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ABSTRACT 
 
The objective of this longitudinal study was to determine if a relationship between 

reading performance and discipline referral contacts could be found in a cohort of 

students at third and fifth grades.  Archival data for a sample of 112 6th graders attending 

a select Hawaiian Island school were obtained from mandatory State assessment and 

discipline referral records.  T-test and one-way analysis of variance were completed to 

evaluate the effects of grade, gender, SES, and ethnicity.  Results of data analysis 

revealed no significant differences in reading performance for referred and non-referred 

subjects across all sampled groups.  Implications for future studies suggest supplementing 

discipline referral data with additional behavioral measures such as behavior rating scales 

and observation.  Increasing sample sizes to reflect a larger number of overall subjects 

across a wider range of grades is also needed.  Finally, it is suggested that variables such 

as IQ, language functioning, and disabilities be included in future analyses. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Today’s children and youth are exposed to an array of extraordinarily challenging 

familial, community, and societal stressors that were almost unknown to previous 

generations.  For example, the prevalence of abuse (both physical and sexual) and neglect 

are increasing to alarmingly high levels (Winzer, 1993).  Suicide, homicide, substance 

abuse, teenage pregnancy, school drop-outs, youth crime (Pumariega & Vance, 1999), 

poverty, gang violence, and the numbers of runaway, thrown-away, and homeless youth 

have all been on the rise for the past few decades (Branch, 1999).  These challenges put 

our children at risk for behavioral and emotional problems as well as academic 

difficulties.   

Coupled with these major life stressors are new societal demands at the school 

level.   For example, legislative educational accountability initiatives (e.g., Goals 2000: 

Educate America Act, 1994; No Child Left Behind Act, 2003) place a high demand on 

our children for academic success.  The ‘high-stakes’ testing associated with these 

measures has changed the climate of the classroom and has also become a fiscal priority.  

Unfortunately, however, the ensuing emphasis on test preparation, test administration, 

and associated scoring costs have occurred at the expense of other activities and 

programs such as art, music, and physical education just to name a few (Vincent, 2005).  

Moreover, the subsequent increase in the competitiveness of the classroom likely 

contributes negatively to a child’s mental health and emotional well-being (Pfeiffer & 

Reddy, 1998), particularly for those children who are experiencing academic difficulties 

and having trouble keeping up with their peers (Coie & Krehbiel, 1984).   
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Given these conditions, it is not surprising to see growing numbers of mental 

health referrals for school aged-children (Adelman & Taylor, 1997).  In fact, studies have 

estimated the prevalence rates for children in need of mental health services to be as high 

as 20% of the total population of school-aged children (Burns, et al., 1995; Roberts, 

Atkinsson & Rosenblatt, 1998).  Of those 20%, it is further estimated that between 20% 

and 30% actually receive some type of service (Burns & Friedman, 1990; Rones & 

Hoagwood, 2000; Weist, 1997) and the services are often inappropriate to the needs 

(Casat, Sobolewski, Gordon, & Rigsby, 1999; Flaherty, Weist, & Warner, 1996). 

Consequently, a national movement to bring school-based therapeutic mental 

health services to school-aged children and their families has been growing since the mid 

1980’s and developed more rapidly in the 1990’s (Weist & Christodulu, 2000).  There 

have been several progressive developments historically over the past century or so and 

more recently over the past few decades that have influenced this movement to relocate 

children’s therapeutic services from hospitals and community-based providers to the 

schools.  

The impetus for the early developments can be found in the latter half of the 19th 

and beginning of the 20th century, where the social milieu associated with rapid 

industrialization and urbanization as well as the massive immigration of Eastern 

Europeans to the United States influenced great changes in our social structure.  During 

this time the role and treatment of children and youth changed as well.  Specifically, there 

were changes in the enactment and enforcement of labor, educational, and child abuse 

law as well as economic and manufacturing changes.  In combination, these legal and 

economic changes significantly inhibited the extent to which youth could participate in 
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the world of work (Troen, 1985).  Consequently, as technological innovation made many 

unskilled jobs obsolete the new demands of higher skilled positions made education that 

much more critical (Bowles & Gintis, 1976).   

Further evidence of this philosophical change toward children and youth is 

exemplified in the founding of the first child mental health clinic, which takes place in 

Philadelphia at the University of Pennsylvania in 1896 (Pumariega & Vance, 1999).  

Essentially, it has been suggested that the creation of these child mental health clinics, the 

juvenile court clinics in Chicago and Boston and the subsequent interdisciplinary child 

guidance clinics was a response to a philosophical shift and growing belief and concern 

that children should be counseled instead of incarcerated, particularly with adults 

(Flaherty et. al., 1996; Pfeiffer & Reddy, 1998).  

Therefore, it could be argued that the origins of what are commonly referred to as 

extended school mental health (ESMH) or school-based mental health (SBMH) services 

can be traced back to this time when this shift in philosophy takes place (Dryfoos, 1994).  

However, unlike today where we are seeing an emphasis on overall health, including 

mental and physical health, the early beginnings of school-based services focused on 

health and hygiene issues (Pfeiffer & Reddy, 1998) while therapy and mental health 

issues were addressed outside the school environment (Pumariega & Vance, 1999).   

As the availability and prevalence of these school-based mental health services 

has increased, certain issues have arisen that demand our attention.  Particularly, in States 

and school districts, such as in Hawaii, where mental health services are provided based 

on eligibility criteria, as opposed to “drop-in” types of programs, issues surrounding 

referral, evaluation, and placement become quite significant.  For example, under what 
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circumstances does a child receive a referral for therapeutic mental health services?  

Typically, referrals for these mental health services involve students who are highly 

disruptive, engage in numerous negative social interactions, and for whom primary 

interventions have failed (Gresham, Lane, Macmillan, & Bocian, 1999).  These behaviors 

(i.e., defiance, impulsivity, disruptiveness, aggression, negative social interactions, 

overactivity, attentional deficits, off-task behaviors, etc.) collectively referred to as 

externalizing behavior problems for the purpose of this study often result in disciplinary 

action by the classroom teacher (Taylor, Hasselbring, & Williams, 2001)  Consequently, 

persistent discipline referrals are a major factor under consideration when referring 

students for school-based mental health services and special education (Evans, S.W., 

Axelrod, J.L., Sapia, J.L., 2000; Feister, L., Nathanson, S., 1996; Pfeiffer, S.I., & Reddy, 

L.A., 1998).   

Given these facts, it follows that we may need to increase our understanding of 

children’s externalizing behaviors and associated risk factors (Hawkins, VonCleve, & 

Catalano, 1991) in the context of a classroom setting.  This may prove useful in 

addressing these children’s needs with appropriate interventions. For instance, it has 

been argued for many years now that exposure to persistent failure in the classroom leads 

to externalizing behaviors in children (Coie & Krehbiel, 1984; Cunningham & Barkley, 

1978; Ross, 1976).   It has also been demonstrated that increasing the amount of success a 

child experiences in the classroom can reduce externalizing behaviors as well (Ayllon & 

Roberts, 1974; Deno, 1998; Lane, O’Shaughnessy, Lambros, Gresham, Beebe-

Frankenberger, 2001).  Accordingly, the role of success and failure in eliciting 

externalizing behaviors can be quite strong for some children.  Moreover, given that 
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reading is considered the most important learning activity that children engage in during 

their early elementary school years (Chapman, Tunmer, Prochnow, 2000) it becomes 

prudent to understand the role reading success or failure might play in a child’s 

externalizing behaviors. 

Although there are numerous factors that may contribute to the onset of 

externalizing behavior problems in children (see for example, Jones & Jones, 1990), let’s 

consider the child whose externalizing behaviors are occurring in the school setting as a 

reaction to persistent reading difficulty as opposed to the child whose behavior is 

unrelated to reading performance.  Given that the latter child’s reading performance is 

poor too, he or she may need a program that includes both therapeutic and reading 

interventions. On the other hand, the former child may not need both.  It is this child for 

whom secondary or tertiary school-based therapeutic mental health services are possibly 

inappropriate.  In fact, pulling this child out of class for a therapy session may actually 

intensify the child’s academic problems due to the missed class time, which in turn may 

lead to even more behavior problems.  Perhaps, a non-pull-out program that provides 

additional reading assistance in the classroom would be more effective in this case.   

This scenario demonstrates a potential dilemma that schools will encounter as 

therapeutic mental health services are integrated into the array of available services.  

Clearly, schools will be faced with the challenge of identifying pre-referral, referral, and 

placement practices to ensure that services, whether they are therapeutic, academic, or 

otherwise, are matched appropriately to student needs. 
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Statement of the Problem 

The preceding discussion has touched upon some key issues regarding children’s 

externalizing behaviors in the context of a classroom setting.  Of particular interest here 

is the influence that children’s reading performance may have in eliciting externalizing 

behaviors.  As discussed earlier, externalizing behavior problems frequently lead to 

discipline referrals.  For children attending schools that offer therapeutic services these 

are the children who are most likely considered for mental or behavioral health services. 

Without clearly understanding the impact that academic failure, particularly reading 

performance, plays on a child’s externalizing behaviors it is difficult to prescribe 

appropriate interventions.   

At the individual level this is of primary importance as there is a certain potential 

to refer a child for services inappropriately.  However, a secondary or ancillary concern is 

the significant amount of academic learning time spent on classroom management and 

discipline (Nichols, 2004; Scott & Barrett, 2004).  Uncovering new insights that may 

expand our knowledge to aid in developing and assigning appropriate interventions will 

hopefully prove useful in addressing individual student needs, decrease the amount of 

teacher time spent on classroom discipline, and increase the overall amount of 

instructional or academic learning time in the classroom.  

Statement of Purpose 

This investigation is intended to examine how the incidence of discipline referrals 

is influenced by reading performance, as indicated by test performance on the Stanford 

Achievement Test – 9th Edition.  Consistent with the arguments as stated above about the 

relationship between reading performance and discipline referrals the present study 
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intends to examine reading performance patterns of a group of elementary school 

children who have been referred for disciplinary problems and compare them with 

classmates who have not received any discipline referrals.  The examination of discipline 

referrals and reading performance will be made by comparing the performance of 

referred and non-referred groups of sampled children.  The study, therefore, aims at 

examining three broad questions: (1) Is there a difference in the reading performance of 

referred and non-referred subjects, (2) Are there gender differences in reading 

performance of the two groups of children, and (3) Is there a difference in the relationship 

between discipline referrals and reading performance across grade levels.  Additional 

questions and hypotheses will also be examined and discussion of those will be included 

in the methodology chapter.  
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Classroom management and discipline problems have been of great concern to 

parents, teachers, and the community alike.  In fact, Jones & Jones (1990) report that 

since 1956 when the NEA began keeping research data on the status of public school 

teachers in the United States, discipline problems and negative attitudes of students has 

been ranked second or third by teachers as the factor that most hindered their ability to 

provide services to their students.  Not surprisingly, the findings from a meta-analysis of 

factors influencing student learning, conducted by Wang, Haertel, & Walberg (1993), 

identified teachers’ skill in their ability to manage student behavior as the most important.  

In addition, Jones & Jones (1990) cite reports (Gump, 1967; Wragg, 1984) dating back to 

the late 1960’s that have estimated that teachers spend as much as 50% of their time on 

classroom management and responding to individual student needs.   

Historically, there have been several perspectives offered in the handling of 

classroom management and organization including the development of prosocial skills 

and problem solving strategies, pedagogical intervention, behavior modification 

techniques, and school-wide discipline programs (Jones & Jones, 1990).  An important 

assumption in these approaches seems to be that student needs and student behavior are 

related.  Consequently, the effectiveness of any intervention may directly reflect the 

degree to which one understands the student’s needs and the ability to match appropriate 

interventions to meet those needs.  The following discussion will provide the reader with 

a richer knowledge base to draw upon when evaluating student behavior problems in an 

era where mental health services are moving from community-based models to school-
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based ones. 

Consistent with the major objective of this study, as described in the earlier 

chapter, an attempt will be made to review the relevant literature with particular focus on 

three areas.  One, a comprehensive literature search will be made to look at the 

relationship and etiological links between reading failure and externalizing behaviors.  A 

second area of examination will consist of looking at the current and emerging 

psychological services that are available to children experiencing excessive academic 

failures and disruptive behavior problems.  And finally, an analysis of existing literature 

will be made to provide a clear and convincing rationale of the proposed study, which 

aims at examining the relationship between reading failure and externalizing behavior. 

Reading Failure and Externalizing Behavior 

The literature on academic underachievement has shown a longstanding and 

enduring relationship between reading difficulties and externalizing behavior problems. 

Cyril Burt (1931) described over 50% of his sample of 200 delinquent youths as 

“educationally backward.”  Fendrick & Bond (1936) reported reading delays of up to six 

years for their sample of 16 - 19 year old delinquents.  Harrower (1955) found over 75% 

of his sample of adjudicated 14 to 15 year olds to be retarded in reading by two or more 

years on a test of oral reading.  Other behaviors such as laziness, inattention, 

absentmindedness, feelings of inferiority (Blanchard, 1928) and restlessness, squirminess, 

irritability, withdrawal, truancy, aggression, defeatism, and chronic worry (Gates, 1941) 

have been associated with reading failure. 

Although research throughout the years has consistently demonstrated a 

relationship between reading failure and externalizing behaviors (Hinshaw, 1992b, 
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Richards, Symons, Greene, & Szuszkiewicz, 1995; Rutter, Tizard & Whitmore, 1970) the 

nature of the relationship and what to do about it is still somewhat unclear. For example, 

Stott (1981) states that there is no consensus on whether an original maladjustment is 

responsible for reading difficulties or if the difficulty in reading produces an 

emotional/behavioral problem.  Vernon (1957) concludes that in some cases the 

emotional difficulties were the primary and fundamental factor whereas in others the 

emotional difficulty is largely caused by the reading disability.   

A final perspective presented by Natchez & Roswell (1964) suggests that 

regardless of the etiological linkages, once the relationship exists it seems to be 

reinforced in a vicious circle.  More clearly stated, “Emotional upset may be the cause of 

reading failure by hindering concentration and distorting the child’s perceptual and 

thought processes.  Maladaptive behaviors can emerge as a reaction to failure.  The final 

condition can be a combination of causes and effects that reinforce each other” (p.11).  

Although this vicious circle can confound efforts to define causal links, the authors argue, 

its pursuit should not be discarded. 

The four proposed potential causal linkages describing the relationship between 

reading difficulty and externalizing behavior have been summarized by Rutter & Yule 

(1970). They suggest the following alternative hypotheses: (1) reading difficulty 

produces behavior problems; (2) problem behavior leads to problems in reading; (3) both 

reading and behavior problems are produced by some third factor(s); and (4) various 

combinations of the above three hypotheses.   

In the literature, there appears to be four different perspectives taken when testing 

these hypotheses. These include a comparison model (e.g., Rutter & Yule, 1970; Sturge, 
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1982; Varlaam, 1974), a longitudinal model (e.g., Jorm, Share, Matthews, & Maclean, 

1986; McMichael, 1979; Richards, Symons, Greene, & Szuszkiewicz, 1995; Stott, 1981), 

a retrospective model (e.g., Taylor, Hasselbring, & Williams, 2001) and a prospective 

model (e.g., Ayllon, Layman, & Kandel, 1975; Ayllon & Roberts, 1974; Pisecco, Baker, 

Silva, & Brooke, 1996).   

The comparison model suggests that a comparison be made between children who 

have both reading difficulties and externalizing behavior problems with children who 

have reading difficulties alone and with children who have externalizing behavior 

problems alone.  If the children with both reading difficulties and externalizing behavior 

problems are similar in background to those with reading difficulties alone, rather than 

those with externalizing behavior problems alone then it is suggested that externalizing 

behavior problems arise in part as a consequence of reading failure.  Conversely, if 

children with combined problems are more similar in background to those with 

externalizing behavior problems, then it seems likely that the externalizing behavior 

problems are the primary disorder.   

The longitudinal approach generally necessitates collecting data on children over 

the first few years of schooling.  Those children who develop reading difficulties after 

this time are then studied to see if their externalizing behavior problems were present 

before formal reading instructions began or whether they developed later as a reaction to 

reading failure.  For those children whose onset of externalizing behavior problems 

coincides with their onset of reading instruction it is assumed that reading difficulties led 

to the externalizing behavior problems.  Conversely, for children who display 

externalizing behavior problems prior to reading instruction and subsequent failure, it is 
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assumed that reading difficulties is not the cause of the externalizing behaviors. (e.g., 

Rutter & Yule, 1970) 

The prospective view of the variables looks at how improvements in one variable 

will influence the other.  In other words, if improvements in reading bring about 

improvements in behavior than it is presumed that reading performance may have been 

impacting the behaviors (e.g.,Taylor, Hasselbring & Williams, 2001).  Likewise, if 

behavioral improvements are met with increases in reading performance, it is inferred 

that behavioral factors were impacting the child’s reading performance (e.g., Pisecco, 

Baker, Silva, & Brooke, 1996).  The retrospective view considers the reinforcing effects 

that consequent conditions may have on the behavioral problems of the child and looks at 

how certain manipulations of classroom variables may improve behaviors as well as 

reading performance.  

In reviewing extant literature the findings have been mixed and for the most part 

contradictory.  For example, using the comparison approach, Rutter & Yule (1970) 

studied a large sample of 9-to10-year-old children on the Isle of Wight.  They found that 

the children with combined problems were more similar in background to those with 

reading difficulty alone and concluded that the reading difficulties produced behavior 

problems.  Varlaam, (1974) also reports that those with combined problems were more 

similar to children with pure reading difficulties.  Sturge (1982), on the other hand, 

looked at 10-year-old children from inner London and found that those with combined 

problems had background characteristics in between those of the two groups with the 

pure disorders.  Only on the items of poor attention span and motor restlessness did the 

group with both reading and conduct problems resemble the reading-retarded-only group.  
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She concluded that in some cases behavior problems might be secondary to reading 

difficulties, but that this could not be the complete explanation.  Consequently, neither 

hypothesis could be supported by her findings.   

A review of longitudinal studies reveals similar contradictory findings. Several 

studies support the notion that behavior problems precede academic problems while 

others have claims to the contrary.  In Stott’s (1981) study, 1,100 children were assessed 

for behavior disturbance before they had received any formal instruction in reading or 

math, and again, by different teachers, after three years.  The critical finding reported was 

that behavior disturbance of the poor learners was no greater at the end of the three years 

than at the start.  He concludes that on the whole it was the initial maladjustment that 

produced the poor learning.  McMichael (1979) assessed 198 boys at school entry and 

subsequently after the first and second years of schooling.  She reports that the behavioral 

problems, particularly antisocial behavior, predicted later reading disability.  

Furthermore, failure in reading over the two school years was not associated with any 

increases in behavior ratings.  She concludes that it is the behavioral disturbance at 

school entry that contributes to the reading failure.  Jorm, Share, Matthews, & Maclean 

(1986) also concluded based on their sample of 453 Australian children that behavioral 

problems, specifically, attentional deficits, play a causative role in reading difficulty. The 

authors point out though, that this relationship was only present for the children identified 

as general backward readers.  For the sample of retarded readers, no relationship existed 

between reading difficulties and behavioral problems.  Richards, Symons, Greene, & 

Szuszkiewicz’s (1995) bidirectional study of learning disabled students in a residential 

school claims that externalizing behavior problems were a better predictor of academic 
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achievement than the reverse.  Clearly, this evidence suggests the impact of behavior on 

reading outcomes. 

Other authors (Cunningham & Barkley, 1978; Glazer, 1978; Magee & Share, 

1988; Rutter & Yule, 1970; Stanton, Feehan, McGee, & Silva, 2001) conclude that 

externalizing behavior follows the academic failure.  For example, Marcon (1998) found 

in her study of 256 inner-city subjects that pre-reading and early language skills deficits 

in kindergarten students predicted later behavior problems in adolescence.  Rutter & Yule 

(1970) concluded in their large epidemiological study on the Isle of Wight that 

educational failure is more likely to precede behavior problems than the reverse.  Stanton 

et., al. (2001) report their findings from a sample of 779 Dunedin children studied over 

twelve years and conclude that the reading performance was the best predictor of later 

behavior problems for primary school-aged children.  Given these findings, one could 

conclude that it is the response to reading failure that elicits externalizing behaviors. 

The prospective view suggests that reading failure leads to externalizing 

behaviors if an individual’s externalizing behaviors decline as academic interventions are 

employed and reading performance improves.  Likewise, it is also suggested that 

externalizing behaviors lead to reading failure if extinguishing the behavioral problems 

brings about improved reading performance (see for example, Ayllon & Roberts, 1974; 

Coie & Krehbiel, 1984; Taylor et. al., 2001).  There are numerous studies that report 

decreases in externalizing behavior as increases in reading performance are observed 

(Fleming, Harachi, Cortes, Abbot, & Catalano (2004); Glavin, Quay & Werry, 1971, 

Glazer, 1978; Lane, et al., 2002).   

However, it still remains difficult to make etiological conclusions from these 
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findings. The reciprocal nature of the etiological dynamics (e.g., Natchez & Roswell, 

1964) as well as limitations in ruling out confounding variables (see for example, 

Lonigan, et al., 1999) significantly impairs researchers from identifying specific causal 

links. Consequently, it appears that although this retrospective approach may not clearly 

and definitively distinguish causal links it may provide great utility in designing 

appropriate interventions.   

The retrospective view (Ayllon, Layman, & Kandel, 1975; Ayllon & Roberts, 

1974) suggests that by altering stimulus conditions, direct reinforcement of other 

behaviors, and reinforcement of academic performance it is possible to alter the 

relationship between reading performance and externalizing behaviors.   Implicit in this 

thinking is the idea that regardless of etiological correlates, the behaviors that impair 

reading performance as well as the behaviors associated with the child’s response to 

failure can be manipulated via behavior modification techniques. 

 For example, Ayllon & Roberts (1974), using a systematic token reinforcement 

approach, have demonstrated that manipulation of consequent conditions following 

student’s academic engagement behaviors can decrease the frequency of disruptive and 

off-task behaviors.  Likewise, Thomas, Becker, and Armstrong (1968) have also shown 

that teacher’s negative or disapproving comments are positively correlated with gross-

motor activity, distractibility, and inappropriate vocalizations in the classroom. This may 

be significant whereas the early bond between reading failure and externalizing behavior 

may have been established as a reaction to an aversive stimulus (i.e., failure) it may 

become more firmly entrenched as a function of consequent conditions.   

Given this notion classroom teachers need to be cognizant of their management 
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strategies as well as their reactions to children’s behaviors and the reinforcing effects 

they may have.  For example, it is quite possible that as a result of consistent academic 

failure a child’s opportunities for positive feedback from the teacher will decline. If the 

child’s needs for reinforcement are unmet they may likely pursue access to this 

reinforcement via inappropriate or socially unacceptable means (Kern, Delaney, Clarke, 

Dunlap, & Childs, 2001).  This apparent double edged-sword for children with reading 

failure raises significant concerns. On one hand, the child’s academic failure may 

minimize their opportunities for praise and recognition from the teacher.  On the other 

hand, if the teacher’s response to the child’s externalizing behavior unintentionally 

reinforces those unwanted behaviors the child may be caught in a circular pattern. 

In light of the above review, it seems, regardless of which approach is utilized the 

findings have been quite inconsistent and suggest that all of the proposed mechanisms 

underlying the relationship between reading difficulty and externalizing behavior appear 

equally plausible (Hinshaw, 1992b; Jorm, Share, Matthews, & Maclean, 1986; McGee, 

Williams, Share, Anderson, & Silva, 1986).   It is certainly possible that these findings 

reflect real differences in the relationship between reading difficulties and externalizing 

behavior problems for different children.  However, several authors have noted that 

inconsistencies in research findings may often reflect differences in methodological 

design as well as differences in operationalizing the variables under study (Frick, et al., 

1991; Hinshaw, 1992a, b; Jorm, Share, Matthews, & Maclean, 1986; Smart, Sanson, & 

Prior, 1996).      

 Some of the methodological concerns identified by these authors include: 

limitations in cross-sectional research designs as compared with longitudinal designs that 
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incorporate baseline assessments of reading and behavior problems, using small and 

unrepresentative samples (e.g., clinical samples or referred groups), over representation 

of male subjects, different studies assessing different behavior domains (e.g., inattention, 

hyperactivity, antisocial, non-compliance, etc), teacher versus parent ratings of these 

behaviors, differing time periods of study (i.e., an emphasis on the first few years of 

schooling, with resulting inaccuracies in distinguishing children who have reading delays 

versus reading disabilities), and differing definitions of reading disability.  Given the 

broad scope of these methodological variations it remains clear that greater sophistication 

and consistency in research design will be critical to furthering our understanding of the 

links between reading failure and externalizing behaviors.  A brief review of the key 

variables will aid this discussion. 

Key Variables 

Academic Underachievement 

Academic performance can be conceptualized, classified, and measured in several 

ways.  When looking at academic underachievement, consideration of the domain of 

study, the evaluation approach and measurement tools, as well as the individual’s 

intellectual potential are important factors to consider.  For example, studies drawing 

samples from the use of criterion versus norm-referenced measures, standard scores 

versus grade-equivalents, and differential IQ/academic discrepancy scores will have far 

reaching effects on research outcomes (Hinshaw, 1992b).     

The IQ/academic discrepancy issue seems to have generated the most scrutiny.  In 

reference to reading performance, Rutter & Yule, (1970, 1975) have delineated two 

subgroups in their research endeavors: (1) students whose reading achievement is 
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significantly behind the level expected for the child’s age and grade, referred to as 

general reading backwardness, or GRB, and (2) students who’s reading achievement is 

significantly behind the level predicted from intelligence, referred to as specific reading 

retarded, or SRR..  It is important to note that there is considerable overlap between these 

two groups.  For example, nearly all children with SRR can also be classified as GRB and 

about half of the GRB children have specific reading deficits (Hinshaw, 1992a).  In light 

of this fact, though, Hinshaw argues that meaningful comparisons can be made between 

what he calls “pure” GRB children – those without IQ-discrepant reading scores-versus 

those with “specific” reading deficits.   

Making distinctions between SRR and GRB students reflects a similar dilemma 

found in special education when distinguishing between SLD and non-SLD students 

under IDEA.  The stringency of one’s defining criteria and the type of approach used (see 

Peterson & Shinn, 2002) will dictate how students are categorized.  Numerous dilemmas 

have been cited in reference to this process, in particular, the use of the cut-off model to 

determine severe discrepancies (Heath & Kush, 1991).  However, the significance for this 

discussion lies in the fact that different children will be identified as SRR or GRB 

depending upon which approach is used.  It is quite easy to see that students in one 

sample may be considered SRR by one author and GRB by another (see for example, 

Magee et. al., 1987). 

This is important to keep in mind when profiles of these youth are discussed.  For 

example, Rutter & Yule (1975) report distinct differences in the profiles and correlates of 

these two groups.  As the authors note, compared with GRB children, children with SRR 

overwhelmingly were boys, had fewer neurological signs, and displayed a somewhat 
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better outcome in arithmetic but had a far worse prognosis in reading and spelling.  

Obviously, the defining criteria one uses in segregating samples will alter the 

characteristic makeup of each particular group and potentially impact research outcomes.  

Therefore, given these numerous methodological concerns, it is not surprising to find 

discrepancies in the literature as noted above.  

Externalizing Behavior 

In discussing childhood behaviors, Achenbach & Edelbrock (1978) make a 

distinction between undercontrolled and overcontrolled types of behaviors.  

Undercontrolled or externalizing behaviors are marked by defiance, impulsivity, 

disruptiveness, aggression, antisocial features, and overactivity.  The overcontrolled or 

internalizing behaviors are characterized by withdrawal, dysphoria, anxiety, and fears.  

Although this current study’s focus is on externalizing behaviors the significance and 

prevalence of internalizing disorders should not be discounted (see for example, 

Gresham, et.al., 1999; Miller, DuPaul, & Lutz, 2002).   

In considering externalizing behavior problems, Hinshaw (1992a) addresses two 

critical issues.  One involves the specific behavioral domains being considered when 

researching externalizing behaviors and the second pertains to validity of the domain 

being considered.  A major concern to be addressed involves the validity of narrower 

dimensions or subgroups within the externalizing domain.  Hinshaw argues, “Such 

validity depends on the potential separability of dimensions or subgroups, not only on the 

basis of defining criteria, but-more important-on their degree of independence or 

divergent validity concerning such external variables as family history, pathophysiology, 

course, and response to intervention” (p.128).  This search for validity, for example, has 
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led to a change in the way that undercontrolled behaviors are conceptualized.  The prior 

unidimensional view of undercontrolled behavior has been replaced by a bidimensional 

view that sees two distinct factors, inattention/hyperactivity and aggression/conduct 

problems.  Given these conceptual differences in defining behavior types it is not difficult 

to see how research using terms such as “externalizing behavior” may include a wide 

range of potential behaviors.  This may prove quite significant in that certain types of 

externalizing behavior problems (e.g., attentional/hyperactivity vs. negative social 

interactions) may have a different association with reading performance. Again, it is not 

difficult to see that research findings will be impacted by the defining criteria used in the 

operationalization of the behavioral variables under study. 

Office Discipline Referrals 

Sugai, Sprague, Horner, & Walker (2000) have defined the office discipline 

referral as “…an event in which (a) a student engaged in a behavior that violated a school 

rule or social norm in the school, (b) the problem behavior was observed or identified by 

a member of the school staff, and (c) the event resulted in a consequence delivered by 

administrative staff who produced a permanent (written) product defining the whole 

event” (p. 96).  The use of discipline referrals as a data source is viewed as a practical 

measurement tool in that schools routinely record such events and as such provide an 

inexpensive and readily available source of information about behavior problems (Shinn, 

Ramsey, Walker, Stieber, & O’Neill,, 1987; Walker, Shinn, O’Neill, & Ramsey, 1987; 

Walker, Stieber, Ramsey & O’Neill, 1990).   

In a literature review of administrative discipline contacts, Nelson, Gonzalez, 

Epstein, & Benner (2003) have identified four broad categories including school, 
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administrator/teacher, student, and family factors that influence administrative discipline 

contacts.  When comparing the influence these four factors had on referrals, it was 

determined that school and student factors had the greatest effect.  Most notable were 

characteristics such as grade level, size of school, student achievement, ability, SES, and 

ethnicity. 

Documentation of discipline referrals has been used throughout the nation as an 

indicator for managing and monitoring disruptive behavior in schools (Nelson et al., 

2003).  A major influence on the use of discipline referrals has been the Office of Special 

Education Programs Technical Assistance Center on Positive Behavioral Interventions 

and Supports, which has promoted the use of discipline referral data as a means to assess 

the effectiveness of school wide Positive Behavior Support (PBS) programs (see for 

example, Lewis & Sugai, 1999; Sugai & Horner, 2002).  As well, monitoring referrals 

has also been found to be a useful tool in identifying certain children at risk of academic 

failure (Tobin & Sugai, 1999).   

Consistent with this view, Deno (1998) argues that disruptive behaviors, which 

are generally responsible for the majority of these office referrals, are incompatible with 

academic progress.  Furthermore, students are less likely to engage in inappropriate 

personal and social behaviors when positive academic performance occurs.  Support for 

this claim was clearly evident in Tyler-Wood, Careijo, & Pemberton’s (2004) study 

which compared discipline referral rates for EBD students under differing instructional 

arrangements.  By manipulating student’s academic learning time (ALT) via curriculum-

based assessment techniques, these authors found a significantly lower number of 

discipline referrals in their treatment group compared with controls. 
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The use of discipline referral data poses certain shortcomings that need to be 

considered.  For instance, although office discipline referrals may provide an economical 

and readily available early screening device for children who exhibit an externalizing 

type of social-behavioral profile, they may provide little information on internalizing 

types of social-behavioral profiles (Nelson et. al., 2002).  In addition, given the fact that 

different schools define and apply referral procedures, the same student behavior may 

elicit different teacher responses in different schools.  Differences in the relationship 

between teachers and the school’s administration may also alter the use of discipline 

referrals across schools (Sugai et. al., 2000).  As well, teacher variables such as tolerance 

levels, classroom management skills, and discipline policies all will influence referral 

practices.  As such, it has been suggested that the use of discipline referral data should be 

done so with caution (Wright & Dusek, 1998) and may prove most useful when used 

within a school setting as opposed to across school settings (Skiba, Peterson, & Williams, 

1997). 

School-Based Mental Health 

Although school-based health and counseling services were available in certain 

states during the 1970’s it is not until the early 1980’s that we see a fast growing support 

base and strong advocacy for the expansion of these services (Dryfoos, 1994).  By 1981, 

Dryfoos reports, there were only 10 school-based clinics operating around the country.  

Six years later in 1987 there were approximately 150 school-based clinics, and six years 

after in 1993, there are around 500.  As of 2003, the National Assembly on School-based 

Health Care reports there are a little over 1500 clinics across the U.S. (NASBHC, 2003). 

There are several factors that have greatly impacted the rate and growth of these 
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services.  First, there were growing concerns regarding the apparent shortcomings of the 

community-based systems of care model (Dryfoos, 1994).  Changes also occurred in 

national health (e.g., Healthy People 2000) and education policy initiatives (e.g., America 

2000: An Educational Strategy, Goals 2000: Educate America Act) (Pfeiffer & Reddy, 

1998), as well as in Medicaid funding and tax relief (e.g., Omnibus Budget 

Reconciliation Act of 1989).  These legislative changes which followed the momentum 

brought about by the groundbreaking publication by Knitzer (1982), Unclaimed Children, 

which highlights the tremendous gap between the mental health needs of children in the 

United States and the services that are actually available to them, greatly influenced the 

trend to bring mental health services into the school setting.   

As school-based mental health services are integrated into schools certain issues 

demand our attention.  Confidentiality and ethical dilemmas, training shortfalls, and 

underdeveloped infrastructures to support services are but a few of the challenges to be 

faced (Fagan & Wise, 1994).  Another critical concern surrounds referral issues.  This is 

of particular interest in States and school districts where mental health services are 

provided based on eligibility criteria as opposed to “drop-in” types of programs.  Within 

these programmatic models, referral issues become quite significant.  For example, under 

what circumstances should a child receive a referral for mental health services?   

Research indicates that referrals for mental health services involve students who 

are highly disruptive, engage in numerous negative social interactions, and for whom 

primary interventions have failed (Gresham, et. al., 1999).  Not surprisingly, disruptive 

behavior and negative social interactions often result in disciplinary action by the 

classroom teacher (Taylor, Hasselbring, & Williams, 2001).  Additionally, high 
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frequency of discipline referrals is a major factor under consideration when referring 

students for school-based mental health services and special education (Evans, S.W., 

Axelrod, J.L., Sapia, J.L., 2000; Feister, L., Nathanson, S., 1996; Pfeiffer, S.I., & Reddy, 

L.A., 1998).   

An obvious consideration in the referral process is to what extent does the 

intervention address the child’s needs.  To address this concern, school teams frequently 

make use of functional behavioral analysis (Gresham, 2003).  This approach has shown 

utility in the development of appropriate interventions for children experiencing difficulty 

(Newcomer & Lewis, 2004).  However, there are numerous concerns involving the 

integrity of its use.   

For example, in Van Acker, Borson, Gable, & Potterton’s (2005) study they found 

the most common problem in the FBA/BIP process resulted from a lack of clarity in the 

identification and operational definition of the target behavior or behaviors under 

investigation. There was a general failure to identify any effort taken by team members to 

verify the hypothesized function of the behavior before attempting intervention. And, 

perhaps most alarmingly, a significant number of teams did not appear to take the 

function of the behavior identified in the FBA into consideration when developing the 

BIP.   

In consideration of these problems alone, it becomes relatively clear how a child 

might be referred for mental health services inappropriately.  As well, it is equally clear 

that an understanding of the relationship between reading performance and externalizing 

behaviors will aid school teams in the development of appropriate interventions.  Given 

the risk of having a mismatch between student need and prescribed services (Reid, 1993) 
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as well as the high costs associated with therapeutic interventions (Nabors, Leff, & 

Mettrick, 2001) further study is warranted. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

 This chapter will be divided into four sections.  Section one will be devoted to 

describing the sample.  Section two will review the procedures used for collecting data.  

Section three will discuss the hypotheses to be examined, and section four will delineate 

the statistical analysis to be conducted.   

Sample 

 The proposed sample of children to be used in this study will be an entire 

population of sixth graders attending a small urban school in a South Pacific Region.  

Regional demographics based on the 2000 U.S. Census data reflect a total population in 

the local community of approximately 28,000.  Median income is $35,390 with 23% of 

the families with children living in poverty.  District and school demographics are 

presented in table 1.  The sixth grade population of 112 students is serviced by five 

regular education teachers. 

Procedures 

 The present study applies a longitudinal design to look at the relationship between 

reading performance and discipline referrals for third and fifth graders.  To conduct this 

analysis, Total Reading Scores, as measured by the Stanford Achievement Test - Ninth 

Edition, and discipline referral data, maintained in the School-Wide Information System 

(SWIS) database will be collected from school records. The SAT-9 scores to be used in 

this investigation will be taken from the current 6th grader’s Spring ’02 and Spring ’04 

test results.  SWIS data to be used in this study will be retrieved from archival records 

covering the ’01-’02 through the ’03-’04 school years.  Specific behavioral descriptions 
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of discipline referrals are inaccessible and as such, only the available frequency data will 

be used in the examination of the variables.   

Table 1  
District and School Population Demographics 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 

District    School 
 _______________________ ______________________

N % N %
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Native American 65 0.79    9 0.9 
 
Black   46 0.56    4 0.4  
 
Chinese  129 1.57    6 0.6 
 
Filipino  895 10.93    190 19.8 
 
Hawaiian  558 6.80    138 14.4 
 
Part Hawaiian  2261 27.62    296 30.9 
 
Japanese  1499 18.31    51 5.3 
 
Korean   85 1.03    1 0.1  
 
Portuguese  416 5.08    39 4.1 
 
White   766 9.35    114 11.9 
 
Indo-Chinese  8 0.09    1 0.1 
 
Other   1220 14.90    84 8.8 
 
Free/Reduced  4037 49.00    530 55.4 
 
Total   8185     958 
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Instruments 
 

The Stanford Achievement Test, Ninth Edition (SAT-9) is a group-administered, 

norm-referenced test designed to measure achievement in the basic skills taught in 

schools throughout the nation.  Items for the Stanford Achievement Test are organized by 

content categories that reflect the educational objectives commonly found in state and 

district curriculum guides, published textbooks and basal series, instructional programs, 

and criterion-referenced assessment instruments. The subject areas measured are 

Reading, Mathematics, Language, Spelling, Listening, Study Skills, Science and Social 

Science.   

 SAT-9 Total Reading Score, which is a composite of the Reading Vocabulary and 

Reading Comprehension Scores, will be used to reflect student’s overall reading ability. 

These tests are said to measure the student’s vocabulary or word knowledge, and skills 

related to understanding facts and concepts in making inference from written materials.  

The Reading Vocabulary test is comprised of 30 multiple choice items.  Each item 

contains an underlined word either in a phrase or short sentence.  The student is provided 

with four possible responses and is required to locate the appropriate bubble on a 

machine scored answer sheet.  The Reading Comprehension test has 40 multiple choice 

items.  Each item contains a short passage followed by questions about main idea, 

character, plot, theme, etc.  Again, the student is required to locate the appropriate 

response among four choices on a machine-scored answer sheet. 

 Testing for standardization of the Stanford Achievement Test, Ninth Edition 

(SAT-9) was conducted in the fall of 1995 and the spring of 1996. The tests were 

administered to a large sample of students in grades one through twelve nationally. This 
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sampling represents the national school population in terms of region, socioeconomic 

status, urbanicity and ethnicity. A composite of median family income and percent of 

adults with high school diplomas determined the socioeconomic categories. Students with 

disabilities comprised 3.7 percent of the population in the standardization program. 

Selection of students from public schools was stratified by geographic region, community 

type (urban, suburban, rural), district size (average elementary grade enrollment) and a 

demographic index based on community characteristics related to district achievement. 

The Catholic school sample was stratified by region, community type and district size. 

All of the other non-public school districts were stratified by region and size. The 

purpose of the standardization process for the SAT-9 National Research Program was to 

obtain normative data descriptive of achievement in the nation’s schools, to equate the 

levels and forms of this series, and to establish the statistical reliability, and validity of 

the test.  

Nature of Discipline Referrals for Sample Subjects 

 During the ’01-’02 through the ’03-’04 school years the school to be used in this 

study implemented a positive behavioral supports program (PBS).  This program which is 

supported by the OSEP Technical Assistance Center on Positive Behavioral Supports and 

Interventions utilizes a web based information system to manage school-wide discipline 

data. The School-Wide Information System (SWIS) is intended to provide school 

personnel with accurate, timely and practical information for making decisions about 

discipline systems. School personnel collect on-going information about discipline events 

in their school, and enter this information through protected, web-based software. SWIS 

provides summaries of this information for use in the design of effective behavior support 
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for individual students, groups of students, or the whole student body. The office referral 

categories that are available in SWIS are listed with specific definitions for problem 

behaviors, locations, possible motivation, others involved and administrative decisions. 

All categories listed in the referral form definitions are available for SWIS referral 

entries. Schools adopting SWIS must enter referral information in the categories 

provided. The category labels can not be changed within the SWIS program. Although 

any staff member can complete and submit a discipline referral form all forms are 

processed and inputted into the SWIS data base by the school’s two guidance counselors.  

Referral information is not available for this study and as such, only frequency data will 

be reviewed. 

Hypotheses to Be Tested 

In concert with the overall mission of this study concerning the relationship 

between discipline referrals and reading performance, the following hypotheses will be 

tested at the .05 level of confidence:  

(1) There will be no significant difference in reading performance for referred and 

 non-referred students in grades three and five. 

(2) There will be no significant difference in reading performance of male and  

 female referred and non-referred students.   

(3) There will be no significant difference in reading performance across ethnic  

 groups sampled for referred and non-referred students.   

(4) There will be no significant difference in reading performance across SES  

 groups sampled for referred and non-referred students.   
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Data Analysis 

 The obtained data will be analyzed using a factorial analysis of variance design 

which will consist of independent variables such as grade level, SES (free-reduced 

lunch), gender, and Total Reading scores as measured by the SAT-9.  The dependent 

variable going into the analysis will be frequency of discipline referrals. 
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CHAPTER 4 

DATA ANALYSIS 

 This chapter is devoted to the presentation of findings for each hypothesis.  

The four hypotheses being tested in this study include:  (1) There will be no significant 

difference in reading performance for referred and non-referred students in grades three 

and five, (2) There will be no significant difference in reading performance of male and 

female referred and non-referred students, (3) There will be no significant difference in 

reading performance across ethnic groups sampled for referred and non-referred students, 

and (4) There will be no significant difference in reading performance across SES groups 

sampled for referred and non-referred students.  The hypotheses one by one are restated 

below and the conclusion about the hypothesized relationship is made by use of a .05 

level of significance.   

Hypothesis 1:  Hypothesis 1 suggests there will be no significant difference in reading 

performance for referred and non-referred students in grades three and five.  The obtained 

findings with regard to the proposed hypothesis are presented below for grades three and 

five in table 2 and table 3, respectively. 

Table 2: 
t-test of Third Grade Mean Reading Scores  
________________________________________________________________________ 
Groups   Mean  SD  Mean difference t-score  

Non-Referred             602.80  42.17            5.80       .58 
 
Referred           597.00  39.93            5.80 
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Table 3: 
t-test of Fifth Grade Mean Reading Scores  
________________________________________________________________________ 
Groups   Mean  SD  Mean difference t-score  

Non-Referred   644.10 33.75            -7.51   -.94 
 
Referred   651.61 33.74            -7.51 
 

As evident in the results from the above tables, the mean performance of both the 
3rd and 5th grade samples of referred and non-referred children are highly similar resulting 
in no statistical significance.  Consequently, the null hypothesis about the differences in 
performance for referred and non-referred children in both 3rd and 5th grade is accepted. 
Hypothesis 2:  Hypothesis 2 indicates there will be no significant difference in reading 
performance of male and female referred and non-referred students.  The results of this 
analysis are presented below for grade 3 (table 4) and grade 5 (table 5).  
 As seen from the findings on gender x referral group ANOVA for third grade, the 
main effect of gender was found to be not statistically significant at the hypothesized 
alpha level of .05 or lower (F = .03, df = 1).  This suggests that male and female subjects 
in both referred and non-referred groups had a similar performance pattern on the SAT-9 
total reading score.  Similarly, the main effect for referral groups was also noted to be not 
statistically significant (F = .79, df = 1), indicating similarity of performance of subjects 
in referred and non-referred groups.  Additionally, there was no statistically significant 
difference with regard to Gender x Referral Groups interaction effect (F = 2.14, df = 1)
suggesting that the referred and non-referred groups of third graders showed no 
differences in performance across gender categories. 
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Table 4: 
Analysis of Variance for Third Grade Reading Scores x Gender 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Source     df  F  M  SD  MS          p 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Gender:   .03            52.67        .86 
 

Male     1    594.93  42.11  
 

Female    1    601.77  40.51 
 
Referral Groups:  .79      1340.45      .38 
 

Referred    1    597.00  39.94 
 

Non-Referred  1    602.8  42.17 
 
Gender x  
Referral Group   1  2.14      3644.67      .17 
 
Error     108        (1703.65)     
________________________________________________________________________ 
Note.  Values in parentheses represent mean square errors.   
 

The results from the findings of Gender x Referral Group ANOVA for fifth grade 

show that the main effect of gender was not found to be statistically significant at the 

hypothesized alpha level of .05 or lower (F = .18, df = 1).  This suggests that male and 

female subjects in both referred and non-referred groups had a similar performance 

pattern on the SAT-9 total reading score.  As well, the main effect for referral groups was 

not statistically significant (F = .82, df = 1), indicating similarity of performance of 

subjects in referred and non-referred groups.  Additionally, there was no statistically 

significant difference with regard to Gender x Referral Groups interaction effect (F = .38,

df =1) suggesting that the referred and non-referred groups of third graders showed no 

differences in performance across gender categories.  
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Table 5: 
Analysis of Variance for Fifth Grade Reading Scores x Gender 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Source     df  F  M  SD  MS          p 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Gender:   .18            205.47        .67 
 

Male     1    642.71  31.18  
 

Female    1    648.34  36.10 
 
Referral Groups:  .82      934.00      .37 
 

Referred    1    651.61  33.74 
 

Non-Referred  1    644.10  33.75 
 
Gender x  
Referral Group   1  .38      433.02      .54 
 
Error     108        (1143.98)     
________________________________________________________________________ 
Note.  Values in parentheses represent mean square errors. 
 

Hypothesis 3: Hypothesis 3 proposes that there will be no significant difference in 

reading performance across ethnic groups sampled for referred and non-referred students.  

The results of this analysis for 3rd and 5th grade are presented in tables 6 and 7, 

respectively. 

As can be seen from the findings of Ethnicity x Referral Group ANOVA for third 

grade, the main effect of ethnicity was not found to be statistically significant at the 

hypothesized alpha level of .05 or lower (F = .97, df = 1).  This suggests that across all 

ethnic groups sampled, referred and non-referred subjects had similar performance on the 

SAT-9 total reading score.  Moreover, the main effect for referral groups was also found 

to be not statistically significant (F = .99, df = 1), indicating similarity of performance of 
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subjects in referred and non-referred groups.  Additionally, there was no statistically 

significant difference with regard to Gender x Referral groups interaction effect (F = .71,

df = 4) suggesting that the referred and non-referred groups of third graders showed no 

differences in performance across gender categories.  

 Evident in the findings of Ethnicity x Referral Group ANOVA for fifth grade, the 

main effect of ethnicity was not found to be statistically significant at the hypothesized 

alpha level of .05 or lower (F = .96, df = 1).  This indicates that among all ethnic groups 

sampled, referred and non-referred subjects had similar performance on the SAT-9 total 

reading score.  The main effect for referral groups was also not found to be statistically 

significant (F = .17, df = 1), indicating similarity of performance of subjects in referred 

and non-referred groups.  With regard to Ethnicity x Referral Groups interaction effects 

there was no statistically significant difference either (F = .38, df =6), demonstrating that 

the referred and non-referred groups of fifth graders showed no differences in 

performance across all ethnic group categories. 
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Table 6: 
Analysis of Variance for Third Grade Reading Scores x Ethnicity 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Source     df  F  M  SD  MS          p 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Ethnicity:    9  .97            1725.27      .47 
 

Filipino        595.24  41.91  
 

Japanese     607.88  40.99 
 

Part Hi.     594.96  41.00 
 

Samoan     607.5  17.67  
 

White     609.62  30.76 
 

Hawaiian     592.36  54.59 
 

Sp/Cu/M/PR     570.00   
 

Portuguese     636.17  44.53 
 

Korean     589.00 
 

Other     610.71  40.61 
 
Referral Groups:  .99      .008            .38 
 

Referred    1    597.00  39.94 
 

Non-Referred  1    602.8  42.17 
 
Ethnicity x  
Referral Group   4  .71      1269.02      .58 
 
Error     97        (1784.91)     
________________________________________________________________________ 
Note.  Values in parentheses represent mean square errors.  Sp/Cu/M/PR = Spanish, Cuban, Mexican, 
Puerto Rican. 
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Table 7: 
Analysis of Variance for Fifth Grade Reading Scores x Ethnicity 

________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Source     df  F  M  SD  MS          p 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Ethnicity:    9  .96            1127.06      .47 
 

Filipino        637.28  28.82  
 

Japanese     653.09  31.67 
 

Part Hi.     643.04  34.80 
 

Samoan     661.75  32.17  
 

White     654.40  31.69 
 

Hawaiian     642.14  38.92 
 

Sp/Cu/M/PR     581.00   
 

Portuguese     664.75  33.49 
 

Korean     613.50 
 

Other     642.85  37.92 
 
Referral Groups:  .17      200.69      .68 
 

Referred    1    651.61  33.74 
 

Non-Referred  1    644.10  33.75 
 
Ethnicity x  
Referral Group   6  .38      446.92      .89 
 
Error     95        (1168.77)  
________________________________________________________________________ 
Note.  Values in parentheses represent mean square errors.  Sp/Cu/M/PR = Spanish, Cuban, Mexican, 
Puerto Rican. 
 

Hypothesis 4:  Hypothesis 4 posits that there will be no significant difference in reading 

performance across SES groups sampled for referred and non-referred students.  The 
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results of this analysis are presented in tables 8 and 9 below for third and fifth grade, 

respectively. 

Based on the findings of SES x Referral Group ANOVA for third grade, the main effect 

of SES was not found to be statistically significant at the hypothesized alpha level of .05 

or lower (F = .07, df = 1).  This demonstrates that for both SES groups, referred and non-

referred subjects had similar performance on the SAT-9 total reading score.  The main 

effect for referral groups was also not found to be statistically significant (F = .29, df =

1), indicating similarity of performance of subjects in referred and non-referred groups.  

The interaction effect for SES x Referral Groups also yielded no statistically significant 

difference (F = .02, df = 1) thus showing that the referred and non-referred groups of 

third graders displayed no differences in reading performance across SES groups. 
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Table 8: 
Analysis of Variance for Third Grade Reading Scores x SES 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Source     df  F  M  SD  MS          p 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
SES:    .07            116.71        .80 
 

F/R     1    599.86  39.04  
 

Non-F/R    1    603.68  44.41 
 
Referral Groups:  .29      1340.45      .58 
 

Referred    1    597.00  39.94 
 

Non-Referred  1    602.8  42.17 
 
SES x  
Referral Group   1  .02      34.94          .89 
 
Error     108        (1775.38)     
________________________________________________________________________
Note.  Values in parentheses represent mean square errors.  F/R = Free or Reduced Lunch, Non-F/R = 
Non-Free or Reduced Lunch. 
 

Given the findings of SES x Referral Group ANOVA for fifth grade, the main 

effect of SES was not found to be statistically significant at the hypothesized alpha level 

of .05 or lower (F = 2.46, df = 1).  This suggests that for both SES groups, referred and 

non-referred subjects had similar performance on the SAT-9 total reading score.  The 

main effect for referral groups was also not found to be statistically significant (F =1.53, 

df = 1), indicating similarity of performance of subjects in referred and non-referred 

groups.  The interaction effect for SES x Referral Groups also yielded no statistically 

significant difference (F = .34, df = 1) showing that the referred and non-referred groups 

of fifth graders displayed no differences in reading performance across SES groups. 
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Table 9: 
Analysis of Variance for Fifth Grade Reading Scores x SES 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Source     df  F  M  SD  MS          p 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
SES:    2.46            2788.76      .12 
 

F/R     1    641.10  33.46  
 

Non-F/R    1    650.05  33.71 
 
Referral Groups:  1.53      1730.12      .22 
 

Referred    1    651.61  33.74 
 

Non-Referred  1    644.10  33.75 
 
SES x  
Referral Group   1  .34      387.14        .89 
 
Error     108        (1131.62)     
________________________________________________________________________ 
Note.  Values in parentheses represent mean square errors.  F/R = Free or Reduced Lunch, Non-F/R = 
Non-Free or Reduced Lunch. 
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CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, DISCUSSION, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Summary 

The current study was an attempt to examine the relationship between reading 

performance and discipline referrals in a sample of elementary school aged children 

attending a select school in the Hawaiian Islands.  With the understanding that reading is 

considered the most important learning activity that children engage in during their early 

elementary school years (Chapman, Tunmer, Prochnow, 2000) and given the research 

that suggests exposure to persistent failure in the classroom is often associated with 

externalizing behavior in children (Coie & Krehbiel, 1984; Cunningham & Barkley, 

1978; Ross, 1976) it would seem to follow that children with reading difficulties are more 

likely to display externalizing behavior.  Furthermore, coupled with reports that 

externalizing behaviors are often cited in discipline referrals (Gresham, Lane, Macmillan, 

& Bocian, 1999), the use of discipline referral data was viewed as an appropriate 

indicator of the presence of externalizing behavior problems.   

This study is unique in that an attempt was made to find a relationship between 

reading performance and externalizing behavior as measured via discipline referrals.  

Previous research endeavors have typically utilized behavior rating scales as a measure of 

behavior to assess baseline and post-treatment outcomes (e.g., Jorm, et.al., 1986; McGee, 

& Silva, 2001; McMichael, 1979; Pisecco, et.al., 1996; Rutter & Yule, 1970; Sturge, 

1982; Stott, 1981; Richards, et. al., 1995; Stanton, et. al., 1974).  As reported earlier, the 

findings from this research have been varied and have demonstrated that regardless of 

whether a comparison group model, longitudinal model, prospective or retrospective 
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view was used, support for either of the four proposed hypotheses of the relationship 

between reading performance and externalizing behavior problems was found.   

This study did not incorporate an experimental design to assess the impact that 

improvements in behavior or reading performance may have had on the other or to 

specifically identify causal links between the variables.  Rather, the focus was merely to 

determine whether a relationship between reading performance and discipline referrals 

could be found in grades three and five for a sample of sixth grade students attending a 

select Hawaiian Island school.  In addition, demographic variables such as gender, 

ethnicity, and SES were analyzed to evaluate their possible influence on the relationship. 

In the State of Hawaii standardized academic assessments are first administered to 

third graders with subsequent testing in the fifth grade.  Therefore, to complete this study 

utilizing longitudinal data, both the student’s third and fifth grade total reading scores 

from the SAT-9 achievement test and SWIS discipline referral data for the third and fifth 

grades were necessary.  A select school was identified that met the above criteria for data 

and a sample of 112 sixth grade students was selected.  The inferential statistical 

procedures such as a t-test and factorial analysis of variance were used to determine the 

causal link between reading performance and discipline and related student background 

variables.  

The results of the analysis yielded no statistically significant differences in total 

reading scores for referred and non-referred groups across grade level, gender, ethnicity, 

and SES.  Consequently, the null hypothesis was accepted for each of the four proposed 

hypotheses being tested. 
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Conclusions and Discussion 

As discussed earlier, classroom behavior and discipline problems significantly 

interfere with classroom functioning and learning outcomes (Skiba et. al., 1997).  

Identifying specific risk factors and potential causal links that lead to these behavior and 

discipline problems will certainly prove useful in designing appropriate interventions 

(McGee et. al., 1987) and increasing instructional time for all students (Scott & Barrett, 

2004).  Although the obtained findings in this study did not support the theory that 

children with discipline referrals would display delays in reading performance, there were 

several limiting factors in this study that may have had an impact on the results.  

Consequently, the findings must be viewed with caution and should not be generalized 

without consideration of the following limitations and discussion below: 

1. The overall sample of 112 children in this study may have been too small given 

the resulting small sample of children in the referred group.   

2. The grade range of sampled children was restricted to two years and as such may 

not adequately reflect developmental differences that occur over time. 

3. Reliance on discipline referral data as an index of externalizing behavior 

problems restricts the view of externalizing behaviors to only those that are severe 

and intense enough to warrant a referral. 

4. The available discipline referral data did not include the detailed incident reports 

and therefore was limited to only quantitative information.   

5. The study did not designate the number of referrals before a child could be 

considered in the referral group. 
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6. The available reading performance data only contained total reading scores and as 

such differences in decoding and comprehension skill were not analyzed. 

7.  Variables such as intellectual potential, language functioning, ESLL, and 

presence of a disability were not included and thus their influence on the findings 

was not considered.  

The first major factor limiting the comparability of obtained findings with those of 

studies in the field is related to the small sample size, particularly, of subjects belonging 

to the referred group.  Of the total sample of 112 students there were only 20 third grade 

and 22 fifth grade students who had received a discipline referral.  This small sample size 

of referred students may have severe limitations with regard to the validity and 

generalizability of the findings.  In addition, because the sample only included third and 

fifth graders, it was not possible to determine the developmental differences that may 

occur over a longer period of time.   

As mentioned above, the use of discipline referrals as a measure of externalizing 

behavior may also pose certain limitations in this study.  Although discipline referrals are 

considered a useful indicator for certain prevention program outcomes or as a screening 

tool for secondary or tertiary services (see for example, Nelson, et. al, 2002) it is quite 

possible that discipline referrals are not sensitive enough of a measure for elementary 

school-aged children to reflect the full range of behaviors elicited by persistent reading 

difficulties.  Considering the bi-dimensional view of externalizing behavior discussed 

earlier (inattention/hyperactivity v. aggression/conduct problems) may lend support to 

this discussion.   
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For example, it seems logical that when compared with inattention/hyperactivity 

behaviors, aggression and conduct problems are more likely to elicit a discipline referral.  

In light of Hinshaw’s (1992) conclusions that in childhood, inattention and hyperactivity 

are stronger correlates of academic problems than is the aggression, antisocial behavior 

and delinquency found in adolescence perhaps the relationship between reading 

performance and discipline referrals is stronger in the middle and high school years as 

compared to elementary aged students.  As such, more comprehensive and sensitive 

measures may be necessary when studying the elementary aged child.   

Another concern with the use of discipline referral data in this study was the fact that 

the data was restricted to quantitative information.  Incident reports were not available to 

this investigator and because of this fact it was not possible to analyze the different 

behavioral profiles of the student’s who had received referrals.  An inspection of the 

incident reports would have enabled a more detailed analysis of the behaviors associated 

with the referrals.  Furthermore, the criterion for inclusion in the referral subgroup was 

set at one referral.  It seems that the low threshold for inclusion in the subgroup will 

impact the ability to discriminate between those students with more persistent 

externalizing behavior problems from those who have a single episode. 

The use of total reading scores may have also been too broad of a construct.  It is 

possible that the relationship between reading performance and discipline referrals is 

influenced by the specific domain of reading ability.  For instance, varying effects may be 

found when considering differences between basic reading or word recognition and 

reading comprehension skills.  It is difficult to speculate the extent to which word 

recognition and reading comprehension are separately related to externalizing behavior or 
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discipline referrals.  However, given the communicative function of reading, overall 

comprehension difficulties may be more suspect then specific word knowledge 

difficulties as likely antecedents for the frustration, anxiety, and tension associated with 

inappropriate behavioral responses.  

It should also be noted that public school classrooms in our nation are witnessing an 

accelerated emergence of minority cultures and linguistic divergence.  Even though 

ethnicity was an important consideration in the present study, it was not possible to 

obtain a sufficient number of study participants to represent the racial, ethnic, and 

language characteristics of the population of select Hawaiian island. 

 Finally, there are certain background characteristic variables, such as intellectual 

potential, overall language ability, and the presence of a disability that were not identified 

in sampled subjects.  These variables have shown a relationship to reading performance 

and likely play an important role in the relationship between reading performance and 

discipline referrals.   

Recommendations 

The preceding sections identified some critical factors that may have impacted the 

overall validity and generalizability of this study’s findings.  Based on this discussion 

there are several considerations for future research and suggestions for school teams that 

may prove useful. 

Overall, it seems that increasing sample size is necessary to ensure adequate numbers 

of children will be represented in all subgroups studied.  Increasing sample sizes must be 

the aim of future studies in order to enhance the validity of these empirical research 

findings.  Moreover, although two grades were used to look at developmental changes, 
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studies using longitudinal or cross-sectional designs should benefit from samples 

incorporating a larger range of ages/grades.  Given the previous discussion regarding 

younger children’s inattentive/hyperactive profile compared with the adolescent 

aggression and conduct problems consideration of a wider range of ages/grades demands 

greater attention. 

Due to the noted concerns with the use of discipline referrals with elementary school 

children, it seems necessary to supplement the use of referral data with other behavioral 

measures such as, rating scales and observations.  Utilizing measures with greater 

sensitivity will likely aid in discriminating those children who show behaviors that may 

not reach the intensity needed for a discipline referral from those who do.  Using these 

measures to discriminate those children who are hyperactive/inattentive from those with 

aggression/conduct problems will also help in identifying specific behavioral profiles that 

relate to reading performance.  In addition, designating a selection criterion for the 

number of referrals that will adequately discriminate between students with episodic 

versus chronic behavior problems is encouraged. 

It is suggested that in addition to reviewing total reading scores, basic reading or 

decoding skill and comprehension skill should be explored to determine any differences 

between these academic profiles and externalizing behavior.  As well, to control for the 

effects of language and intellectual potential it is also suggested that researchers include 

measures of this functioning.   

 Lastly, even though no statistically significant findings were obtained, the results of 

this study in combination with several topics discussed throughout this paper offer 

substantial impact on the field.  There are several specific implications for parents, 
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teachers and other school personnel to consider.  For example, it is clear that parents and 

teachers need greater support in understanding the dynamics of children’s behavior, 

particularly as it relates to academic performance.  As well, it was demonstrated that 

teachers must become cognizant of the specific practices or behaviors that may 

unintentionally elicit or reinforce unwanted behavioral responses from their students.   

It would also be helpful for teams to identify and record which externalizing 

behaviors are related to specific academic failures.  This would enable teams to relate 

academic failure to specific behaviors, which can then be used to select appropriate 

interventions. 

Furthermore, although the results of this study do not support the link between 

reading performance and discipline referrals it is highly recommended that school 

problem solving teams maintain a diverse perspective when analyzing a child’s behavior 

in the context of a classroom setting.  It is certainly common for school teams to consider 

academic performance in the problem solving process and to recommend academic 

interventions.  However, in the current era where school-based mental or behavioral 

health services are being integrated into school settings, there may be a certain potential 

to refer students to these services inadvertently.  Consequently, school teams must not 

only be cognizant of the role that academic performance plays in externalizing behavior 

problems, they must ensure that when employed, academic interventions must be 

appropriately designed and implemented with integrity.   

Finally, when eligibility criteria are utilized in accessing school-based mental health 

services, school teams will need to have a sophisticated and comprehensive knowledge-

base regarding the dynamics underlying children’s behavior.  Consideration of a 
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multitude of both environmental and individual factors is critical to recommending 

appropriate interventions.  It is quite possible that the children with the more severe and 

persistent aggression and conduct problems are better candidates for mental health 

services in contrast to children who display inattentiveness and hyperactivity.  The latter 

may benefit most from accommodations and modifications to the classroom environment, 

curriculum, and instructional strategy.   
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