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ABSTRACT 

This research project examined whether African American female students are being targeted with unfair 
treatment, disciplinary actions, and cultural misunderstandings. We explored the social, cultural, and 
emotional factors associated with being from an African American background and how it impacts their 
feelings and thoughts about school. The study involved African American female students in grades 9-12 in 
an urban Early College high school and a Traditional high school. The results indicated that African American 
female students believed they were treated as older and sexually more mature than Caucasian female 
students.  The suspension and disciplinary rates of the African American female students were abnormally 
higher than the Caucasian female students in the Traditional High School as compared to students in the 
Early College. 
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Introduction 

Issues regarding race, social and gender inequities are present in early grades (Blake et al.,2011) African 

American female students (AAFS) often have to handle unfair treatment and disciplinary actions because of possible 
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conscious or unconscious biases that occur in the schools (Annamma et al. 2016). Many AAFS believe that they are 

treated differently than Caucasian female students (CFS) who come from higher socioeconomic backgrounds. AAFS 

are more often given punishments for detrimental behaviors such as disrespect, disobedience/defiance, excessive 

noise, threats, loitering, and profanity (Skiba et al., 2002). AAFS in high school is six times more likely to receive at 

least one out-of-school suspension and three times more likely to receive at least one in-school suspension than CFS 

(Inniss-Thompson, 2018; Losen, 2015). Smith and Harper (2015) also found that 45% of suspended students were 

AAFS, and they were the highest group suspended among all racial/ethnic backgrounds.    
 

           According to Linda Grant (1984), in first-grade classrooms, AAFS were found to be more socially mature than 

their CFS counterparts. Bell (1989) found that AAFS compete for the teacher’s attention and would likely fight for 

this attention while CFS would withdraw. AAFS receive more teacher disapproval and punishment for being 

assertive, and teachers will experience hostility (Scott-Jones & Clark, 1986). When teachers use demeaning or respond 

punitively, AAFS will disengage and be defensive with an intimidating response (Archer-Banks & Behar-Horenstein, 

2012). Because AAFS is assertive, this behavior continues to lead to discipline and suspensions. 
 

            Epstein, Blake, and Gonzalez (2017) distributed a survey with items about stereotypes of AAFS toward adults 

from various ethnic backgrounds and educational levels. Some of the participants received a survey about AAFS, 

while the remaining participants received a survey about CFS. The results of the survey reported that AAFS were 

perceived to be more adult, less innocent, having less need for protection, and more deserving of harsh punishment 

for their actions than CFS. Therefore, it is more likely that AAFS may receive harsher punishments than CFS. These 

perceptions help support the need for specific training for teachers, counselors, and administrators to understand 

better aspects of conscious and unconscious bias toward AAFS (Archer-Banks & Behar-Horenstein, 2012). There is a 

lack of research examining what interventions work to facilitate student-teacher relationships with AAFS. It would be 

essential to have more research that supports interventions regarding racial stereotypes and the relationship to the 

punishment of AAFS. There are various interventions studied and used for remedying the unfair treatment of AAFS. 

Typically, these include finding alternative approaches to zero-tolerance policies (Smith & Harper, 2015); preparing 

all personnel to face bias and other racist issues and making resources available (Annamma et al., 2016; Skiba, Nardo 

& Peterson, 2002); building teacher-student relationships (Blake et al.,2010); having school counselors use Narrative 

Therapy to teach students how to tell their stories (Annamma et al.,2016); and using Positive Behavior Supports 

(Blake et al.,2010). While all of these are essential interventions and should be explored for use by school 

administrators, counselors, and teachers, it is most important to build positive relationships (Blake et al.,2010). When 

teachers and students have a positive relationship, there is an increase in engagement and classroom management and 

a decrease in discipline problems and office referrals (Netzel and Eber2003). Blake et al.(2010) also found that 

Positive Behavior Support can be enhanced by teaching cultural competence with clear student behavioral standards. 

These consistent standards help to decrease stereotypes and misconceptions about AAFS on the part of teachers and 

school staff. Parental involvement can also change the outcomes and perceptions of AAFS. Archer-Banks and Behar-

Horenstein (2012) found that many of these students' parents did not go to college, but provided moral, physical 

support for their students. AAFS who did not have that parental support was less successful in academics and within 

the school environment.      
      

 

Materials and Methods 
 

           The rationale regarding our study was to understand how AAFS were treated in two different urban school 

environments.  With a better understanding of how AAFS perceive they are understood and cared for; they are more 

likely to follow a teacher’s expectations of classroom behavior. The goal of the study was to understand how the 

AAFS perceptions can lead to a positive school environment that helps minority female students, teachers, and 

administrators to be fair and unbiased in treatment and discipline.  
 

The high schools used in this study were from a high poverty school district where 100% percent of students 

participate in the national school lunch program. In previous years, the district has been listed as a failing school 

district, declared bankruptcy, and has been under state control for financial exigency and poor achievement test 

scores.   In each school, AAFS participants were randomly chosen and were asked to volunteer to take a 13-question 

survey via pencil and paper. There was no knowledge of student records before choosing the participants and whether 

the student had ever been disciplined in school. 

http://www.cpernet.org/
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Participants 

Early College High School  
 

The Early College High School is a non-traditional urban public school within the local district with 240 

students in grades 9-12. Students that attend Early College are accepted based upon the combination of their 

interview and their prior school’s attendance, academic, and behavior records.  
 

Students take most of their high school courses during their freshman and sophomore years. For the junior and 

senior years, students attend college classes at a 4-year state university with traditional and non-traditional college 

students. This model provides Early College students the opportunity to graduate with their high school diploma and 

an Associate of Arts degree. Furthermore, based upon the selection of participants being random and voluntary, some 

participants may have an individualized education plan (IEP), or other specified needs for educational success.   
 

Traditional Urban High School 
 

Traditional urban high school has approximately 900 students in grades 9-12, and the school populations are 

comprised of 87% minority students. The traditional urban high school has an open admission policy. The student 

population consists of students within the surrounding neighborhood and transfer students from other schools and 

school districts. The curriculum follows a traditional high school model toward graduation. Students have an 

opportunity to earn college credits during high school by partaking in the state’s College Credit Plus program.  
 

Based on the selection of participants being random and voluntary, some participants may have an 

Individualized Educational PLAN (IEP), or other specified needs for educational success.  
 

Procedures 

Early College and Traditional High School  
 

The study was conducted in the school counselor’s office at the traditional high school and an available 

classroom at the Early College High School. The survey was conducted over two weeks Before the survey; the AAFS 

was read a consent form to ensure that they comprehended that their identity was protected and that any information 

they made available would be used in a research study and be destroyed after analysis of data was collected. It was 

further explained that the focus was to capture their early college and traditional high school experience only. Their 

answers were not to be based upon their knowledge of any other person other than themselves. The students did not 

indicate their names on the forms and remained quiet once the survey started. They were encouraged to take their 

time filling out the questions, and they were free to leave upon completion. Upon completion of the surveys at both 

sites, the data was calculated and compiled to produce the results.  

Results 

Early College and Traditional High School survey results 

 Early College % N=45 Traditional % N=25 

Questions Yes 

 

No 

 

Yes 

 

No 

1. Do you think adults treat you as if you are older than you are? 82 18 76 24 

2. Do you think adults in your school know you? 80 20 56 44 

3. Do you think teachers treat you unfairly because you are 

African American/Hispanic? 
13 87 20 80 

4. Have you ever been disciplined at school? 53 47 40 60 

5.  Have you ever been suspended at school? 26 74 68 32 

6. Do you think you and your friends are treated differently at 

school than Caucasian girls? 
51 49 20 80 

7. Do you think adults in school perceive you to know about sex at 
your age than Caucasian girls? 

80 20 72 28 

http://www.cpernet.org/
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8. Do you think adults in school see you as too loud or too 
aggressive than Caucasian girls? 

53 47 44 56 

9. Do you think adults in the school understand your culture and 

your neighborhood? 
64 36 28 72 

10. Do you think your neighborhood has more problems than a 

Caucasian neighborhood? 
87 13 76 24 

11. Do you trust the security or police in your school to treat you 
fairly? 

91 9 68 32 

12. When things go wrong in your life, can you talk to someone at 

school? 
58 42 56 44 

13. Do you think the school targets you for your hair or how you 

dress? 
49 51 44 56 

 

Early College and Traditional HS Majority Responses 

 Early College Traditional School 

Questions   

1. Do you think adults treat you as if you are older than you are? Yes Yes 

2. Do you think adults in your school know you? Yes Yes 

3. Do you think teachers treat you unfairly because you are African 

American/Hispanic? 

No No 

4. Have you ever been disciplined at school? Yes No 

5.  Have you ever been suspended at school? No Yes 

6. Do you think you and your friends are treated differently at school than Caucasian 

girls? 

Yes No 

7. Do you think adults in school perceive you to know about sex at your age than 

Caucasian girls? 

Yes Yes 

8. Do you think adults in school see you as too loud or too aggressive than Caucasian 

girls? 

Yes No 

9. Do you think adults in the school understand your culture and your neighborhood? Yes No 

10. Do you think your neighborhood has more problems than a Caucasian 

neighborhood? 

Yes Yes 

11. Do you trust the security or police in your school to treat you fairly? Yes Yes 

12. When things go wrong in your life, can you talk to someone at school? Yes Yes 

13. Do you think the school targets you for your hair or how you dress? No No 

 
 

Early College and Traditional High School (Agreed and Disagreed Questions) 

 

Early College Traditional School 

Questions (Agree)    

1. Do you think adults treat you as if you are older than you are? Yes Yes  

2. Do you think adults in your school know you? Yes Yes 

http://www.cpernet.org/
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3. Do you think teachers treat you unfairly because you are African American/Hispanic? No No 

4. Have you ever been disciplined at school? Yes   No 

5.  Have you ever been suspended at school? No  Yes 

6. Do you think you and your friends are treated differently at school than Caucasian 

girls? 

Yes  No 

7. Do you think adults in school perceive you to know about sex at your age than 

Caucasian girls? 

Yes Yes 

8. Do you think adults in school see you as too loud or too aggressive than Caucasian 

girls? 

Yes No  

9. Do you think adults in the school understand your culture and your neighborhood? Yes No  

10. Do you think your neighborhood has more problems than a Caucasian neighborhood? Yes  Yes  

11. Do you trust the security or police in your school to treat you fairly? Yes  Yes  

12. When things go wrong in your life, can you talk to someone at school? Yes Yes 

13. Do you think the school targets you for your hair or how you dress? No  No   

 
 

 

Early College and Traditional High School Results  

            Based upon our results between two schools, the following was noted that the AAFS from both schools 

agreed with each other on the following questions:  
 

1. That the adults (SP) treat you as if you are older than you are.   

2. That the adults (SP) in your school know you.  

3. That the teachers treat you fairly because you are AAFS.  

4. That the adults (SP) in school perceive you to know about sex at your age than CFS? 

5. That your neighborhood has more problems than a CFS neighborhood? 

6. That your neighborhood has more problems than a CFS neighborhood? 

7. That when things go wrong in your life, can you talk to someone at school? 

8. That the school targets you for your hair or how you dress? 
 

Based upon our results between two schools, the following was noted that the AAFS and the two schools 

disagreed with each other on the following thoughts:  
 

1. That you have been disciplined at school. (Early College: Yes; Traditional HS: No) 

2. That you have been suspended at school. (Early College: No; Traditional HS: Yes) 

3. That your friends are treated differently at school than CFS. (Early College: Yes; Traditional HS: No) 

4. That the adults (SP) in school see you as too loud or too aggressive than CFS. (Early College: Yes; 

Traditional HS: No) 

5. That adults (SP) in the school understand your culture and your neighborhood? (Early College: Yes; 

Traditional HS: No) 
 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 
 

In many ways, on a small scale, this research study confirmed several basic concepts that had been supported 

in the literature. Most of the AAFS believed that they are treated as if they are older than their CFS. They also 

perceived that teachers see them as more sexually aware and that their neighborhoods are more complicated than 

their CFS. Suspension rates among Traditional High School students are high compared to their Early College 

students. Although the school district has begun a restorative justice program in the district, suspension as a discipline 

response supports high suspension rates overall within the district. Both high schools have minority students as the 

majority population, most students are on a free or reduced lunch program, and most of the faculty population are 
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Caucasian. A significant percentage of administration and teachers for both schools do not live within the local 

school district.    
 

 The Early College is a public high school, located centrally in the city, close to a state university. To be 

accepted as a freshman, students must participate in a personal interview, submit recommendation letters, attendance, 

academic and behavior records for review and final determination. During the academic year, students have an array 

of intervention, academic and social supports (i.e., small class sizes, Summer Bridge Program, Fast Track to Success 

Program, personalized Academic Coaching, Meditation Room, College, and Career Readiness Course). In addition to the 

school district’s professional development training during the academic year, administration and teachers have 

focused training and staff meetings to gain insight, understanding, and skills to support the students. Student 

discussions are regularly encouraged and supported to address student concerns and issues led by both students and 

the administration. The school success is built on the foundation of higher expectations, personalization and 

relationships, incorporating best practices and instructional strategies, every student having a 4-year personalized 

learning plan, and purposeful connections with the post-secondary education, local businesses, and the community.   
 

Students take classes on the college campus during their last two years of high school with non-traditional and 

traditional college students. The results of the study indicate that students are more disciplined versus suspended.  

These results may be a direct reflection of the expectations, interventions, and support in place to prepare students to 

balance high school, college, and life responsibilities, leading to higher expectations of maturity compared to 

traditional high school students.   
 

Most of the population at the Early College is African American while at the state university level, it is 

primarily Caucasian. AAFS’s are building relationships with teachers and professors simultaneously. AAFS believe 

that they are viewed as loud and aggressive compared to CFS in their classes, which could be a result of the 

differences in a classroom environment between high school and college. Though AAFS believe they are viewed as 

loud and aggressive, more importantly, they believe their teachers understand their culture and neighborhood.  
     

The Traditional High School is an urban inner-city, public high school, located within a neighborhood with 

the majority population being African American and Hispanic. The Traditional school has an open-door admission 

policy for all grade levels. The student population consists of students within the surrounding neighborhood and 

transfer students from other schools and school districts. The Traditional school’s staff training is aligned within the 

school district's professional development training throughout the academic year; however, additional specific 

training within the school was not known at the time of the study. The Traditional High School has interventions in 

place for academic and social supports (i.e., Army ROTC, After-School Program, Visual and Performing Arts classes). The 

AAFS in the traditional school reported higher percentage rates of being suspended compared to the Early College 

students.  As with many large urban inner-city schools, suspension rates are high.  
    

The AAFS from the Traditional high school believed that adults (SP) did not see them as loud or aggressive; 

however, they did not understand their culture or their neighborhood. This response was different from their 

counterparts in the Early College High School, where classes are smaller, thus close relationships stronger. It appears 

that the AAFS are aware that administrators or teachers may struggle to understand who they are because they do not 

live in their neighborhood or within the school district. Though specified training in addition to the school district’s 

professional development are not known during the time of the study, specified training for administration and 

teachers tailored to the needs of the student population could support stronger percentages in the area of AAFS 

believing they are understood.   
 

In comparison, Early College students believe the teachers have a closer relationship and a better 

understanding of their culture and their daily lives.  One reason for this difference is that Early College teachers have 

internal training specific to the needs of their student population and promote regular discussions with students 

regarding their issues and concerns.  Possibly the same ideas can be scaled for the Traditional High School model to 

increase student-teacher connectivity and relationship development.   
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