series 

of half-day PD trainings for high school administrators regarding reduction of behaviors 
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through understanding disability and how it may manifest in behavior, use of behavioral 

intervention strategies, development and use of an FBA/BIP. Another alternative would 

be to hire an outside consultant specializing in the discipline of SWDs, which may 

require significant financial investments and possibly be a one-time PD opportunity. Last, 

a job-embedded coach to mentor and provide parallel training or pairing administrators 

with special education administrators for job-embedded training may be an option. 

Scholarship, Project Development, and Leadership and Change 

I collected data for this qualitative study via one-to-one interviews with eight high 

school assistant principals in the local Midwestern urban school district, responsible for 

delivering discipline to students. As a novice researcher, I applied knowledge I gained 

through Walden University to conduct basic qualitative research. This included 

determining what previous research was peer-reviewed, databases, and search terms. 

Conducting a rigorous literature review was necessary to develop my knowledge base. It 

allowed me to determine what method would best answer my RQs and guided me when 

collecting data through interviews and analyzing transcripts for emergence of themes. 

Descriptive feedback was integral to completing the project study. This helped in terms 

of developing my role and understanding as a research practitioner. 

 I developed PD sessions to deliver information regarding special education laws, 

discipline, and manifestation of behaviors to high school administrators responsible for 

delivering discipline to students. PD sessions will have knowledge checks embedded with 

a survey presented after each session to evaluate the project deliverable. Evaluation 

survey information will be shared with the district research department and district 
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managers responsible for district PD. Information gleaned from the survey assisted me in 

determining adjustments which need to be implemented for the PD session. 

Reflection on Importance of the Work 

I conducted this qualitative research project study to use knowledge imparted to 

me through coursework when developing this basic qualitative study. Applying this 

knowledge helped me understand high school administrators’ perceptions of their 

understanding and preparedness to discipline SWDs. Using the interview method and 

guiding questions for collecting data, I learned more about myself as a research 

practitioner. During this project study, I understood the significance of reviewing 

previous scholarly literature to substantiate the need for this particular study. The 

development of the 3-day PD session required me to spend time carefully constructing a 

platform that would be impactful for attending participants and make a difference in 

terms of supporting students with behavioral challenges instead of issuing suspensions. 

Understanding how to support behavioral challenges should positively affect 

administrators, SWDs, and the district. 

Implications, Applications, and Directions for Future Research 

Findings from this study and PD may build high school administrators’ capacity 

for knowledge on proactive behavior interventions. Preventive strategies are needed to 

minimize behavior and increase academic achievement. When informed, administrators 

seek to integrate positive behavioral supports within schools as proactive measures to 

address behavioral challenges. Reduced disparities in suspension rates would positively 

impact both academic and life outcomes of historically disadvantaged SWDs, providing 
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them with hope rather than despair. Exploration of high school administrators’ 

perceptions and understanding of their knowledge of the IDEA related to discipline of 

SWDs may directly impact students’ future outcomes. It may be a catalyst for social 

change. 

A quantitative study, using statistical suspension data for SWDs, could help 

identify which administrators and grade levels produce the highest suspensions rates. 

Additional data collection involving a mixed methods approach combining interview 

focus groups and local reviews of data may lead to information about administrators’ 

perceptions related to discipline of SWDs. Future research may include a year-long 

follow-up study to review suspension data and administrator perceptions prior to PD 

sessions. A review of suspension data and administrator perceptions should be conducted 

approximately 6 months after the PD session to determine its effectiveness for each study 

participant. Future studies may be conducted on individual high, middle, and elementary 

schools with disproportionate suspensions rates as well as administrators disseminating 

suspension notices. Future research should also expand on this PD session by making a 

discipline helpline to support administrators when they have questions or need 

clarification on disciplining a SWDs. Future research should also focus on school 

administrators’ legal literacy in terms of special education laws and implementation of 

PD for all school administrators, expansion of research related to special education laws, 

and more thorough integration of special education laws in administrator preparation 

programs. Themes developed from perceptions of high school administrator participants 

in this study align with previous studies that document lack of administrator preparation 
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programs, district mandates, and need for PD. 

Conclusion 

High school administrators are responsible for staying abreast of exclusive 

education updates regarding the discipline of SWDs to navigate the safeguards put in 

place through IDEA for this vulnerable population (Couvillon et al., 2018; Nashatker, 

2010; Reed et al., 2020). Understanding how behaviors and subsequent suspensions 

affect SWDs helps administrators develop positive interventions to prevent suspensions 

that may be avoidable through experience (Richard & Hardin, 2018). Principals' 

knowledge of special education law may directly impact how they discipline SWDs 

(Roberts & Guerra Jr, 2017). As incidences of school violence have risen, administrators 

are tasked with understanding and implementing disciplinary policies in the school 

setting. There may be legal ramifications related to the discipline of SWDs and rights 

inadvertently violated due to a lack of administrators’ requisite knowledge of special 

education laws (Arnberger & Shoop, 2006; Couvillon et al., 2018; Decker & Pazey, 

2017; Lewis, 2017).  

To address this, a qualitative study was conducted to gain an understanding of 

administrators’ perceptions of their knowledge of IDEA as it relates to disciplining a 

student with disabilities. The findings from the study indicate there is a lack of 

preparation regarding special education in administrative licensing programs with the 

district providing on-the-job training on the subject of discipline. Despite district training, 

administrators’ knowledge of the discipline of SWDs and how a student’s behavior may 

be a manifestation of their disability is limited. The district policy is the main source of 
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guidance for decision-making regarding suspension, which applies to all students and 

may not consider the special circumstances of SWDs. Therefore, administrators used 

their varied personal philosophies and knowledge to make suspension decisions which 

lead to misconceptions about when the discipline of SWDs warrants suspension. 

Administrators indicated a need for additional training on specific disabilities categories, 

how the behavior might be a manifestation of a student’s disability, and the laws related 

to disciplining SWDs.  The findings indicate that administrators have a need for 

additional training on specific disabilities categories, how the behavior might be a 

manifestation of a student’s disability, and the laws related to disciplining SWDs. 

As a novice researcher, I have gained a greater understanding of the construction 

of a qualitative research process. Qualitative research is an investigative model, using 

interviews as conversations that provide in-depth information about intricate issues. As 

the data collection method, the interview process was selected to gain insight from 

administrators on their requisite knowledge and understanding of IDEA related to the 

discipline of SWDs. A qualitative research design was chosen to describe and analyze the 

administrators' perceptions. Individual interviews were the data collection technique from 

eight high school administrators to ensure saturation of emerging themes. This qualitative 

study was designed to describe in-depth the experiences and perceptions volunteer high 

school administrators in the Midwestern urban school district have with the discipline of 

SWDs. The targeted research was conducted to address the overuse of suspensions given 

to SWDs and determine if administrators' knowledge impacts the overuse. 

The development of this project study required the search of multiple academic 
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databases and the review of numerous peer-reviewed articles. It also taught me how to 

conduct a literature review by synthesizing information gleaned from the resources. This 

required me to improve my reading comprehension and writing skills, which is critical to 

the development of this paper.  

My learning curve was further developed during the IRB process to gain approval 

for data collection. To ensure I, the researcher had a clear understanding and readiness to 

protect the participants in the research study, Walden University's Institutional Review 

Board (IRB) required academic course instruction on the subject. This course provided 

valuable knowledge and information on interacting with the participant by reviewing 

risks, history, ethical principles, and unanticipated problems. The need and requirements 

for informed consent, respecting participants' privacy, storing of information, and 

confidentiality, were also provided through the course content. 

This process required an unwavering determination to endure this challenging 

process. Many personal obstacles could have derailed the completion of this study, but a 

personal commitment to myself and my now deceased spouse kept me moving forward.  
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Appendix A: The Project 

 

3-day Professional Development Plan 

The purpose of the PD is to help administrators better understand the different disabilities 

and how students may exhibit behaviors that are manifested from the disability. The PD 

will provide information on the laws developed to ensure equitable protections that seek 

to reduce inequalities in suspension of SWDs. The PD seeks to fill the knowledge gaps of 

IDEA and the discipline of students with disabilities not provided in administrative 

preparation programs.   

Day 1: Enhance the understanding of the 13 disability areas. 

Day 2: Enhance the understanding of the laws related to disciplining SWDs. 

Day 3: Enhance the understanding of FBA/BIP and the manifestation of disability. 

The PD is designed based on the expressed varying degrees of assistant principals 

understanding of the discipline of SWDs. This PD was created to provide knowledge and 

resources to school administrators and seeks to accomplish the following learning 

outcomes. By the end of the 3-day PD sessions, participants are able to: 

• Understand and apply the laws related to disciplining students with disabilities 

• Understand how to develop a functional behavior assessment and behavior 

intervention plans  

• Understand how to participate in the manifestation determination process 

The sessions have been developed utilizing the virtual format to accommodate 

administrators from elementary, middle, and high schools. The session for day one will 

begin with the welcome, introductions, participation norms, a pre- assessment survey, 
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and the outline for the 3-day sessions. The structure for this 3-day, six hour per day PD 

opportunity will consist of 30-45-minute information sessions to include short polls to 

check for understanding and five-minute collaborative breakout sessions (4-5 

participants) within the information sessions. The participants will be provided two 15-

minute breaks and a one-hour lunch for each session. Each session will end with an 

opportunity for questions and answers. Day 3 will end with a post-assessment evaluation 

survey to gain the administrators perception of the PD information provided to improve 

future PD opportunities. 
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Professional Development Agendas 

Professional Development Session Day 1:  IDEA/ Define and Understand Disabilities Areas 

 

Time Activity Materials 

8:00 – 8:45 Set the tone for the training by having soft music playing as 

participants enter the Zoom link 

 

Welcome and introduction by the facilitator and sharing of agenda 

 

Introductions – ask everyone to briefly identify themselves and 

rename themselves to include their name and whether they are 

elementary, middle, or high school 

 

Participation Norms- share the norms for participating on the virtual 

platform 

 

3-day Agenda Outline – share information on topics of each day’s 

session 

 

Pre-assessment survey – provide a 5-minute opportunity to complete 

the pre-assessment survey via a Google document 

 

Computer Access 

to Zoom 

 

Slides 2-3 

 

 

Slide 3 

 

 

 

Slide 4 

 

 

Slide 5 

 

 

Slide 6 

Google doc 

8:45 – 9:30 Why learn information regarding disabilities?  

(Ask for participant responses) 

 

Share information regarding the Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act (IDEA).  

 

Provide background and historical context of IDEA. 

 

Six pillars of IDEA 

Individualized Education Program (IEP) 

Free Appropriate Public Education (FAPE) 

Lease Restrictive Environment (LRE) 

Appropriate Evaluation 

Parent/ Teacher Participation 

            Procedural Safeguards 

 

Slide 7 

 

 

Slide 8 

 

 

Slide 9-12 

 

 

 

Slides 13-19 

 

9:30 – 9:45 Break  

9:45 – 11:00 Zoom Poll – How many disability areas are eligible under IDEA 

 

 

Zoom Poll 

Slide   21 

 



120 

 

Eligibility Criteria- eligibility and disability 

 

 

Group Activity – In breakout rooms, using the Google doc, take 2 

minutes to determine which of these disabilities is eligible for special 

education. 

 

 

Share out group results 

 

Eligibility or Disability Results 

 

Putting it all together on eligibility 

 

 

Slide   22-24 

 

 

Breakout session 

(5 minutes) 

Slides 25-26 

 

Slide    27 

 

Slide 28 

 

Slide 29-30 

11:00 – 12:00 Lunch  

12:00 – 1:15  Zoom Poll – Ask participants – Is disability an indicator of negative 

behavior? 

 

Disability Areas – Afternoon agenda 

Present information on each disability area- share each 

disability area regarding eligibility, overview, impact on 

curriculum and instruction and impact on social-emotional 

behavior. 

 

• Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) 

 

• Deaf or hard of hearing (DHH) 

 

• Emotional behavioral disability (EBD) 

 

• Intellectual disability (ID) 

 

• Speech & Language (SP/L) 

 

Following the presentation of information, allow participants an 

opportunity to share their thoughts with peers and develop a 

clarifying question. 

Response to clarifying questions 

 

Zoom Poll 

Slide 32 

 

 

Slide 33 

 

 

 

 

Slides 37-37 

 

Slides 38-39 

 

Slides 40-44 

 

Slides 45-48 

 

Slides 49-50 

 

Breakout session 

(5 minutes) 

Slide 51 

Slide 52 

 

1:15 – 1:30 Break  

1:30 – 2:30 Present information on each disability area- share each disability area 

regarding eligibility, overview, impact on curriculum and instruction 

and impact on social-emotional behavior. 
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• Specific Learning Disability (SLD) 

 

• Other Health Impairment (OHI) 

 

• Orthopedic Impairment (OI) 

 

Questions?? 

 

• Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI) 

 

• Vision Impairment (VI)) 

 

Following the presentation of information, allow participants an 

opportunity to share their thoughts with peers and develop a 

clarifying question. 

 

Response to clarifying questions 

 

 

 

Slides 53-54 

 

Slides 55-59  

 

Slides 60-62 

 

Slides 63 

 

Slides 64-65 

 

Slides 65-68 

 

Breakout session 

(5 minutes) 

 

Slide 69 

2:30 Questions/ Reflections 

 

Google doc – what was your ‘ah ha’ moment from today 

Slide 70 

 

Google doc 
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Professional Development Session Day 2:  Understanding the laws related to 

disciplining SWDs 

 
Time Activity Materials 

8:00 – 8:30 Set the tone for the training by having soft music 

playing as participants enter the Zoom link 

 

Welcome and introduction by the facilitator and 

sharing of agenda 

 

Introductions – participants should rename 

themselves to include their name and whether they 

are elementary, middle, or high school 

 

Participation Norms- share the norms for 

participating on the virtual platform 

 

Quick write 

 

Sharing of quick write 

 

Zoom Poll – How do you view the discipline of 

SWDs? Choose reality, equality, equity or 

liberation.  Share equity picture after the poll. 

 

Computer 

Access to Zoom 

 

Slide 2 

 

Slide 3 

 

 

 

Slide 4 

 

Quick write/ 

Jam Board 

Slide 5 

Slide 6 

 

 

Slide 7-8 

8:30 – 9:30 Share current state and districtwide discipline data 

on discipline of SWDs in relationship to their non-

disabled peers 

 

Breakout session – break participants out in groups 

of 4-5.  What does the data tell you? Why is this 

information important to know?  

Post group thoughts to Google doc 

 

Share outs: Allow groups to share out their thoughts 

on the data 

 

Overcoming Barriers – Stumbling blocks or 

steppingstones? 

 

YouTube Video- School suspensions are an adult 

behavior 

 

Why do we discipline students? 

Slide 9 

 

 

Slide 10 

Breakout 

session 

(5 minutes) 

Google doc 

 

Slide 11 

 

 

Slide 12 

 

 

Slide 13 

 

 

Slides 14-18 
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Discipline and Disability/ Urgency 

 

IDEA Regulations 

 

Breakout Session- Share your thoughts with peers 

and develop a clarifying question 

 

Slides 19-21 

 

Slides 22-25 

 

Breakout 

session 

(5 minutes)- 

Jam Board 

Slide 26 

 

9:30 – 9:45 Break  

9:45 – 11:00 Group Activity – In breakout rooms, using the 

Google doc, please review the behavioral scenario 

with your team and discuss what disciplinary 

measures will be taken. What challenges did you 

encounter in making this determination? 

 

Discipline flowchart- When is a student protected 

under IDEA for disciplinary purposes? 

 

Discipline flowchart - If a student is found eligible 

for special education services, how must behavior 

concerns be addressed? 

 

Discipline flowchart - Disciplinary removals 

 

Discipline flowchart – Student Protected under 

IDEA* Violates School Code of Conduct Discipline 

Flow Chart, Page 1 of 2 

 

Discipline flowchart - Student Protected under 

IDEA* Violates School Code of Conduct 

Discipline Flow Chart, Page 2 of 2 

 

Clarifying questions and answers from Midwest 

bulletin 6.02 and 7.01. As we go through the next 

couple of slides, please take a moment to jot 

clarifying questions that you would like to have 

answered. 

 

Pause- check in regarding information presented 

 

Clarifying questions and answers (continued) 

Breakout 

session (5 

minutes) 

Slide 28 

 

 

Slide 29 

 

 

Slide 30 

 

 

 

Slide 31 

 

Slide 32 

 

 

 

Slides 33 

 

 

 

Slide 34-41 

 

 

 

 

 

Slide 42 

 

Slide 43-48 
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Pause- check in regarding information presented 

 

 

Slide 49 

11:00 – 

12:00 

Lunch  

12:00 – 1:15  Clarifying questions and answers from Midwest 

bulletin 6.02 and 7.01. As we go through the next 

couple of slides, please take a moment to jot 

clarifying questions that you would like to have 

answered. 

 

Breakout Session - Thoughts 

 

 

Clarifying questions and answers from Midwest 

bulletin 6.02 and 7.01. As we go through the next 

couple of slides, please take a moment to jot 

clarifying questions that you would like to have 

answered. 

 

Proactive approaches 

 

Slides 51- 56 

 

 

 

 

Breakout room 

(5 minutes) 

 

 

58-60 

 

 

 

 

Slides 61-65 

 

1:15 – 1:30 Break  

1:30 – 2:30 Strategies for Addressing Behavior 

 

Behavior change is complex 

 

Group Activity- Breakout Session- Share your 

thoughts with your peers on the information that was 

presented and develop a clarifying question 

 

 

Slide 67-74 

 

Slide 75-77 

 

Breakout 

Session 

(5 minutes) 

Slide 77 

2:30 Closing remarks - Response to clarifying questions 

Exit ticket- Google doc / What was your ‘ah ha’ 

moment from today 

 

 

Slide 78 
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Professional Development Session Day 3:  FBA/ BIP/Manifestation of Disability- 

Proactive Strategies 

 

Time Activity Materials 

8:00 – 

8:30 

Set the tone for the training by having soft music playing 

as participants enter the Zoom link 

 

 

Welcome and introduction by the facilitator and sharing of 

agenda 

 

Introductions – participants should rename themselves to 

include their name and whether they are elementary, 

middle, or high school 

 

Participation Norms- share the norms for participating on 

the virtual platform 

 

Assumptions about behavior 

 

Rethinking challenging kids: you-tube 

Computer 

Access to 

Zoom 

 

Slide 2 

 

 

Slide 3 

 

 

 

Slide 4 

 

 

Slide 5 

 

Slide 6 

 

8:30 – 

9:30 

What escalates behavior? 

 

Positive behavioral supports/ interventions 

 

How should LEAs address behavior 

 

Slides 7-9 

 

Slides 10-12 

 

Slide 13 

9:30 – 

9:45 

Break  

9:45 – 

11:00 

Zoom poll – I have participated in completing a functional 

behavior assessment (Yes/No) 

 

Functional Behavioral Assessment (FBA) 

 -Strategies for Addressing Behavior 

 - Definitions 

 - Assumptions and myths 

 - Best practices and benefits 

 

Conducting FBA’s 

 

Steps for Conducting and FBA 

Zoom Poll 

Slide 14 

 

Slides 16-23 

 

 

 

 

 

Slides 23 - 

28 

Slides 29-31 
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Take a moment to discuss with your group. Develop a 

clarifying question. 

Breakout 

session 

Slide 32 

 

11:00 – 

12:00 

Lunch  

12:00 – 

1:15  

Continued steps in developing an FBA 

       Gather data 

       ABC summary 

       Indirect/Observational/ Direct data 

       Recordings 

 

What’s next…after the FBA 

 

 

Behavior Intervention Plan (BIP) 

                   Key components 

 

Breakout session- Take a moment to review a completed 

Behavior Interview Plan.  Questions/ Clarification 

 

Slides 34-41 

 

 

 

 

 

Slide 42 

 

 

Slides 43- 48 

 

 

Slide 49 

 

 

1:15 – 

1:30 

Break  

1:30 – 

2:30 

Zoom Poll – I have participated in a manifestation 

determination meeting. (Yes/No) 

 

Change of placement 

 

Manifestation Determination 

 

Pulling it all together- strategies  

 

 

Break out session- Discuss what additional training should 

be included to understand disciplining students with 

disabilities. 

 

 

Slide 51 

 

 

 

Slide 52 

 

Slides 53-60 

 

Slides 61- 65 

 

 

Breakout 

session 

(Google 

Doc) 

Slide 66 

 

2:30 Post assessment survey Google Doc 

Evaluation: Participants will be asked to complete a survey. The information gained 

may be used to better understand the perceptions of administrators on their knowledge 

of IDEA related to the discipline of students with disabilities. 
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Pre-Assessment 

 

Based on your new knowledge, please respond to the following questions.  

On a scale of 1-10 please rate the following areas with 0 being the least 

knowledgeable and 10 being the most knowledgeable. 

 

1) How would you rate your overall understanding of special education disability 

categories? 

 

------1-------2-------3------4------5------6------7-------8-------9--------10---- 

 

2) How would you rate your overall understanding of the laws related to disciplining 

students with disabilities? 

 

------1-------2-------3------4------5------6------7-------8-------9--------10---- 

 

 

3) Are students with disabilities disciplined the same as their non-disabled peers? 

 

------1-------2-------3------4------5------6------7-------8-------9--------10---- 

 

 

4) Name 3 things you hope to learn related to discipline and students with 

disabilities throughout the 3-day PD sessions. 

1) 

2) 

3) 

 

5) What additional PD would you need concerning the discipline of students with 

disabilities? 
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Post-Assessment 

 

Based on your new knowledge, please respond to the following questions.  

On a scale of 1-10 please rate the following areas with 0 being the least knowledgeable 

and 10 being the most knowledgeable. 

 

1) How would you rate your overall understanding of special education disability 

categories? 

 

------1-------2-------3------4------5------6------7-------8-------9--------10---- 

 

 

 

2) How would you rate your overall understanding of the laws related to disciplining 

students with disabilities? 

 

------1-------2-------3------4------5------6------7-------8-------9--------10---- 

 

 

3) Should students with disabilities be disciplined the same as their non-disabled 

peers? 

 

------1-------2-------3------4------5------6------7-------8-------9--------10---- 

 

 

4) Name 3 things you learned related to discipline and students with disabilities 

throughout the 3-day PD sessions. Your ‘ah ha’ moments. 

 

1) 

2) 

3) 

 

5) What additional PD would you need concerning the discipline of students with 

disabilities? 
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Appendix B: Findings Summary 

Perceptions of School Administrators on the Discipline of Students with Disabilities 

Categories of Data Themes Codes 

Preparation in Admin 

Programs 

Lack of preparation in 

administrative licensing 

programs 

Not enough courses in SPED 

Left with unknown 

information 

Knowledge obtained through 

experience 

One course on SPED law 

District PDs on 

discipline 

On-the-job training about 

discipline is provided by the 

district 

Annual PD on discipline 

Not exclusive to SWDs 

Depth of understanding Limited knowledge of 

IDEA and the discipline of 

SWDs, behavior, and 

manifestation of disability 

Should not suspend 

Read the IEP/provide 

services 

More emphasis on laws in 

the last 5 years 

Strong knowledge 

Personal philosophy Varied personal 

philosophies and knowledge 

to make suspension 

decisions 

Suspension is not necessary 

Understand the child 

Build relationships 

Based on their disability 

Misconceptions Misconceptions about the 

discipline of students with 

disabilities 

Address different situations 

Not the same for every 

student 

Certain protections 

Exhausted their resources 

It depends on the disability 

label 

Basic Training on 

Discipline 

District policy is the 

guidance for decision 

Corrective action 
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 suspension, which applies to 

all students and may not 

consider the special 

circumstance of SWDs. 

Code of student conduct 

District PD 

Additional training 

needs 

Administrators indicated a 

need for additional training 

on specific disability 

categories, how the behavior 

might be a manifestation of 

a student’s disability, and 

the laws related to 

disciplining SWDs 

IDEA 

Understanding Disabilities 

Manifestation Determination 

Discipline of SWDs 
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