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Problem Statement: Disciplinary Disparities for Students with Special Needs in High Schools
Exclusionary discipline is still in use in high schools, and especially out-of-school suspension (OSS), is used as a way of correcting behavior issues, although these methods deny students an opportunity to obtain an education and may expose students to academic risk. Leung-Gagné et al. (2022) reported that the prevalence of OSS among students with disabilities is about two times higher than the prevalence of OSS among non-disabled students on a national examination of Civil Rights Data Collection data trends, indicating a disciplinary disparity in all settings and groups of students with disabilities. The disproportionate exclusion of students with special needs in learning settings may exacerbate their learning difficulties and decrease access to the supports necessary to make academic and behavioral progress. Thus, differences in disciplines of students with special needs are not only a matter of practice that might make a significant difference in the outcomes of a large portion of high schools, not just a few student bodies.
In addition, the damage that comes with exclusionary discipline is not limited to the lost time in the classroom. Leung-Gagné et al. (2022) found that suspension was associated with unfavorable educational paths, such as a higher chance of grade repetitions, dropout, and subsequent justice system involvement. Moreover, the problem of disciplinary differences cannot be addressed as an inevitable implication of the high rates of disability prevalence. Incorporating evidence on decades, Cruz et al. (2024) adhered to the idea that the disproportionality and its reasons is more of a structural impact than a consequence of disability itself, and look to implicit bias, racism, teacher preparation, and other systemic factors instead of a predetermined verdict. In addition, Cruz et al. (2024) also noted that race-neutral reforms have not been much effective in closing gaps among Black and Hispanic students with disabilities, with disparities in discipline based on disability often intersecting with race and other identity markers. Therefore, in order to address the issue, one will have to investigate the working apparatus of policies and the beliefs that influence the way educators work in the concrete school situation.
Moreover, disproportionality could be identified without a drastic shift of school systems. In response to a federal disproportionality citation, Tefera et al. (2023) carried out a qualitative study of a suburban district, where the interpretation of citations by the staff members was mediated between past and sociocultural narratives, which at times redirect the blame towards students and their families instead of considering structural or pedagogical factors. Therefore, schools should take a closer look at their discipline procedures. Due to the daily decisions teachers and staff undertake, the instruments they operate and the regulations they adhere to, students with special needs can be punished more frequently or even more severely. 
Study Purpose
The study will be used to investigate the disciplinary gap among students with exceptional needs in high school. It will in particular study factors and processes that generate disciplinary action against students with disabilities that is more severe or more frequent than disciplinary action against students in general education. Lastly, the study will aim at generating practical knowledge that will be able to generate equitable discipline policies and increase the access of students to education.
Background and Context
The problem selected as a special education teacher developed as a result of repeated observations that the discipline consequences to the students with special needs seem harsher than the consequences to regular students in the education system. The special education teacher identified an issue from her constant observation that students with special needs get more strict disciplinary consequences as compared to their counterparts. One such example is my World History classroom where I support students with known disabilities in their academic work, behavioral supports, and others that accommodate them in accordance with their IEP requirements. However, I have observed trends, whereby similar behaviors, whether off-task behavior, refusal, verbal escalation, or conflict with peers, can have qualitatively different responses that can affect whether or not the student was referred to special education services. Such experiences raise the question as to whether disciplinary mechanisms are responding to disability-related behaviors (including self-regulation difficulties) with punitive rather than positive interventions and thereby are limiting the learning opportunities and capacity of the student to engage in constructive learning.
In addition, as a special education educator in World History, I operate within an intersectional setting of teaching and disciplining, which makes me able to analyze this problem in and out of the classroom. Disciplinary disparity may manifest in the classroom as referral thresholds, interpretation of behaviors, and offer of preventive supports during classroom instruction. Outside the classroom, administrative decision-making, school-wide supervision practices, referral documentation, and being a contributor to behavior discussions during multidisciplinary meetings (e.g., IEP meetings, behavior planning, and problem-solving teams) may contribute to inequality. 
Furthermore, this issue is worth investigating since disciplinary disparities may systemically limit access to education among students with disabilities and lead to outcomes that are the very focus of the work of schools, including attendance, credit accretion, and graduation. The national evidence that Leung-Gagné et al. (2022) use highlights that the exclusionary disciplining is not evenly distributed and academically consequential, and Cruz et al. (2024) clarify that the inequities are preconditioned by the adult and institutional reasons and can be modified with the purpose of intentional practice and policy. In the meantime, Tefera et al. (2023) are of the view that reform may reach a standstill as local argument clouds the structural forces, and that school-based enquiry is required to identify the barriers to change. Therefore, the knowledge gained in this study may be beneficial to the different stakeholders, such as learners with disabilities (and their families), teachers who work in both general and special education, school heads in charge of disciplinary policies, and district administrators who are concerned with equity and compliance.
Definition of Key Term
Restorative practices are disciplinary actions that are non-punitive, focusing on repairing harm, rebuilding relationships, and building accountability through dialogue, as opposed to exclusion (Samimi et al., 2023).
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