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Introduction
Behavior problems in schools are at an all time high in the United States (Abebe & HaileMariam, 2007). As you know, these problems are a distraction to administrators, teachers and other students, and can impede teaching and learning (Kerr & Nelson, 2006). By improving the quality of data collected from office discipline referrals (ODRs), administrators, teachers, and staff can work together as a team to identify, implement, and evaluate improvement interventions.  These school-wide reform efforts that are informed by ODR data are more likely to be implemented and effective (Horner & Sugai, 2007).The purpose of this guidebook, therefore, is to help you rethink and restructure the way you collect and analyze behavior referral data in your school, to reap the benefit that results in improved teaching and learning.   


You might be asking yourself, “What are behavior referral data, and why do I need those data?” Behavior referral data are collected when a student is disciplined for breaking the Code of Conduct at your school. This could be anything from talking out in the classroom, to skipping classes, to more serious behaviors such as bringing weapons or using drugs at school. By collecting referral data and understanding what they mean, you can decide what interventions can be implemented to support positive student behaviors and lessen the amount of behavior referrals in your school. According to Horner and Sugai (2007), office discipline referral data can be collected continuously without a greater investment of resources – time, money, and people.  In fact, collecting these data only uses about one percent of the school staff.                                                                                                              

In the pages that follow, you will learn:  

· what information should be on an office discipline referral 

· how to organize the information so that it makes sense and tells a story

· what to do after you understand the information to make improvements in your school.  
What Do We Include on Behavior Referral Forms? 
Experience has taught us a lot about what information is important to include on an ODR form.  Generally, basic ODR forms tell you “who,” “what,” “when,” “where,” and “why” (Horner & Sugai, 2007).  Here is what we have learned about the content of the ODR.
Who is involved in the behavior?  
This section of the ODR form identifies the actor, the person the behavior was directed toward (another student, a teacher), and the teacher reporting the behavior. It is important to spell names correctly on the form, especially if another person later enters the data in a spreadsheet or database.  Equally important is the correct grade level of the student(s) involved in the incident.  

What happened?  

On most ODR forms there will be a space to give a detailed description the behavior(s).  Even though distressed by the incident, adults should try to be objective and reflect exactly what happened. After all, parents will insist on knowing what happened.
When did the incident occur? 

This section just asks for facts.  What date (mm, dd, and yy), time, period, and day of the week did the incident occur? 
Where did the incident occur?  Location, location, location!

Document the exact location of the incident.  Did the incident occur in the cafeteria, the classroom, the hallway, the stairwell, etc.?  This information will help you determine if there is a scheduling, classroom management, transition, or other issue that can be changed.
Why did the behavior occur?  
This is the section of the ODR that draws upon your professional knowledge and judgement to answer the question, Why did the student behave in such a manner? Perhaps the student has difficulty with the subject matter being taught at the time.  Is the child having problems at home? Is the child being teased or taunted by classmates?  

Many districts now include a section called “Possible Motivation.”  The reason behind the child’s behavior can offer a wealth of information when it comes to determining next steps. 
Let’s see an example.

On Friday, May 11, 2007, at 12:15pm, Bobby Gould, third grade student, sits waiting in his fourth period class for the lunch bell to ring. He is tapping his foot rapidly in anticipation. Mrs. Todd, his teacher, is showing the students how to use fractions in everyday life, such as cutting a pizza into pieces to share with friends.  She notices that most of the students are engaged in the learning experience, but Bobby is not participating.  Bobby, as usual, is staring at the clock and fidgeting.  She asks Bobby a question hoping to engage him in the activity.  Unfortunately, Bobby is so distracted that he does not hear her question.  When he finally looks around, he is embarrassed that everyone is watching him and waiting for his answer to the question.  To escape from this uncomfortable situation, Bobby asks to go to the bathroom.  Since it is close to lunch, his teacher asks him to wait a few minutes until the bell rings. Again, she prompts him to answer the question.  Feeling embarrassed and frustrated, Bobby starts to get even more restless. To vent his frustration and get back at the teacher, he pokes the girl in front of him on the back with his pencil.
“Stop it!”  the girl hisses under her breath at Bobby.  Bobby stops for a moment and then starts again. 
“Bobby keeps poking me in the back with his pencil and it hurts. He won’t stop.” The girl calls out to the teacher.

Who: Bobby, Mrs. Todd, and Cindy. 

Bobby’s name is listed on the ODR form along with Mrs. Todd’s. 
What: In this case, Bobby wasn’t paying attention to the lesson and then began poking the student in front of him with a pencil.

When: Date/Day/Time/Period:  In our case, Friday, May 11, 2007, at 12:15pm, during fourth period is ‘when’ the incident happened. All four pieces of information can be useful in determining next steps.

Where: Classroom

Why: Here is where Mrs. Todd might reflect on her knowledge of Bobby as a person and as a student.  Under the “Possible Motivation” section of the ODR, she circled, “Avoid Task/Activities.”
She knows that Bobby struggles with math.  While that is part of the reason, it doesn’t uncover other factors that contributed to Bobby’s behavior. In this case, she thought about the time of the incident and realized that Bobby often has difficulty during the last 15 minutes of class.  She also noticed that he watches the clock at the end of class.  
Mrs. Todd decides to ask Bobby why he acts out during the last part of math class.  He tells her that he gets so hungry that he cannot pay attention.  She noted this on the form.  

Confirming her hunches, Bobby also reveals that he has always felt dumb in math.  This information is useful in determining next steps. 

Organizing Office Referral Data
Now you have a stack of ODRs to summarize and analyze.  First, create a spreadsheet or database to summarize your ODR data so that you can determine trends and patterns.  Use all the data your ODR forms provide.  For example, you might have a spreadsheet that looks like this.

	Student
	Grade
	Date
	Day 
	Time of Referral
	Referring Staff Member
	Rule Violated (from District Code of Conduct)
	Incident Description
	Location of Incident
	Time Returned to Classroom
	Motivation

	Alex Tiom
	4
	4/14
	M
	1:30
	16
	4
	4,1
	6
	2:10
	2


To save time, use code numbers to identify teachers, students, location, incident, description, and disciplinary action taken.  Codes help to keep student and teacher information confidential.  After you have compiled all of your ODRs and organized them in a spreadsheet, you examine the data for trends and patterns.
Analyzing the data
Here are some analyses you can conduct: 
· Referrals by Student

· Average Referrals per Day by Month

· Referrals by Description of the Incident

· Referrals by Period 

· Referrals by Day of the Week

· Referrals by Location

· Referrals by Disciplinary Action Taken

· Referral by Staff Members 
Administrators use these data to  “a) prevent ineffective practices that waste time and resources, b) improve the efficiency and effectiveness of current procedures, c) eliminate elements of the system that are ineffective or inefficient, and d) make modifications before problem behavior patterns become too durable and unmodifiable.”  This process identifies where to make school-wide changes to reduce or eliminate misbehavior in your school (Sugai, Sprague, Horner, & Walker, 2000).  

Staff members can use the data to pinpoint where, when and what types of behaviors occur so that plans can be made to better implement changes.  As we like to say, “Data trends are our friends!” 

In addition, teachers can examine the data for the students who will be entering their classrooms. Teachers may wish to consult with each other on the needs of specific students who require behavioral support.

Telling the Story with Charts and Graphs
At this point, you can ask, “What are the data telling us?  What is causing the behavior problems reflected in the office referral data?”  We want to look at our school’s data and organize it in a way that makes sense and tells a story.  This process engages the entire staff in the interpretation and use of the data.  Creating charts and graphs is an essential step in telling the story so that all can participate.  Let’s look at some of the charts and graphs that will convey the important information.  

The Big Picture

First, you will need to compile data that gives you a picture of the overall challenges of your school at all grade levels.  Let’s examine this big picture, communicated through a chart and a graph, that show the total enrollment and the percentage of those enrolled, who have been referred to the office.  You will notice that both display the same data.
Enrollment, Referrals and Incidents by Grade

	
	Enrollment
	% of Total Enrollment
	Referrals
	% of Total School Referrals

	Kindergarten
	46
	12.5
	12
	2.8

	Grade 1
	50
	13.6
	9
	2.1

	Grade 2
	63
	17.2
	28
	6.5

	Grade 3
	59
	16.1
	74
	17.2

	Grade 4
	41
	11.2
	60
	14.0

	Grade 5
	43
	11.7
	57
	13.3

	Grade 6
	18
	4.9
	42
	9.8

	Grade 7
	22
	6.0
	67
	15.6

	Grade 8
	25
	6.8
	81
	18.8

	Total
	367
	100.0
	430
	100.0


In our experience, staff members prefer a graph to show data like these.  The following graph compares the percentage of students in each grade versus the percentage of the total school referrals written for each grade. If the bar for “% of Enrollment” is higher than the bar for “% of Total Referrals,” the grade was responsible for less than its share of referrals.  If the bar for “% of Enrollment” is lower than the bar for “% of Total Referrals,” the grade was responsible for more than its share of referrals.   
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The graph helps staff begin to understand the big picture of “who” is being referred.  Now let’s look at another big picture:  how often referrals take place.
Many districts simply report the number of referrals per month.  This is not telling the whole story, however, and may even misrepresent the situation.  Consider, for example, what would happen if a district portrayed totals by month in a year when school was closed for snow for several days during the winter months.  The winter months might communicate a drop in misbehavior, because there were fewer days on which students could be sent to the office.  In fact, the number of referrals per day actually might be higher than in the fall and spring. 

 To correct this problem, we calculate the number of days that students were in school.  We use this---not the number of days in the month---to determine the average referrals per day per month.  Look at the following graph.

Average Referrals per Day by Month
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The purpose of this graph is to weight each month evenly, so that a fair comparison of office referral frequency for the school across the year could be made. This graph was calculated by dividing the total number of referrals for the school in a month by the number of student attendance days in that month (total number of referrals ÷ number of days in the month = average referrals per day).   The same data appears in the chart below.
Total Referrals by Month, Total Days by Month and Average Referrals per Day

	Month
	Referrals 
	Days 
	Avg Referrals per Day 

	August
	0
	1
	0.00

	September
	39
	20
	1.95

	October
	79
	20
	3.95

	November
	31
	18
	1.72

	December
	37
	16
	2.31

	January
	30
	19
	1.58

	February
	23
	19
	1.21

	March
	69
	22
	3.14

	April
	42
	18
	2.33

	May
	80
	21
	3.81

	June
	0
	8
	0.00

	Total
	430
	182
	2.36


You now have a good idea of your school’s ODR profile.  In our example, the school averaged 2.36 referrals per day.  October had the most referrals reported per day by month (3.95 average per day). Excluding June when no referrals were reported, February had the least referrals reported per day by month (1.21 average per day).

Digging Deeper

Now you want to dig a little deeper and make your profile more robust.  You can do this by analyzing data by grade level.  Let’s take a look at the fourth grade:  approximately 25 students, 15 students with one or more referrals, and 38 total referrals.
Let’s see how our fourth grade compares with statistics about the distribution of office referrals found in national studies.  We categorize students as belonging to one of three zones:  green (0-1 referral per year); yellow (2-5 referrals per year); and red (more than 5 referrals within a year). 

Total Students and Percentages  

	Support Level
	# of Students
	Grade %
	Approximate National % of Students in Each Level

	Red (6 or more referrals)
	1
	4.0
	

5.0

	Yellow (2-5 referrals)
	10
	40.0
	15.0

	Green (0-1 referrals)
	14
	56.0
	80.0

	Total
	25
	100.0
	100.0


Support Levels by Grade Proportion
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Naturally, we would also have a list of students by name and number of referrals.
Let’s analyze our data another way now.  What months were the most troublesome in the fourth grade?

     Fourth Grade Average Referrals per Day by Month
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This graph weights each month evenly so that a fair comparison of office referral frequency across the year for a grade could be made. This graph was calculated by dividing the total number of referrals for grade in a month by the number of days in that month (total number of referrals ÷ number of days in the month = average referrals per day). 
Now that we have the big picture for the fourth grade, let’s unpack the data and find out the story behind these numbers.  What caused the referrals?  To tell the story, we need to look at the descriptions we coded from the referral forms.
Fourth Grade Referrals by Description of the Incident 
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Now we can see behaviors referred to the office.  We created this bar graph by tallying the number of each type of incident over the year for the grade. 
Continuing our story, we want to find out when the problems took place.  To figure this out, we examine the schedule and calculate referrals by period.

Fourth Grade Referrals by Period
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Now we know when fourth graders were sent to the office.  All we did was to tally the number of referrals for each period in the day over the year for the grade. Eight teachers forgot to write down the period, but that does not prevent us from learning from these data.  
Let’s pause and reflect on what we know about the fourth grade now.  What are the common problems?  When do they occur?  What are your hunches?  What else do you want to know in order to piece this behavioral puzzle together?
One important piece of data might be the day of the week.  Perhaps your staffing changes on certain days, or students have a different schedule depending on the day of the week.  Most school staff members feel that Fridays are particularly difficult.  Is that an accurate perception?  Let’s find out.

Fourth Grade Referrals by Day of the Week
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This bar graph shows a tally of the number of referrals for each day of the week over the year for the grade. Friday was a troublesome day, wasn’t it?  In addition, the graph tells another story:  Wednesdays are going well.  What might be causing the difference?
To dig deeper, let’s look at the locations for misbehavior.  

Fourth Grade Referrals by Location
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Let’s inventory what we know so far.  The fourth grade is most troublesome on Fridays, in the classroom, and during seventh period. Fighting is the most common reason for referrals.  Something alleviates the problems on Wednesdays.  Do you have any hunches?  [Recall that only one fourth grader had more than five office referrals.  You might want to look at his Wednesday schedule.]

Just as important as knowing what students are doing, is knowing what adults are doing!  Let’s see what consequences the fourth graders received.  

Fourth Grade Referrals by Disciplinary Action
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This graph can help school administrators explore not only the types of actions taken but also can help to develop a richer continuum of responses to behaviors.  For example, you may find that you are overly reliant on out-of-school suspension and need to consider some in-school alternatives. 
Using the Data to Implement Change
According to a study done by Sugai, Sprague, Horner, & Walker (2000), disciplinary reform efforts can be divided into four categories: 1) school-wide, 2) classroom management, 3) non-classroom setting supervision and management, and 4) individual student programming.

School-Wide
If, after analyzing your ODR data, you find that your school has a high number of ODRs in general (high ODR/day or ODR/student average) you may want to consider a school-wide behavior support system. Some key features of a school-wide behavior support system include a focus on prevention, teaching positive social behaviors to all students, and acknowledging positive behavior in a consistent manner (Horner & Sugai, 2007). There are many resources available for administrators and school leaders who are interested in implementing school-wide positive behavior support such as www.pbis.org (see Kerr & Nelson, 2006 for interventions.)
Classroom Management
A classroom management issue may be the focus if your data show many of your ODRs are coming from the same classroom.  This situation calls for coaching and professional development for the teacher. 
Non-Classroom Setting
Perhaps you’ll find that after analyzing your school’s data that many of the ODRs are coming from places outside the classroom, such as the cafeteria, hallways, or playground. In this case, you want to consider the supervision and management of those areas when students are present.

Individual Student Programming
Sometimes you may find that certain students seem to receive the most ODRs each school year. In this case, the issue might best be addressed by turning your efforts towards those individual students. This is where the “why” section of your ODR may prove very useful. If you determine that Bobby has an unusually high number of ODRs compared to other students, you may be able to make adjustments at the root of the problem by understanding why he acts out. Perhaps he has low blood sugar and therefore has a hard time concentrating when he hasn’t eaten all morning.  Maybe tutoring in math would help Bobby if you know that he has difficulty in the subject. 
Summary

Collecting, summarizing, and analyzing office discipline referral data is an effective way to determine where to invest reform efforts for your school.  We’ve discussed what types of information to collect, how to summarize that information, and how to organize the information so that it tells us something about our school.  Once you have determined where to invest your efforts, whether school-wide strategies or changes in individual classrooms, you want to continue to collect and analyze the data to see what’s working.
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