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Introduction

In a racially diverse public US elementary school, Laura and Michael’s calm, quiet son Bryan
was being sent repeatedly to the principal’s office.! “We were concerned that he already had a
disciplinary record before turning seven,” Laura, who is white, recalled. “Those labels stick
with you,” added Michael, who is Black. “He’s... already being labeled as a problem.”

When I heard Laura and Michael’s story, it interested me on both a personal and professional
level. Like Laura, I’'m a white American raising a child with a Black American. As an
anthropologist who has conducted fieldwork in an elementary school, it struck me that the
situation they described was so unlike what I’d seen at the school where I’d worked.

I followed up to collect in-depth narratives, which I analyze together with publicly available
parent handbooks and statistics about Bryan’s school. Inspired by my previous fieldwork, I
present an analytical framework that emphasizes how social dynamics and communication
impact behavioral incidents and their resolutions.

I argue that within the US context, individual and decontextualized approaches to school
discipline are prone to perpetuating racial biases and exacerbating systemic inequities. In
contrast, communal approaches are well positioned to promote equity and inclusion. This
qualitative analysis adds to a growing body of multidisciplinary research on race and alternative
approaches to discipline in US schools (e.g. Gregory and Fergus 2017; Joseph et al. 2021;
Payne and Welch 2010, 2015).

Individual Approaches

I use the terms individual and communal to emphasize the impact of disciplinary practices on
children’s relationships with their school communities. In an individual-focused disciplinary
system, a school responds to behavioral incidents by identifying, removing, and punishing a
culprit. I call this individual because it erases the social dynamics at play when the incident

occurred. It renders invisible broader patterns of socialization that contribute to peer conflicts
(Pascoe 2013).

Individual approaches teach children that when they draw adults’ attention to a classmate’s
misbehavior, that classmate will likely be blamed and punished. Children learn implicitly that
problems are resolved by removing the person at fault. Such approaches have long been a locus
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of critique for racial inequity in school discipline (Ferguson 2001; Fronius et al. 2016; Gregory
and Fergus 2017; Joseph et al. 2021; Simmons 2017).

Communal Approaches

In contrast, communal approaches teach that one student’s problem is everyone’s problem.
When an incident occurs, the entire class is responsible for resolving it to repair their
community. This is the approach I observed in classrooms in Andean Peru (Grim-Feinberg
2013).2 Children often drew adults’ attention to peers’ misbehavior. Their facial expressions,
verbal tones, and follow-up actions demonstrated genuine concern for misbehaving peers.
Rather than pushing individuals away, they reached out and sought help to pull them back.

Some US schools have implemented restorative justice practices rooted in similar notions of
community-building, and many have met with success (Fronius et al. 2016; Gonzalez et al.
2019; Pavelka 2013). Such approaches provide safe spaces where children can make mistakes
and repair them without losing valuable members of their community.

What’s at Stake for Children of Color

Michael and Laura repeatedly expressed frustration that no one seemed to understand why this
was a big deal for them. They saw their son being labeled and categorized in ways that did not
line up with their understanding of him, but did line up with school-wide and broader trends of
what happens to Black boys in US schools (CDE 2022; Ferguson 2001; Goodman et al. 2012).

They could see clearly that the stakes were high. When a child is singled out, dropped off at
the principal’s office by his class, and “parents are called,” then classmates and their parents
get the message that this child threatens the learning environment and safety of others. When
the child fits societal images of who needs to be policed (Ferguson 2001; Gregory 2003;
Maynard 2017; Sojoyner 2016), they can quickly be labeled and ostracized by the school
community.

Michael and Laura also saw opportunities closing. Every visit to the principal’s office was a
mark on Bryan’s permanent record that would follow him for the next twelve years. While they
had initially been pleased with the diversity they saw at Bryan’s school, they now understood
that “a good school” on paper meant little for students of color who were under-represented in
the school’s high test scores and over-represented in suspensions (CDE 2022).

Such patterns of inequity are consistent with a long history of US schools directing Black and
brown students into disciplinary systems and away from academically rigorous programs (e.g.
Ferguson 2001; Fronius et al. 2015; Goodman et al. 2012; Gregory and Fergus 2017; Joseph et
al. 2021; Moody 2016; Nance 2016). While this tracking may be unintentional, the biases that
fuel it could be removed or minimized by de-individualizing and recontextualizing schools’
approaches to behavioral incidents.
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Bias Toward Adult-Like Communication

Ethnographers of childhood have shown that eliciting accurate information from children
requires deep understanding of nonverbal and verbal communication in context (Clark 2011;
Corsaro 2003; Epstein 1998; James 2007; Mandell 1988). One result of individualizing and
decontextualizing incidents is that staff rely on children’s verbal communication with adult
authorities to determine what happened. I argue that this favors children who are more
comfortable and skilled with normative adult-like communication. Such children are likely to
be neurotypical, white, middle-class, monolingual English speakers, gender-normative, and
outgoing. Children who come to school already comfortable with communicating in normative
ways are more likely to be listened to. Those who don't feel comfortable with adult-like verbal
communication are more likely to remain unheard and to learn that they will not be listened to
when they try to express themselves.

The bias toward adult-like communication embedded in individualized discipline reinforces
societal images of how a trustworthy person looks and acts. This exacerbates racial and other
inequities by positioning as more credible white middle-class children whose socialization at
home aligns closely with institutional expectations at school.

Policy and Implementation

The parent handbooks for Bryan’s district and school outline both a “no-tolerance” and a
“restorative” approach. They state that physical violence against another student is a
suspendable offense. Before suspending a student, a school must accurately identify the
behavior and its cause and make a good faith effort to correct it.

The handbooks mention “restorative” practices as corrective measures for individuals “who do
not meet behavior expectations.” While restorative discipline is rooted in the principle of
inclusive community-building (Ferlazzo 2016; GES 2014; WAT Staff 2023), schools
sometimes implement it in ways that reinforce individual blame and exclusion (Joseph et al.
2021; Schiff 2018; Sojoyner 2016).

When Laura met with the administrator who had disciplined her son, she was handed a card
with “restorative questions.” One side had questions “to respond to challenging behavior” and
the other “to help those harmed by others’ actions.” Laura expressed to me frustration that her
son had been identified as the only person with “challenging behavior,” and another child as
the only one “harmed by others’ actions.”

The administrator explained that she had asked the appropriate “restorative questions” to each
corresponding child in one-on-one meetings, and that neither had responded. She’d interpreted
Bryan’s lack of response as an inability to reflect on his behavior. She’d referred him to
“disciplinary counseling,” which would remove him from the classroom to work on social and
emotional skills. When Laura asked whether Bryan could instead work on these skills in the
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classroom with other students who were involved, the administrator told her that the student
who was harmed was too traumatized to discuss it. While the administrator drew on restorative
questions in framing her conversations with students, she appeared unwilling to consider the
incident as a collective problem with a collective solution.

Conclusion

For communal approaches like restorative justice to work, a school needs to create and
reinforce a strong sense of communal responsibility. Children must learn that if a classmate is
hurt, it’s everyone’s responsibility to make sure they’re okay before moving on. If a classmate
is out of line, it’s everybody’s top priority to bring them back. They must learn to see each
individual as essential to the functioning of their community. Individualized discipline directly
undermines this by sending the message that the classroom will function better when the
“problem child” is removed.

Ultimately, teachers and administrators need policy-level support and training to address
interpersonal incidents as communal problems for the class as a whole. Policies that support
communal approaches are more equitable and less prone to reproducing societal inequities. In
the absence of such policy change, school staft can improve equity by building awareness of
the biases inherent in individualized approaches. Even within individual-focused policies,
communal approaches to investigating behavioral incidents in context can go a long way
toward equity. By holding all students accountable for helping to identify and solve problems
as a group, teachers and administrators can encourage inclusion rather than exclusion. Instead
of teaching children that problems are resolved by identifying and punishing an individual
culprit, children can learn to resolve problems together.

Notes

! All names are pseudonyms. Some details have been altered to protect the identity of the family
interviewed.

2 The research in Peru was based on 14 months of participant observation in a primary school
and surrounding community.
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