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Abstract
Restorative justice is a discipline model being implemented in American public
schools in response to the failed efforts of zero tolerance policies (Armour, 2016;
Harrison, 2007). Zero tolerance policies are reactionary and do not aim to correct the
behavior; instead, they punish by removing a student from the classroom thereby
exacerbating the problem. Removing students from class only increases the potential for
students to fail, drop out, or come in contact with the juvenile justice system. However,
teachers responding to students from a zero-tolerance mindset are unable to implement
restorative justice with fidelity. Since most discipline issues occur in the classroom, the
current study examined how the teacher attachment style affects student success as
defined by discipline and dropout rates. Results from the study will assist campus leaders
in supporting the population of students who have the greatest academic need, at-risk
students. While the outcome of the study did not show a correlation between the
attachment style and discipline or dropout rates, findings show a correlation between
teacher attachment style and percentage of ESL (English as a second language) students
and number of students in the high school. Limitations to the current study are
thoroughly discussed for future research.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Increasing student achievement is one of the greatest challenges schools face.
Studies show teachers’ attachment styles influence student success in school (Acer &
Akgun, 2010; Riley, 2011; Thompson, 1991), aid students with emotional regulation
(Blazar & Kraft, 2017; Fried, 2011; Granot, 2014; Schutz & Lanehart, 2002; Thompson,
1991), and increase students’ motivation (Acer & Akgun, 2010; Bergin & Bergin, 2009;
Öqvist & Malmström, 2018). Additionally, studies show teachers who have a positive
attachment style which support inclusionary discipline practices like restorative justice
are critical for increasing student achievement (Bergin & Bergin, 2009). Teachers who
have an attachment style that seeks to build relationships with students, regardless of
students’ attachment style, raise the students’ sense of well-being and academic
achievement (Bergin & Bergin, 2009; Marzano, Marzano, & Pickering, 2003; McNeely,
Nonnemaker, & Blum, 2002; Pinata, Belsky, Vandergrift, Houts, & Morrison, 2008).
The effects of teacher attachment tends to be stronger for students from low
socioeconomic (SES) families (Bergin & Bergin, 2009). The security of attachment has
been found to have long term effects for student success years after completing school.
Students with secure attachments typically have positive long-term outcomes, while
students with insecure attachments have negative outcomes. A well-known longitudinal
study of attachment began in Minneapolis in the 1970s. Approximately 180 children
from low socioeconomic families were entered into the study as infants and tracked into
adulthood (Sroufe, Coffino, & Carleson, 2010). The quality of care these children
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received was greatly varied throughout their lives. The study shows that these children
were less socially competent, less secure, less empathetic, and had lower self-esteem than
their secure peers (Bergin & Bergin, 2009).
Ideas about student discipline have varied greatly throughout the history of
education. The pendulum has swung from one extreme to the other in search of the
solution to managing student behavior. Removing students from the educational setting
is detrimental to the learning process. Students cannot learn if they are not in the
classroom engaged in the educational process. Zero tolerance policies have fostered
exclusionary disciplinary practices thus removing more and more students from the
classroom for non-violent behaviors (American Psychology Association Zero Tolerance
Task Force, 2008; McNeill, Friedman, & Chavez, 2016; Skiba, 2010; Skiba & Knesting,
2001; Skiba & Peterson, 2000).
As schools of thought about discipline practices have changed, new state policies
have been passed. Texas Education Agency supports restorative justice in favor of
eliminating outdated zero tolerance policies which sought to control students through
intimidation and fear (Armour, 2016; Harrison, 2007; Texas Education Agency, 2018).
Even so, zero tolerance discipline practices, which mandate harsh punishments that limit
student success, are still a prevalent mindset of many teachers today. As such, this study
examines teacher attachment styles effects on student success as defined by graduation
rates. The study also considers exclusionary discipline practices and SES effects on
teacher attachment and student success. Lastly, the study discusses the teacher’s
willingness to model emotional regulation for high school students.
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Studies show teacher attachment styles and the student-teacher relationship have a
tremendous impact on student achievement especially when teachers help guide students
through emotional regulation (Bergin & Bergin, 2009). Over the past few decades,
Bowlby’s (1969) attachment theory has been used as one of the leading theoretical
frameworks for understanding emotional regulation. Tsai (2017) discusses the
importance of the teacher in promoting and fostering students’ motivation to learn and
improving their performances in school. The higher the motivation that teachers can
achieve with their students, the better the learning outcome. Indeed, successful teachers
guide and support their students through the learning process constantly influencing
students’ self-efficacy and motivation to learn. York-Barr and Duke (2004) state when
teachers are able to keep student motivation high, students will be able to maintain a high
level of learning and achievement long-term. With that being said, fostering educational
motivation is crucial for student achievement.
Research shows that teacher attachment styles can influence student motivation
showing how important teacher attachment style is to student success (Bergin & Bergin,
2009; Riley, 2011). Positive attachments between themselves and students help teachers
guide students toward academic success, especially with more difficult students (Bergin
& Bergin, 2009). Current literature shows promising days ahead for public schools and
student discipline. Restorative justice is being implemented in many states, including
Texas, and is showing positive outcomes thus far (Gardella, 2015; Morrison &
Vaandering, 2012; Payne & Welch, 2017; Texas Education Agency, 2018).
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Figure 1: Effects of the Student-Teacher Relationship on Student Outcomes
Figure 1 shows how the student-teacher relationship either positively or
negatively affects the actions of the teacher toward the student. Likewise, Figure 1 shows
how teacher attitudes and behavior towards the student can influence the student’s selfefficacy, beliefs about their own capabilities, and the student’s motivation to learn (Tsai,
2017). In addition, students’ self-efficacy influences behaviors in school. And
ultimately, the behavior choices of students can determine outcomes in life. If the
relationship is positive, then there will be positive outcomes for the student, and if the
relationship is negative, then the opposite is true (Tsai, 2017). Therefore, the impact of
the teacher-student relationship has far-reaching effects that extend deep into students’
lives. This theme will be explored more in depth in Chapter 2.
Background and Context of the Problem
There are three major components that formulate the background and context of
the problem which the study examines: 1) the failed efforts of zero tolerance policies
whose aim was to make schools safe; 2) the harmful effects of exclusionary placement
and improved school discipline; and 3) the dawn of the restorative justice movement.
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These three form a continuum which has shaped discipline practices in education over the
last forty years.
The failed efforts of zero tolerance policies. Zero tolerance policies have been
widely used in student discipline in American public schools for decades and have shown
no improvement in student discipline (APA Zero Tolerance Task Force, 2008; Armour,
2016; McNeill et al., 2016; Skiba, 2010; Skiba & Knesting, 2001; Skiba & Peterson,
2000; Teske, 2011). Since the 1970s, exclusionary discipline rates have increased across
all ethnic groups and are now being used for minor offenses such as class disruptions and
failure to follow instructions rather than being reserved for violent behaviors (Armour,
2016; McNeill et al., 2016; Skiba & Peterson, 2000). Zero tolerance policies have
established consequences for all types of behaviors regardless of the context or mitigating
circumstances (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2013). There is no body of research to
show zero tolerance policies reduce negative behavior (Skiba, 2010; Skiba & Knesting,
2001; Skiba & Peterson, 2000). In fact, research shows zero tolerance policies
criminalize student behavior and increase the risk students will drop out (American
Academy of Pediatrics, 2013; Armour, 2016; Skiba, 2010). Further, zero tolerance
policies often establish fixed consequences that leave no room for school administrators
to use discretion and consider extenuating circumstances, severity of the behavior, or any
other related factors (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2013; Armour, 2016; Skiba &
Knesting, 2001).
The harmful effects of exclusionary placement. Exclusionary practices are
counterproductive to the learning process. As exclusionary practices put students out of
the classroom, these practices lead to students with lower academic achievement

6
increasing their chances of dropping out of school (Armour, 2016; McNeill et al., 2016).
In fact, students who are sent to exclusionary placement are five to ten times more likely
to drop out of school than their peers (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2013; Armour,
2012; Skiba, 2010). Further, students who drop out of school are more likely to come in
contact with the prison system (Armour, 2012; Armour 2016; McNeill et al., 2016).
Research shows over 80% of our nation’s prisoners are high school dropouts (Armour,
2012). Exclusionary placement at one time was used for dangerous and destructive
behaviors but now is frequently used for minor offenses which are detrimental to student
success. Infractions that were once considered normal, such as skipping class, being
disruptive, or fighting, are no longer tolerated. Schools used, and many today continue to
use, zero tolerance practices that send a message that certain behaviors are not acceptable
and students will be removed from the academic setting. Yet, schools with higher rates
of suspension and expulsion, tend to have lower rates of student achievement, higher
dropout rates, and poor school climates (APA Zero Tolerance Task Force, 2008; McNeill
et al., 2016; Mergler, Vargas & Caldwell, 2014; Skiba, 2010).
The exclusionary placement cycle unfavorably impacts students, classes, schools
and districts. When students are suspended, they miss instruction which interferes with
learning and motivation. Then, when they return to class, students are placed back into
the same environment that contributed to the unwanted behaviors in the first place, but
now the student is further behind and discouraged from performing academically. Under
such conditions, the student is more inclined to behave adversely and be removed from
the class. This cycle of exclusionary placement only manages to alienate the students
who are in most need of extra attention. Additionally, there are fiscal implications a
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school district must consider. When students are suspended or expelled, there is a loss of
capital funds for the school district.
The dawn of the restorative justice movement. There are alternatives to the
archaic, punitive model of discipline which offer a more dignified approach (Armour,
2012; Armour, 2016; Harrison, 2007). Restorative justice is an emerging social
movement that aims to repair the harm between the victim, the offender, and the
community (Armour, 2012; Maglione, 2018; Payne & Welch, 2017). First used in the
prison system, restorative justice is now being adopted by more and more schools across
the United States. The goal of restorative justice is to teach students how to resolve
conflict, reconcile with each other, and learn alternatives to violence and aggression
(Payne & Welch, 2017). Therefore, instead of punishing for wrongdoing, students learn
how to take corrective measures to prevent the behavior from reoccurring, and more
importantly, they learn how their behavior affects others. Schools who use restorative
justice measures report they have fewer suspensions and expulsions. In addition, students
are taught ways to effectively regulate their behavioral problems (Mergler, et al., 2014).
Students who utilize emotional regulation processes to control their behavior have greater
academic achievement (Thompson, 1991).
Purpose and Significance of the Study
The purpose of the current study examines teacher attachment styles effect on
student success, with success being defined as graduation rates. While the study
investigates the mediating effect student economic status has on teacher attachment and
student success, the study focuses on the effect the number of students participating in
exclusionary discipline practices within a high school has on teacher attachment and
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student success as this factor is, theoretically, more in the control of the teacher than
student economic status. Dropout rates have long-term effects on the success of students.
Figure 2 illustrates the effect attachment style has on an individual’s behaviors
(Ainsworth & Bell, 1970; Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991). Ainsworth and Bowlby
(1991) identified four attachment styles. Individuals with “secure” attachments exhibit
high-quality communication, are able to create meaningful relationships, have low
anxiety, are positive, open and engaged, self-confident and can resolve conflict
constructively. Secure adults are comfortable with intimacy. Individuals with
“preoccupied” attachments are overly concerned about others’ thoughts, demanding,
needy, and seek validation. Individuals with “dismissing” attachments are independent
and do not show emotions readily. Lastly, individuals with “fearful” attachments tend to
want to be close to others but fear intimacy. They often have low self-esteem, see
themselves as helpless, and are socially avoidant.

Figure 2. Attachment style effect on behaviors (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991)
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Schools face many challenges in their efforts to successfully educate students.
Disciplining students in a manner which does not send students to exclusionary
placement settings is a tremendous challenge for teachers because of strict mandates by
the state and the advent of zero tolerance policies. Removing a student to an
exclusionary setting stops all academic instruction until the student has served his or her
time and is placed back in the classroom. Since discipline referrals originate in the
classroom, it makes logical sense to make every effort to correct the problems in the
classroom before they become office referrals. It has already been established in the
research that exclusionary discipline is ineffective; therefore, it is imperative that
educators use a more proactive approach to discipline (Skiba, 2014; Skiba & Knesting,
2001). By correcting the problem at its inception, students will have a greater chance of
remaining in the classroom where they will receive classroom instruction.
Successful classroom management is crucial for students to achieve academic
success (Ersozlu & Cayci, 2016; Marzano et al., 2003). When the classroom is wellmanaged, the teacher will experience fewer discipline issues, which results in fewer
referrals to exclusionary placement. Classroom management is a combination of
organizing learning experiences and administrative activities to create an environment in
which students flourish and become successful. Many teachers have not had classroom
management training in their educator preparation programs and are ill-equipped to
manage students’ behaviors (Ersozlu & Cayci, 2016). Further, online educator
preparation programs circumvent the traditional student teaching model which is
detrimental to new teachers because it limits the opportunity to learn classroom
management from an experienced teacher. At the same time, urban schools present even

10
greater challenges because of social, emotional, and cultural issues that students face
(Brown, 2003). In addition, classroom management with students with special needs
requires a different aptitude for a classroom teacher particularly if atypical behaviors are
present (Johnson, 2006).
Overall, classroom teachers do not possess intervention strategies to respond to
the multitude and diversity of behaviors present in the classroom. For example, special
education students are taught in the least restrictive environment, which is often the
general education classroom. Many of these students will have behavioral or emotional
disorders which qualified them for special education services, and teachers may not have
the experience or skills to effectively manage these students. To effectively deal with
student behaviors, the teacher must understand the behavior and know how to respond
with an intervention that corrects the behavior and limits interruption to class instruction.
When a teacher responds inappropriately to a students’ behavior, the teacher
inadvertently escalates a situation. For example, students who have a Behavior
Intervention Plan (BIP) may have strategies to cool off and refocus. If a teacher is not
mindful of the BIP, they may inadvertently aggravate a situation.
Traditionally, teachers have thought about classroom management as order,
control, and obedience (Davis, 2017). However, due to our understanding of behavior,
classroom management is now about embracing change, eliminating fear, addressing
external problems, and guiding students through emotional regulation (Davis, 2017).
This is where the teacher attachment style which supports students’ emotional regulation
becomes crucial for the student to successfully navigate through the sea of emotions,
correct the behavior, and remain in the educational setting. Due to a more diverse student
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population as well as students exhibiting a wider variety of behaviors, classroom teachers
must be equipped to manage with greater sensitivity and insight (Davis, 2017).
Emotions affect many of the cognitive processes involved in student learning
(Fried, 2011). Students and teachers have to handle their feelings every day in the
classroom. Emotional regulation, a person’s ability to effectively manage and respond to
an emotional experience, describes how a person modulates his or her responses. People
with positive emotional regulation deal with difficult situations without harming
themselves or others by using healthy coping strategies. Signs of positive emotional
regulation are exercising, meditation, therapy, socializing with friends, getting the proper
amount of sleep, and knowing when to take a break. Negative emotional regulation is
just the opposite. People who cannot cope with stressful situations tend to harm
themselves in the form of drug or alcohol abuse, self-injury, physical or verbal
aggression, or withdrawing from social situations (Rolston & Lloyd-Richardson, 2016).
Students who utilize positive emotional regulation strategies have a higher rate of
academic success and better behavior outcomes (Fried, 2011; Rolston & LloydRichardson, 2016). If a student gets a bad test grade and utilizes positive emotional
regulation, the student will monitor and adjust to make a better grade next time. For
example, they may make more time in their schedule to study, attend tutoring, or enlist
the help of other students. Students who use negative emotional regulation will put
themselves down, have negative self-talk, and may lose motivation to attempt to do better
next time. The attachment style of the teacher becomes paramount to student success at
this point. A teacher who helps students navigate through emotions and stay on track will
help the student who experiences negative emotional regulation process those emotions
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and help the student find ways to become successful. A teacher who models positive
emotional regulation does this automatically and will scaffold the learning so the student
achieves success.
Without question, schools must keep students safe and maintain a climate
conducive to learning. However, there is no body of research to show the punitive,
outdated, zero tolerance model of discipline has made schools safer or reduced discipline
referrals (Skiba & Knesting, 2001; Teske, 2011). In fact, research shows the opposite to
be true. Since the 1970s, the number of suspensions and expulsions has doubled at the
national level (Skiba & Rausch, 2006). Also, in a statewide, six-year longitudinal study
by Fabelo et al. (2011), of the one million students studied, fifteen percent were assigned
to disciplinary alternative educational placement and only three percent of those offenses
were for conduct which state law mandates exclusionary placement.
Theoretical Framework
This proposal is grounded in Adult Attachment Theory (Riley, 2011) and
Relational- Cultural Theory (Miller, 1986). Both are instrumental in understanding how
the quality of the teacher-student relationship affects teacher and student attitudes which
will influence the learning process. Riley’s (2011) Adult Attachment Theory applies to
the quality of the relationship between the student and the teacher in the classroom.
Miller’s (1986) Relational-Cultural Theory is important to this proposal because it
examines the complexity of relationships within a culture affecting an individual’s
attitudes and outcomes. Summaries of the two theories and the connections to this
proposal follows.
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Adult attachment theory. Riley (2011) draws on the experiences of Bowlby and
Ainsworth to explain the student-teacher relationship. Understanding the student-teacher
relationship can help in a multitude of ways. From infancy to adulthood the emergence
of attachment behaviors predicts the way a person will behave and interact with
offspring, parents, marital partners, and other significant relationships (Allen & Land,
1999). Bowlby noticed that infants go to great lengths to avoid separation from their
adult attachment figure, which is primarily the mother. Infants cling to their mothers
until they learn self-regulation when separated from the mother figure. Children who
experience a warm, caring, compassionate relationship with their mothers, grow up to be
secure and mentally healthy. This model of attachment will be the basis for the whole
life of the person (Kirlap & Serin, 2017). Drawing upon that knowledge, the Adult
Attachment Theory is guided on the assumption that the same bonds that form between
parents and children are responsible for the bonds that adults have in their intimate
relationships with each other (Fraley, Heffernan, Vicary, & Brumbaugh, 2011; Riley,
2011).
Specifically related to this proposal, since these primary bonds have such a
powerful influence on subsequent relationships, including the student-teacher
relationship, it is encouraging that more recent research postulates these relationships are
not static but are subject to change throughout an individual’s life (Riley, 2009; Riley,
2012). This is good news because teachers can help insecurely attached students form
meaningful bonds which will provide them security. Teachers who build relationships
with their students will be better equipped to serve them emotionally and academically
(Riley, 2011). This is beneficial, so the student will achieve greater academic success
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(see Figure 1 on page 4). The student feels safe and secure in the relationship and is able
to grow because of it. Further, Riley (2009) explains a common attachment model in
education is that of the teacher as the caregiver and the student as the care-seeker, which
is a one-directional relationship. However, when the relationship between the student
and teacher is reciprocated, rather than one-directional, the Adult Attachment Theory is
useful to explain this phenomenon.
Adult Attachment Theory proffers that school leaders and teachers will become
better at observing classroom processes, can identify when things go astray in the
classroom, and know how to effectively monitor and adjust to keep the learning
environment on the right course (Riley, 2011). Attachments to parents and teachers will
influence students’ academic success which is linked to greater academic success making
positive student-teacher relationships necessary. In turn, students who have secure
attachments also have greater emotional regulation, making positive student-teacher
relationships necessary (Bergin & Bergin, 2009).
Relational-cultural theory. Jean Baker Miller’s (1976) Toward a New
Psychology of Women helped conceive the Relational-Cultural Theory (RCT) which
emerged from her clinical practice with women. Miller noticed many of the clinical
theories were developed by men and for men and did not apply to women (Jordan &
Hartling, 2010). She and her colleagues looked at the needs and motivations of women
and how they differed from their male counterparts. These findings formed the basis for
the Relational-Cultural Theory which in essence identifies relationships as the locus for
human growth (Jordan & Hartling, 2010). When early childhood relationships are
neglectful, this gets encoded in the brain as relational images which shape future
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interactions. When relationships continue to fail to meet a child’s needs and the child is
treated as if they don’t matter, long term problems occur, such as depression, loneliness,
confusion, self-blame, and isolation (Jordan & Hartling, 2010).
A foundational principle of RCT is people grow through and toward relationships
all of their lives. “The RCT approach to helping and healing is grounded in the idea that
healing takes place in the context of mutually empathic, growth-fostering relationships”
(Comstock et al., 2008). Mutual empathy, empowerment, and authenticity are necessary
for a growth-fostering relationship to occur. Even in relationships where there is power
imbalance, such as student-teacher or employee-employer, there is still mutuality and
both parties can experience growth-fostering relationships (Schwartz & Holloway, 2012).
Connectedness, love and belonging are also essential ideas in RCT. Miller (1986)
identified “five good things” or outcomes of being in a growth-fostering relationship as
presented in Figure 3.
Growth-Fostering

Disconnected

Greater Sense of Zest/Energy

Diminished Energy

Greater Action

Diminished Action

Clarity

Confusion

Greater Sense of Self-Worth

Diminished Sense of Self-Worth

Desire for More Relationships

Avoids

Figure 3. Comparison of growth-fostering and disconnected relationships
A central tenet of RCT is people will grow through mutually empowering
relationships (Hall, Barden, & Conley, 2014). In the context of a classroom, the RCT is
important as there are many ongoing relationships within that dynamic culture where

16
mutuality exists for all parties. Building, preserving, and energizing mutually
empowering relationships is key for meaningful academic relationships, especially the
relationship between the student and the teacher (Schwartz & Holloway, 2012). These
theories, Adult Attachment Theory and Relational-Cultural Theory, form the theoretical
framework for the teacher-student relationship in the classroom. As children enter
school, they establish a relationship with the adults they encounter, especially their
teachers. Meaningful relationships enable them to become successful in school. The
attachments they have formed with their parents are the cornerstone for the child’s
relationships with their teachers (Acer & Akgun, 2010).
Research Questions and Hypotheses
The following research questions and hypotheses guide the study:
Question 1. How does the student-teacher attachment style affect dropout rates?
H10: There will be no significant difference between student-teacher attachment
styles and dropout rates.
H1: There will be a significant difference between student-teacher attachment
styles and dropout rates.
Question 2. How does the student-teacher attachment style affect discipline
rates?
H10: There will be no significant difference between student-teacher attachment
styles and discipline rates.
H1: There will be a significant difference between student-teacher attachment
styles and discipline rates.
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Overview of Methodology
The target population for this research includes teachers (N=126) from ten
randomly selected high schools. Data for the study was retrieved from publicly available
data on the Texas Education Agency website and a student-teacher attachment
questionnaire. The study will use a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) to determine
the effect attachment style (independent variable) has on student success as defined by
school dropout rates (dependent variable) and student discipline rates (dependent
variable). Further, the study will determine if student socioeconomic status or student
participation in exclusionary placement settings has an interaction effect. Lastly, the
study will investigate relevance of demographic information (gender, age, and years of
experience) on study outcomes.
Definition of Terms and Variables
The following definitions are essential to the understanding of the study.
Attachments: a deep, affectionate bond that connects one person to another; refers to the
way people relate to each other.
Attachment styles: one of four styles of attachment people develop: secure, dismissing,
fearful, or preoccupied.
Independent variable: -X-attachment style of the teacher.
Dependent variable #1: Number of referrals that result in placing a student in an
exclusionary placement (Disciplinary Alternative Educational Placement, In-School
Suspension, or Out of School Suspension).
Dependent variable #2: Drop-out rates of high schools.
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DAEP: Disciplinary Alternative Education Placement an off campus placement with
limited instruction.
Discretionary placement: Non-mandatory placement of a student into an exclusionary
setting which is not mandated by state policy. The placement is made at the campus level
and is the decision of the administration.
Effective discipline: Discipline which teaches students to take responsibility for their
choices and become more independent. The objective is to change behavior.
Emotional regulation: A person’s ability to effectively manage and respond to an
emotional experience.
Exclusionary placement: Term used when a student is removed from the classroom and
sent to a disciplinary location other than the classroom.
ISS: In-school suspension out of classroom, but still on campus.
OSS: Out of school suspension the placement is at home with no instruction. Student is
usually banned from all school activities.
Proactive discipline: A more comprehensive approach to discipline which includes
understanding student behaviors, relating to students, and using interventions appropriate
to that behavior.
Relational-Cultural Theory: A theory of growing through and towards relationships
throughout our lives. Growth-fostering relationships are the source of meaning and
empowerment.
Restorative Justice: A process for repairing the harm that has been done by giving the
person who caused the harm a chance to make amends with the person harmed. It seeks
to use non-punitive approaches to address discipline.
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School climate: Refers to the quality and character of school life. A positive school
climate includes norms, values, and expectations that students feel socially, emotionally,
and physically safe and educators model the importance of education.
School connectedness: The belief held by students that adults and peers in the school care
about their learning as well as about them as individuals.
School-to-prison pipeline: Term used to describe students who are taken out of the
educational setting and sent to exclusionary placement settings and directly or indirectly
end up in the criminal justice system.
Socio-economic status (SES): a broad concept that includes factors such as income,
education, occupation, wealth, and deprivation.
Student success: For the purpose of this study, student success is defined as graduation
rates.
Zero Tolerance Policy: School discipline policy in which there are consistent, harsh
punishments for students who break the rules. No contextual or mitigating circumstance
is considered. Conflicts with educational best practices since zero tolerance often times
results in students being removed from the educational setting.
Limitations
There are several limitations related to instrumentation, implementation, and
location of the study that threaten internal and external validity. As such, study findings
should be reviewed with caution. In brief, changes in leadership and leadership styles
affect campus culture, which trickles down to the teacher and student morale and
achievement. The current study does not address the campus leadership styles.
Additionally, the study was conducted in a small sample of school districts in Texas. The
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researcher acknowledges that other factors other than those studied attribute to
exclusionary discipline placement. Access to the teachers was a limitation, as well as the
likelihood that teachers responded to the survey. Generalizability was also a concern
since the data was collected from relatively small school districts from mostly rural areas.
Study findings and limitations are fully presented and discussed in Chapter 5.
Delimitations
A delimitation of the study is the choice of the problem. The problem states that
zero tolerance policies are causing an increase, not a decrease, in exclusionary placement
referrals for students. Circumstances surrounding students’ lives which may contribute to
the undesired behavior are not considered in this study. For example, it is well known
that the number of single-parent households has greatly increased over the past decades
causing more families to live at or near poverty levels. The additional stress and lack of a
strong parental unit may be a contributing factor to the increase in undesired behavior.
The study will not explore those themes. This study also will not explore or compare the
number of African American student to white students, or boys to girls who are sent to
exclusionary placements settings.
Another delimitation is the study will be conducted in public schools in Texas
only. No other states will be included, nor will private or charter schools be included in
the study. The study will only include high school campuses with grades 9-12. High
schools which include grades other than 9-12 will not be considered for the study.
Assumptions
One assumption in the study is that the teachers in the survey group will respond
with fidelity and integrity and that all data will be accurate. Another assumption is that
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the discipline patterns and referrals of the schools used in the study are representative of
the larger population. Additionally, it is assumed all schools assign discipline similarly.
Some schools may send students to exclusionary placement after a few infractions; other
schools may have a higher tolerance level and use exclusionary placement for the major
infractions. The schools used in the study were randomly selected to make the research
more generalizable. The data for discipline rates and dropout rates were collected from
the Texas Education Agency web site which is publically posted data. The link is:
https://tea.texas.gov/Student_Testing_and_Accountability/Accountability/State_Account
ability/Performance_Reporting/Texas_Academic_Performance_Reports. There are
limitations to public data such as bias, collection, completeness, and replicability.
Summary
Research shows that the student-teacher relationship greatly impacts a student’s
behavior and motivation to learn. The impact of this relationship has far-reaching effects
that extend deep into students’ lives. Yet, failed zero tolerance policies promoting
exclusionary discipline practices continue to thwart the student-teacher relationship even
though more recent restorative justice practices provide an alternative to punitive models
of discipline. Grounded in Riley’s Adult Attachment Theory and the Miller’s RelationalCultural Theory, the study explores the relationship between teacher attachment styles
and student success. Results from the study can be used by campus leaders to plan
beneficial professional development for teachers.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

School leaders are charged with the task of continuously improving all areas of
education: curriculum and instruction, school safety, and school discipline. Discipline
has remained at the forefront of educational issues on local, state, and federal levels for
decades. School discipline is a broad, complicated, and multifaceted issue concerning the
best way to manage and improve student behavior. Methods of school discipline
continue to be tried, tested, and evaluated for their effectiveness.
The literature review outlines the turbulent history of student disciplinary
methods. Shortcomings of failed measures will be explained in each section. The first
section includes: zero tolerance policies, corporal punishment, as well as the unforeseen
collateral effect of those failed efforts, and exclusionary practices effects on student
achievement. The next section will examine contemporary school discipline practices
including: school connectedness, classroom management and teaching the social
curriculum, restorative justice, and emotional regulation (see Figure 4). Finally, the
literature review will discuss the Adult Attachment Theory and the Relational-Cultural
Theory, the theoretical frameworks and foundation of this proposal.
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Figure 4. Organization of chapter 2: Student discipline
Student Discipline: Past Ineffective Methods and Their Outcomes
In searching for better solutions, educators must first delve into the history of
school discipline examining unsuccessful state and federal programs and policies as well
as local policies. Zero tolerance policies, which emerged in the 1980s and surged in the
1990s as incidents of school violence increased, encouraged removing students from
class in order to “send a message” that strong action has been taken (Skiba & Peterson,
2000). Removing students from the classroom has proved to be ineffective and creates
hostile learning environments. Additionally, nearly half of all students who have been
suspended or expelled 11 or more times come in contact with the juvenile justice system
(Fabelo et al., 2011). Disciplinary measures are meant to support classroom learning not
preclude particular students from it. Therefore, it is imperative school leaders identify
better behavior supports for school discipline.
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Students cannot learn when they are removed from the educational setting. Zero
tolerance concurrent with corporal punishment has been American public school policy
for over four decades however, student discipline has not improved (APA Zero Tolerance
Task Force, 2008; Teske, 2011). As a result, students are sent to exclusionary placement
settings (i.e. suspension, expulsion, off-campus placement, or expelled) at alarming rates.
Fabelo et al. (2011) found of the one million students in their study, 15 % were sentenced
at least once to DAEP between seventh and twelfth grade and about 8 % were placed in
the juvenile justice system. The American education system has been plagued by these
discipline practices for decades even though no body of research exists to support the
effectiveness of zero tolerance policies (Skiba, 2010; Skiba & Knesting, 2001; Skiba &
Peterson, 2000). Zero tolerance policies put educators in conflict with the fundamental
educational ideology to educate students.
Enhancing student performance is a core goal for educators. Teachers have a
tremendous opportunity to positively influence students’ academic paths. Research has
shown teacher attachment style can increase student motivation, improve learning, and
enhance learning outcomes (Acer & Akgun, 2010; Bergin & Bergin, 2009; Öqvist &
Malmström, 2018). Additionally, teacher attachment style can aid student emotional
regulation (Blazer & Kraft, 2017; Fried, 2011; Granot, 2014; Schutz & Lanehart, 2002;
Thompson, 1991). Teacher attachment style when practiced in meaningful ways in the
classroom facilitates student achievement.
History of zero tolerance policies. In the early 1980s, state and federal
governments coined the term “zero tolerance” combating the illegal drug trade at
America’s borders. This war on drugs, as it came to be known, was an effort to stop
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drugs and weapons from coming into the United States (Skiba & Peterson, 1999; Teske,
2011). United States Customs officials impounded any vessel carrying any amount of
drugs, even trace amounts, and charged offenders in federal court. By the 1990s, the
term “zero tolerance” was being applied to other public issues such as trespassing, loud
music, skateboarding, and sexual harassment. Eventually, public schools adopted zero
tolerance policies for all offenses, even the minor ones (APA Zero Tolerance Task Force,
2008; Teske, 2011). Zero tolerance policies inflict harsh punishments on students and
remove them from class for seemingly minor discipline problems (APA Zero Tolerance
Task Force, 2008).
Schools readily embraced zero tolerance policies to end undesirable behaviors. By
1997, at least 79% of schools nationwide adopted such policies (Fabelo et al., 2011;
Holloway, 2001). As problems began to occur, the effectiveness of these policies came
into question. Zero tolerance policies assume schools are safer with swift, severe, and
sure discipline. It makes sense to preserve the safety of the students and maintain a
disciplined classroom. However, data shows higher rates of exclusionary placement in
schools correspond to lower rates of academic achievement (APA Zero Tolerance Task
Force, 2008). Zero tolerance policy supporters believe they are sending a clear message
that certain behaviors are not tolerated (Skiba & Knesting, 2001). No evidence supports
zero tolerance policies improve student discipline or increase consistency in disciplinary
actions (APA Zero Tolerance Task Force, 2008; Armour, 2016; McNeill et al., 2016;
Skiba, 2010; Skiba & Knesting, 2001; Skiba & Peterson, 2000; Teske, 2001). Many
believe when students with violent, disruptive behavior are removed from the classroom
the school climate will improve. The APA Zero Tolerance Task Force (2008) found the
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opposite effect: school climate becomes less conducive to learning and academic
achievement decreases. People also assume parents support zero tolerance policies;
however, parents react negatively when perceiving student access to education is limited
(APA Zero Tolerance Task Force, 2008).
Zero tolerance and similar policies are incongruent with educational ideologies.
Current federal education policy, defined by accountability, seeks to ensure students
reach educational goals (McNeill et al., 2016). Since the inception of No Child Left
Behind (NCLB) in 2002, schools have increasing responsibility for student achievement.
The goal of NCLB is to close student achievement gaps by emphasizing accountability.
Exclusionary discipline practices are counterintuitive and exacerbate the
discipline problems by removing students from the classroom. As a result, students will
experience lower rates of academic success, higher dropout rates, and a higher probability
of becoming another statistic in the school-to-prison pipeline (Armour, 2016). Since the
inception of zero tolerance policies, the number of students suspended from school has
nearly doubled from 1.7 million to 3.1 million (Wald & Losen, 2003).
Even more alarming is the disparity between the numbers of black students and
white students punished in exclusionary settings. The US Department of Education
Office of Civil Rights (2014) reports that black students are three times more likely to be
expelled or suspended than white students, and students with disabilities are twice as
likely to be expelled or suspended as students without disabilities. African American
students represent 16% of the total school population and also represent 32-42% of
students sent to exclusionary placement settings or expelled. Fabelo et al. (2011) found
83% of African American male students had a least one discretionary placement in an
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exclusionary placement setting compared to 59% of white male students. These statistics
support schools terminating zero tolerance policies and adopting a more dignified,
effective form of long-lasting discipline which will improve school climate, academic
achievement, and graduation rates (Armour, 2012).
School security in the 1980s was primarily to keep schools free from vandalism,
graffiti, and other property crimes. As juvenile crime rates increased, schools ramped up
security measures and schools began to hire on-campus resource officers (Wolf, 2013).
The introduction of law enforcement on-campus has played an increasing role in the total
discipline process in schools which has caused more students to come in contact with the
criminal justice system. Federal policies such as Clinton’s Gun-Free Schools Act of 1994
and the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act of 1994 provided funding to
schools to increase security measures (Skiba & Peterson, 1999; Wolf, 2013). Students
were reported to the justice system if caught bringing any weapon to school. These
policies spurred schools to adopt zero tolerance policies for drugs, violence, and alcohol
(Fabelo et al., 2011). However, none of these policies has been shown to prevent school
violence.
No one disputes schools have a responsibility to provide a structured learning
environment free from disruption, chaos, and harm and to keep students safe. The
controversy is over the methods and practices used to achieve that goal. When the
Columbine High School shooting occurred in 1998, school safety exploded onto the
national stage. Followed by the Virginia Tech shooting in 2007 and the horrific mass
shooting at Sandy Hook Elementary School in 2012, school safety became a national
crisis making this issue ripe for federal policy regulations. The proposals for policy
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change included stricter gun control, mental health reform, changes in security measures,
including metal detectors and security cameras, and more school resource officers.
Federal policies mandated that schools adopt zero tolerance policies, but left the states to
decide how to implement them (Losinski, Katsiyannis, Ryan, & Baughan, 2014).
Zero tolerance policies have led to an increase of police presence on school
campuses which has also contributed to more juveniles arrested at school and referred to
juvenile court. School administrators once handled such issues (Teske, 2011). Studies
show zero tolerance policies have not had the intended outcomes and instead have
created a more hostile learning environment which in turn has grown the dropout rate
(Hantzopoulos, 2013). Zero tolerance policies often include predetermined consequences
for severe behaviors and do not take mitigating circumstances or situational context into
account. For example, Skiba and Peterson (1999) gave many examples which gained
national attention where zero tolerance policies handed out harsh consequences for minor
offenses. In Columbus, Ohio in 1998, a nine-year-old student found a manicure kit
which contained a one-inch knife on his way to school. He was suspended for one day.
In 1997, a second-grade student in Louisiana brought his grandfather’s pocket watch for
show and tell. The watch had a one-inch pocket knife attached to it. The student was
suspended and sent to alternative school for one month. Another incident in 1997 in
Colorado Springs involved a six-year old sharing organic lemon drops with classmates.
The student was suspended for possession of “other chemical substances.” And lastly, an
excited six-year-old Cub Scout in Delaware was suspended for bringing a common
camping utensil - a combination knife-fork-spoon to lunch at school. Instances such as
these trivial offenses demonstrate the extreme interpretations of zero tolerance policies.
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The punitive nature of zero tolerance policies does not provide lasting desired
changes in student behaviors. Zero tolerance does not provide instruction for the
expected behavior. Many states are already considering reversing their zero tolerance
policies which have only served to fuel the school-to-prison pipeline (Wolf, 2013). A
paradigm shift in thinking nationwide by all educators is needed for that to happen.
The APA Zero Tolerance Task Force (2008) found that zero tolerance policies
have not corrected students’ behavior, let alone improved school safety. In fact, since the
early 1990s, there has been a significant increase in disciplinary incidents, school
suspensions, and expulsions (Skiba & Knesting, 2001). Once reserved for severe
behaviors, suspensions, and expulsions are now being used for minor infractions and nonviolent behaviors. Zero tolerance policies by their very nature mandate punishments
without mitigating circumstances sometimes punishing “good students.”
Corporal punishment. Texas Education Code, Chapter 37 (2019) defines
corporal punishment as “the deliberate infliction of physical pain by hitting, paddling,
spanking, slapping, or any other physical force used as a means of discipline.” Corporal
punishment was ruled constitutional in 1977 by the United States Supreme Court in
Ingraham v. Wright and currently nineteen states allow corporal punishment in schools
(Gershoff & Font, 2016). The practice of spanking or paddling a student has been the
norm in American public schools. Corporal punishment was implemented to instill fear
in and inflict pain on children so they would behave as expected in school (Purdie, 2014).
Using force, threats, and psychological control only worsens students’ behaviors. These
students do poorly in school and then go on having more external behavior problems later
in life (Dewar, 2017). The American Academy of Pediatrics (2000) strongly suggests
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other forms of discipline because corporal punishment has negative effects, despite
school leaders’ belief in the old adage “spare the rod, spoil the child.” Between one and
two million students receive corporal punishment every year notwithstanding that no
research supports this type of punishment changes behavior. Purdie (2014) explains
using fear is not reliable as a way to control behavior.
School-to-prison pipeline. The criminal justice system is flooded with
adolescents due to the school-to-prison pipeline. The school-to-prison pipeline is the
unforeseen result of zero tolerance policies. Wald and Losen (2003) reported
approximately 68% of all state inmates in 1997 were high school dropouts. Wilson
(2014) projected over half of all prisoners do not have a high school diploma. The
system designed to manage student behavior only serves as fuel for the school-to-prison
pipeline. Students who experience exclusionary placement are three times more likely to
come in contact with the court system (Wolf, 2013) and students who are arrested in
ninth or tenth grade are six to eight times more likely to drop out of high school making
them prime candidates for the juvenile justice system (Hirschfield, 2009).
Fabelo et al. (2011) conducted a groundbreaking statewide six-year longitudinal
study in Texas by examining school discipline and juvenile justice records of all public
school students. The purpose of the report is to bring awareness to the impact
suspensions and expulsions have on students’ academic performance in secondary
schools. Fabelo et al. (2011) reported out of one million seventh through twelfth graders,
54% experienced in-school suspension at least once, 31% have been suspended, 15%
were sent to disciplinary alternative education placement, and 8% experienced the
juvenile justice system. Three percent of the disciplinary actions were for conduct that
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the state mandates suspension or expulsion; the rest was discretionary placement by high
school administration. When students are suspended or expelled they are three times as
likely to come into contact with the juvenile justice system the following year (Fabelo et
al., 2011). A key point to remember from the previous study is schools have the power to
find innovative approaches to affect discipline.
Furthermore, Davis (2014) states “Seventy-five percent of the nation’s inmates
are high school dropouts.” This staggering statistic has serious implications for educators
(i.e., reduce the number of exclusionary disciplinary placements and keep students in the
educational setting). The school-to-prison pipeline criminalizes youth through punitive
zero tolerance policies. School policies instead should be correcting the behavior,
nurturing the student, and making education a priority.
Exclusionary practices effects on student achievement. Zero tolerance policies
fuel exclusionary practices which decreases students’ academic achievement (Skiba &
Rausch, 2006). Research has shown 31% of suspended or expelled students have
repeated at least one grade level, while 15% with 11 or more suspensions dropped out of
school; whereas, among students who had never been suspended, only 2% dropped out
(Armour, 2016). What is evident is that strict enforcement of zero tolerance policies have
drastically increased the rates of suspensions and expulsions from 3.7% in 1974 to 6.8%
in 2006 (Fabelo et al., 2011). Statistics like these present educators with an opportunity
to implement innovative approaches to more effective discipline.
Keeping this in mind, the attachment style of the classroom teacher can greatly
impact student discipline. Again, attachment styles fall into one of four categories:
secure, dismissing, fearful, or preoccupied. Teachers’ with secure attachments model
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emotional regulation for students curbing trends like those portrayed in this data. If a
teacher is employing an attachment style which does not engage students in the learning
process, the student is more likely to become disruptive and be removed from the
academic setting.
Additionally, exclusionary discipline practices (suspension, expulsion, or offcampus placement) have been shown to have a negative effect on school climate which is
less effective and less inviting (McNeill et al., 2016; Skiba & Rausch, 2006). A negative
school climate has important consequences for the education system. When a student is
removed from the classroom, there is a decrease in academic achievement, and an
increase in the likelihood students will drop out and eventually end up in the criminal
justice system which further supports the notion of the school-to-prison pipeline (Mergler
et al., 2014; Skiba & Rausch, 2006). In the report by the Council of State Governments
Justice Center, Fabelo et al. (2011), which examined millions of school and juvenile
justice records in Texas, no evidence was found to support the effectiveness of
exclusionary discipline policies. In fact, the opposite effect occurred. Approximately
79% of public school nationwide adopted some form of zero tolerance policy while the
rate of suspensions and expulsions almost doubled between 1974 and 2006. More than
one in seven students between seventh and twelfth grades came in contact with the
juvenile justice system and nearly half of those students were disciplined 11 or more
times. The study also found students who were suspended or expelled were three times
as likely to come in contact with the juvenile justice system the subsequent year (Fabelo
et al., 2011).
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Inadvertently, state and federal laws such as No Child Left Behind (NCLB) in
2002, which held schools accountable for student achievement, added to the problems of
exclusionary placement. The pressure of high-stakes testing left teachers little room to
help students who needed more attention academically or emotionally. Students who
acted up were sent out the door, further increasing the probability those students would
fail. Additionally, teachers report they lack culturally sensitive classroom management
training, especially for students from poverty (Armour, 2016). As teachers focused on
high-stakes testing, removing troublesome students from the classroom for low-level
discipline problems became the norm after NCLB was implemented (Armour, 2016). By
2006-2007, the rate of out-of-school suspensions increased 43% in the state of Texas
compared to the previous four years. Also, exclusionary practices are counterintuitive.
When students are sent to ISS, OSS, or DAEP for several days, essentially removing
them from the classroom instruction, academic achievement decreases and the chance of
becoming a dropout increases (Armour, 2016; McNeill et al., 2016).
Compounding the problem of exclusionary placement, state and federal policies
were ushered in, mandating severe consequences for discipline and fell short of
addressing problem behaviors. Also, the increasing presence of law enforcement on
school campuses has only served to involve the police in school-related behaviors such as
simple assaults, insubordination, disruptive behavior, and bus misconduct (Armour,
2016). These are non-criminal behaviors that do not require law enforcement and are
traditionally handled by school administration. This criminally oriented system adds to a
negative school climate (Armour, 2016).

34
Student Discipline: The Effectiveness of Contemporary Methods
The old adage “the only constant is change” holds true for education as well. All
facets of education from testing to curriculum to student discipline seem to move in an
almost fluid-like motion through constant changes. Student discipline policies and
strategies have changed since the early 1980s inception of the zero tolerance policies.
The research has proven these policies ineffective; therefore educators have been seeking
alternatives. Contemporary methods of managing student behavior include improved
classroom management, restorative justice as a comprehensive approach to student
discipline, and strategies aiding student’s emotional regulation. These methods improve
students’ health and well-being and sense of school connectedness (Center for Disease
Control, 2009).
School connectedness: positive effects. The concept of school connectedness
began in the late 1990s and has been gaining attention ever since (Watson, 2017). In a
publication by the Center for Disease Control (2009) school connectedness was defined
as “the belief held by students that adults and peers in the school care about their learning
as well as about them as individuals” (p. 3). The need to feel a sense of belonging is
crucial for students. Adolescents who feel a genuine sense of caring and compassion
from their teachers have lower rates of substance abuse, and are less likely to engage in
violence and other risky behaviors (Center for Disease Control, 2009). School
connectedness is maximized when students feel adults at school care about them socially
and academically. McNeely, et al. (2002) found the overall sense of school
connectedness is lower in schools where classroom management is problematic for
teachers, and suspensions and expulsions are high for first-time offenders. Harsh
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discipline policies, such as zero tolerance policies, diminish school connectedness
because students are sent out of the classroom which in turn makes the student feel
unwanted. Bear (2009) argues school discipline ought to strengthen students’ selfesteem, happiness, and belonging. Positive school environments which support students’
behavioral and emotional development, encourage healthy student-teacher relationships,
and create a caring school culture have diminishing discipline problems (Center for
Disease Control, 2009). Additionally, when teachers build relationships with students,
show genuine care and concern for their well-being, and allow students to have a voice in
classroom decisions, the climate in the classroom improves (McNeely et al., 2002).
Other benefits to positive classroom climates are increases in academic success, lower
rates of discipline problems, and increases in school connectedness. Teachers who
capitalize on the idea of school connectedness in their classrooms and develop healthy
teacher-student relationships have fewer discipline problems (McNeely et al., 2002).
There is a strong relationship between school connectedness and academic success which
in turn has a positive impact on attendance, grades, and graduation rates.
School connectedness doesn’t just make students feel good, school connectedness
can save lives. The Surgeon General’s report on Youth Violence (2010) found there are
two layers of protection against youth violence and one of those layers is school
connectedness. Students who are connected to their school have lower rates of
pregnancy, suicide, drug use, and emotional disorders (Centers for Disease Control,
2009; Loukas et al., 2009; McNeely et al., 2002; Yang, Tan, & Cheng, 2014). School
provides a way to make adolescents excel socially and academically which causes
students to thrive. When students gain approval and recognition from adults at school,
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they gain confidence. Then, in turn, as students become more confident, they excel
academically and will continue to seek encouragement from their teachers and adults.
Thriving, excelling students are less likely to engage in violent and risky behavior, which
improves students’ sense of school connectedness. Also, extracurricular activities allow
students an opportunity to participate in a peer group and be recognized for their
achievement (Surgeon General, 2010). Schools who find ways to keep their students
engaged serve as powerful deterrents to dropping out and committing crimes.
Socially connected adolescents form positive attachment relationships with
teachers and peers, thus reducing behavior problems (Loukas et al., 2009). Watson
(2017) explains adolescents experience significant challenges as they move through
middle and high school. When these challenges are unaddressed, teens become more
susceptible to behavioral health issues. A primary resource where students seek help is
from their school.
School administrators can take measures to help students feel connected. They
can create processes for students, families and the community to become involved in the
school through activities and academics. Also, they can help students with social and
emotional skills. The more attached students feel, the more they will experience positive
academic success, behavior, and mental health (Watson, 2017). Another way is
encouraging all students to find a group or organization which they can join and
participate, such as academic clubs, athletic teams, debate teams, and other school
projects (Center for Disease Contorl, 2009).
The Center for Disease Control (2009) explains effective classroom management
and improved teaching methods will create a positive learning environment. Teachers
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need professional development in order to help students who come from diverse
backgrounds with social and emotional development. Building trusting relationships
with students and the community will also foster school connectedness (Center for
Disease Control, 2009). Being proactive at school by helping teachers help the students
ensures that all students have secure teacher-student attachments. Therefore, students
will feel connected at school which is a primary predictor for a student’s well-being.
Classroom management: teaching the social curriculum. B. F. Skinner, a 20th
century American behavior psychologist, is famous for his study of learned behavior
through reinforcement. According to Skinner (1938), there is no free will. Instead,
people learn behavior through a system of rewards and punishments, known as operant
conditioning. Two types of reinforcement identified by Skinner are positive
reinforcement, with outcomes such as rewards and praise, and negative reinforcement,
with outcomes such as removal or punishment. Thus, positive reinforcement strengthens
the behavior and negative reinforcement weakens the behavior. In this way, behavior can
be shaped.
Skinner’s Behavioral Theory can be applied to classroom management and
performance. For example, positive reinforcement from the classroom teacher increases
student engagement in the classroom (Skinner, 1938). When teachers praise and
encourage students for positive behaviors, those behaviors are reinforced. Examples of
positive behaviors are being punctual, studying, completing assignments, and overall
academic achievement. Contrarily, when students exhibit negative behaviors and habits
such as tardiness, incomplete assignments, or lack of effort, teachers will not reinforce
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these negative behaviors. Effective classroom management is learning to be proactive
and manage student behavior through a system of rewards and punishments.
Every school and classroom has a hidden curriculum: the unwritten rules that
guide student behavior every day. These implicitly taught rules are equally as important
as the written curriculum and are also correspondingly important to student success. In a
well-run classroom, the expectations and rules allow students to learn and understand the
social curriculum and to meet those expected behaviors. Opposite that is a poorlymanaged classroom where the rules and expectations are not consistent which causes
student confusion. Classroom management is not simply a matter of the teacher having
control over student behaviors; it is broader and more encompassing. Classroom climate
is such that students regulate their own behaviors and meet classroom expectations.
Disruptions are minimized and engagement in the learning process is maximized (Skiba,
Ormiston, Martinez, & Cummings, 2016).
Furthermore, Skiba et al. (2016) identified three levels of fundamental principles
of effective classroom management. First, the teachers provide structure and support for
all students in the classroom. These supports begin as explicitly written classroom rules
and behaviors that all students can meet. Also, teachers can arrange their classroom to
prevent crowding and minimize distractions. Giving students genuine praise and building
relationships will also help build a positive classroom climate and manage student
behavior. The second principle of classroom management is to manage students who are
at-risk for disruptive behaviors. Students with frequent disruptions and multiple office
referrals will receive targeted, specific intervention strategies. Assigning an adult mentor
who checks in with the student throughout the day to monitor their behavior is an
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effective strategy at this level. At the third level of classroom management, students who
continue to disrupt the learning environment receive intense intervention and can be
removed from the classroom. Students who receive special education services often have
a Behavior Intervention Plan (BIP) which is a written outline for managing student
behavior. Students in the general education population can also benefit from intense
intervention in which the root of the problem is addressed and restorative practices are
implemented.
Restorative justice: a promising model for managing student behavior.
There is a movement sweeping through the education system known as restorative justice
which will bring a more dignified, equitable, and effective approach to discipline
(Armour, 2012; Armour, 2016; Wachtel, 2003). Restorative justice is a research-based
model of school-based discipline reform. The intention of restorative justice is to reduce
exclusionary placements such as ISS, OSS, and DAEP while providing education on
conflict resolution to the offender (Armour, 2016). Restorative justice is now being used
as an alternative to zero tolerance policies in school settings and has gained support
across the nation since it was first implemented in 1995. Many states are now
implementing restorative justice measures aimed at reducing school suspension and
expulsion rates.
The support for the restorative justice model is based off of Skinner’s (1938)
Behavioral Theory which states that behavior is learned through a feedback system of
reinforcements - or simply put, behavior can be taught. When positive behavior is taught
and reinforced, students will exhibit the desired behavior. Skinner’s theory and the
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restorative justice model form the foundation of the principles of effective classroom
management by Skiba et al. (2016).
Restorative justice, quite simply, is a process of righting wrongs. Restorative
justice seeks to bring the victim and the offender together with a moderator to address the
harm done, and hold the wrongdoers accountable for their actions. In doing so, the
victim and the offender engage in the healing process and create a plan for redress.
Through this dialogue, both parties tell their story, learn to empathize with each other,
and thus the healing process begins (Armour, 2016). Whatever the setting, restorative
justice measures are showing promising results by building and strengthening
communities, meeting student’s needs, and fostering healing (Armour, 2016). The
objective is to help support all parties involved and build a circle of caring and
understanding, and shift the offender back into good graces and avoid exclusionary
placement.
In the school context, when restorative justice models are implemented,
adolescents come together and listen to each other. Depending on the severity of the
offense, it may be face-to-face meetings between the victim and the offender. More
serious offenses may include a committee of stakeholders. During the restorative
process, the victim shares how they were hurt or harmed. The offender listens and the
two parties work cooperatively to come up with a healing plan which includes
accountability, empathy, and newfound respect for each other. This collaborative
problem-solving process becomes educational and not punitive. When restorative justice
measures are taken, the offender may spend less time in an exclusionary setting. This
process of teaching the desired behaviors supports Skinner’s (1938) Behavior Learning

41
Theory; the correct behavior can be taught and learned through a system of rewards and
punishments.
The research is showing restorative justice to have significant promising
outcomes. Rates of suspension, expulsion, and criminal misconduct are decreasing
(Armour, 2016). Beginning in 2015, Texas became one of many states moving toward a
restorative justice model for school discipline. One successful example is Ed White
Middle School in San Antonio, Texas which reported an 84% decrease in off-campus
suspensions the first year restorative justice was implemented (Armour, 2016).
Consider the statistics of the United States criminal justice system, where
approximately 75% to 80% of those who are incarcerated are high school dropouts
(Armour, 2012). Armour (2012) harshly criticizes the current system in her report where
she gives these staggering statistics. In Texas alone there are 100,000 students referred to
exclusionary placement settings each year and these students are five times more likely to
become dropouts. This uncontrollable system is fed by schools that send students to
exclusionary placement settings and alternative education programs.
Emotional regulation. Emotional regulation is a term describing the ability to
control and manage emotions in response to an emotional experience (Rolston & LloydRichardson, 2016; Thompson, 1991). Emotions must be managed for an individual to
function; people/children who are unable to effectively process their feelings often
become overwhelmed and lash out. A developmental process, emotional regulation
strategies are generally taught in the home. Eisenberg, Smith, Sadovsky, & Spinrad
(2004, p. 264) use the term effortful control to describe a person’s ability to modulate
their emotions and even go as far as to plan their behavior.
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When studying emotional regulation, it is helpful to have a basic understanding of
attachments styles. This study focuses on Bowlby’s (1973) four attachment styles:
secure, dismissive, fearful, and preoccupied. These attachment styles will be expanded
upon in the next section. Briefly, secure attachments are positive and healthy. People
with dismissive attachment have negative attitudes about others. Fearful attachment style
is insecure and preoccupied attachments feel unworthy.
Beginning at a young age, secure children learn positive coping mechanisms.
When parents soothe their children when they become upset, the child will learn to
construct positive coping mechanisms (Bergin & Bergin, 2009; Thompson, 1991). These
children are happy, well-liked by peers, accept academically challenging tasks, work
independently, and tolerate frustration (Bergin & Bergin, 2009). However, not all
children become securely attached. When a parent is insensitive to a child’s emotional
needs, such as the parent who does not respond when the child is distressed, the child will
grow up insecure and develop poor emotional regulation strategies. Fearful/resistant
children had caregivers who waited until emotions escalated to angry threats or tantrums
before soothing. Children who are preoccupied are often anxious and have a sense of not
being lovable. Caregivers of dismissive/avoidant children were unresponsive or hostile,
which trains the child to avoid emotional connections with others, become hostile and
even detached (Bergin & Bergin, 2009).
Emotional regulation strategies can be positive or negative. Positive strategies are
helpful to the individual and negative ones can be harmful such as the ones in Figure 5.

43

Figure 5. Positive and negative emotional regulation strategies
Emotional regulation corresponds to students’ functioning at school and their
academic achievement (Bergin & Bergin, 2009; Thompson, 1991). Children who are
insecure and have poor emotional regulation skills have a difficult time forming close
relationships with others, tend to be withdrawn, and may display aggression (Bergin &
Bergin, 2009). Insecurely attached children thus are generally less liked by peers and
teachers. Insecure children grow up to become insecure adults. When these adults enter
the classroom as teachers, they will have a difficult time forming meaningful
relationships with their students which in turn can have adverse effects on students’
academic success.
Effects of Teacher Attachment on Low Socioeconomic Students
Students from low socioeconomic backgrounds stand to benefit greatly from
positive teacher-student relationships. More high school dropouts come from lowincome families than their peers who come from high-income families (Papay, Murnane,
& Willett, 2013). Therefore, it is imperative for teachers to build positive relationships
with all students, especially those from low socioeconomic backgrounds where the risk of
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dropping out is greater. Negative relationships with teachers have been shown to be a
predictor of dropping out of school (Bergeron, Chouiard, & Janosz, 2011; Papay,
Murnane, & Willett, 2013). Research shows positive and supportive student-teacher
relationships can have a tremendous influence on students from low SES backgrounds
(Bergeron, Chouiard, & Janosz, 2011). Teachers have a huge impact on students’
motivation to learn. Over the past few decades, income-related achievement gaps have
widened causing greater gaps in education (Karimshah et al., 2013). Jensen (2008)
explains students from poverty can benefit the most from positive student-teacher
attachments.
Attachment Style of Teachers and Its Influence on Student Achievement
Attachment is not a trait; it is a relationship between two people (Bergin &
Bergin, 2009). Two theories work in conjunction to form the framework for the current
study: Riley’s (2011) Adult Attachment Theory and Miller’s (1986) Relational-Cultural
Theory. Riley’s (2011) Adult Attachment Theory details how important the studentteacher relationship is for student success. The Relational-Cultural Theory by Miller
(1986) explains the classroom as context, showing how students and teachers are all
growing through and toward relationships with each other. Each classroom setting
provides a unique situation for relationships to develop.
Adult attachment theory. To understand Riley’s (2011) Adult Attachment
Theory, it is best to first examine the work of Bowlby and Ainsworth. These
developmental psychologists created the Attachment Theory, the precursor to Riley’s
(2011) Adult Attachment Theory. Bowlby and Ainsworth hypothesized that infants and
mothers have the innate need to stay attached to each other (Bretherton, 1992). Their
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studies show the attachment between the mother and child is the single most important
attachment figure setting up the child’s positive attachments throughout life. The basic
attachment style of an individual is grounded in infancy and will be the model for their
whole life (Sülen Şahin Kiralp, & Serin, 2017). When the mother-child attachment is
interrupted before the child reaches the age of five, there are long-term consequences
including: depression, aggression, delinquency, affectionless psychopathology, and
permanent emotional damage (McLeod, 2007). Prerequisite for a secure student-teacher
relationship is a secure parent-child relationship (Bergin & Bergin, 2009).
Bowlby (1979) claims that attachment is a process that individuals experience
throughout their lives. The characteristic of the attachment relationship is shaped
according to the relationship the child has with his/her mother or primary caregiver.
Bowlby introduced mental models of self and others which are either positive or
negative. These mental models directly affect the stability of an individual, the security
of an individual in future relationships, the reactions of an individual in social settings,
and the extent to which individuals perceive they are worthy of love. Positive selfmodels have high self-esteem. Negative self-models have low self-esteem and avoid
close relationships (Acer & Akgun, 2010). These perceptions determine the attachment
style of individuals which are categorized as secure, fearful, dismissive, and preoccupied
(Bowlby, 1973). A secure style of attachment has a positive self and positive other
model and is considered to be healthy. People with secure attachments also have positive
self-esteem, self-worth, and self-perception. They have positive attitudes about their
romantic relationships and their relationships with their parents. Whereas an individual
with an insecure style of attachment is considered to have a positive other model and
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negative self-model. Insecure attachment has been found to be a component in
individuals who are labeled psychopathic. An individual with a preoccupied attachment
feels worthless and unworthy of love. They are obsessed in their relationships and have
unrealistic expectations from their relationships. Additionally, they tend to have
separation anxiety at the highest level. Fearful attachment style has negative self and
negative other model. Fearful attachment is the opposite of secure attachment. The
individual feels unworthy and that other people will reject them and are unreliable. A
dismissive attachment style has both high self-esteem and negative attitudes about other
people. They tend to be more autonomous and do not form close relationships with
others (Acer & Akgun, 2010).
Attachment styles impact people’s relationships throughout their lives. Research
shows attachment relationships shape how people experience and regulate emotions
(Pietromonaco, & Beck, 2015). Firestone (2013) goes one step further explaining the
attachments developed as children directly affect the attachments in adulthood. The
attachment styles of teachers are crucial to understanding how relationships are built with
students. Attachment Theory suggests that people without secure attachments have
difficulty in the future developing positive relationships with others (Cherry, 2019). The
attachment styles between the teacher and student are very important (Acer & Akgun,
2010; Riley, 2011). The good news for teachers is attachment is not static. Teachers can
provide security for insecure students (Riley, 2011).
Relational-cultural theory. The Relational-Cultural Theory was first conceived
by Jean Baker Miller and her colleagues at the Stone Cultural Center for Women in 1977.
Their ideas were published in Miller’s (1986) book, Toward a New Psychology of
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Women. Miller and her colleagues initially studied the psychological experiences of
women. In her clinical practice for women, she noticed many of the clinical theories
developed by white, heterosexual males and did not apply to women, persons of color, or
homosexuals (Hall, Barden, & Conley, 2014; Jordan & Hartling, 2010).
A key tenet of Relational Cultural Theory is that relationships must be understood
within their social and cultural context (Fletcher & Ragins, 2007). Connectedness, love,
and belonging are all essential ideas in Relational Cultural Theory. Mutuality and
authenticity from shared experiences gives people a deeper understanding of themselves
and others as they grow through and toward relationships. Growth is fostered through
authentic and dyadic relationships (Comstock et al., 2008; Hall et al., 2014; Jordan &
Hartling, 2010). Miller (1986) identified “five good things” that are positive outcomes to
being in a growth-fostering relationship: more energy, greater action, clarity, greater
sense of self-worth, and desire for more relationships.
Relational-Cultural Theory has broadened to include the relationship between the
student and teacher as it relates to societal-power level dynamics (Fletcher & Ragins,
2007). It is possible for a growth-fostering relationship to occur when the relationship
has a power imbalance. Relational Cultural Theory places relationships at the center of
human growth, and is being used increasingly to understand relationships that all humans
experience (Jordan & Hartling, 2010). Within the cultural context of the classroom, RCT
is used to explain how the student-teacher relationship grows and develops. As
meaningful relationships are built, students become more successful in school (Schwartz
& Holloway, 2012).
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Summary
Zero tolerance policies have been shown to be detrimental to students by
diminishing a student’s sense of school connectedness while increasing the number of
students sent to exclusionary placement settings. Additionally, rates of drug and alcohol
abuse, pregnancy, and mental health issues have increased. More students drop out
which increases the likelihood of coming in contact with the criminal justice system.
Furthermore, zero tolerance policies decrease rates of academic achievement. Studentteacher relationships are in jeopardy when classroom management is out of control, and
students don’t feel a genuine care and concern from their teachers.
Corporal punishment has diminishing effects on school culture and students’ sense
of connectedness which increases rates of absenteeism and lowers academic
achievement. Lower academic achievement has negative compounding effects on the
school climate and community. However, the restorative justice model betters students’
sense of school connectedness through improved student-teacher relationships which in
turn provides guidance with emotional regulation and curbs the number of exclusionary
placement referrals. As a result, dropout rates decrease, and ultimately the number of
students who come in contact with the criminal justice system decreases.
The review of the literature shows a need to abandon outdated and undignified
approaches to student discipline and implement a restorative justice model. The efforts
of policy makers to mandate school discipline through legislation have proven to have
little to no effect in improving student behavior while putting educators in conflict with
their ideologies. This study investigates which teacher attachment styles are the most
effective for managing student behavior and reducing discipline referrals.
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CHAPTER 3
METHOD

For the purposes of the study, student success is defined by high school graduation.
Specifically, the study asks, “How does the student-teacher attachment style affect
dropout rates? And how does the student-teacher attachment style affect discipline
rates?” The study had one independent variable (Attachment Style) and two dependent
variables (Discipline Rates and Dropout Rates).
Participants
The target population for this research is teachers serving high school students in
Texas public schools. The total number of public school districts in Texas is 1,247 with
321,092 teachers serving 5,385,021 students. Participants included in the study were
teachers (N=126) from ten high schools. Initially, ten regions were randomly selected
from the twenty regions that are identified as regions by the Texas Education Agency
(TEA) as Educational Service Centers (ESC). From the ten regions, 45 schools were
randomly selected and contacted. Ten of the 45 schools responded to the survey. The
schools who responded were in the following regions: Region 7, Region 8, Region 9,
Region 10, and Region 20 (see Figure 6).
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Figure 6: Texas Education Agency Regional Education Service Centers (ESC). Regions
included in the study are Region 7, Region 8, Region 9, Region 10, and Region 20.
Instrumentation
The instrument used for the study is based on the Experiences in Close
Relationships-Revised (ECR-R) Questionnaire originally developed by Fraley, Waller &
Brennan (2000) to measure adult attachment styles including 1) secure, 2) preoccupied,
3) dismissing, and 4) fearful. The survey has forty statements to which participants
respond using a Likert scale ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) -7 (Strongly Agree).
ECR-R questionnaire takes about four minutes to complete. The reliability score for
ECR-R is .90 or higher (Fraley, Waller, & Brennan, 2000). However, based on the pilot
study outcomes described below, ECR-R statements were adapted to reflect teacherstudent attachments styles rather than adult attachment styles.
Pilot study outcomes on survey instrument. A pilot study was performed using
the ECR-R survey. Initially, superintendents of fifteen randomly selected school districts
were called to request permission for the district’s participation. The purpose was to
allow the superintendent to ask questions and address any concerns regarding the study.
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Indicating approval, an email was forwarded to the superintendent formally requesting
permission (see Appendix A). The superintendent then forwarded the survey link to the
district’s high school certified staff. The email invited participants to participate in the
survey (see Appendix C).
The survey was sent to fifteen randomly selected districts. Out of the fifteen
schools, ten superintendents declined for various reasons. In addition, six more
superintendents connected to the university were contacted for their feedback regarding
the ECR-R survey. The overarching concern regarding the ECR-R was the nature of the
questions on the survey in the public school context. The questions on the survey use
adult romantic relationships to measure an individual’s attachment style. Superintendents
indicated statements were too personal and felt their teachers would be offended by the
survey. Further, several superintendents were concerned teachers would not understand
how the survey had anything to do with educational research. Four districts did complete
the survey which gathered fewer than one hundred responses.
Through the pilot study process, it was evident that the statements on the ECR-R
are considered inappropriate for school districts and viewed very negatively in the public
school context. The decision was made to change the wording on the survey to reflect
the student-teacher relationship rather than adult relationships. The purpose of each
question was carefully considered when changing the wording to maintain integrity of the
questions. For example the word “spouse” was changed to “teacher” or “student.” (see
Appendix D)
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Data Sources
Publically accessible school data was retrieved from the Texas Education Agency
(TEA) website https://tea.texas.gov/Student_Testing_and_Accountability Accountability
/State Accountability/Performance_Reporting/Texas_Academic_Performance_Reports
were collected. The information in Figure 7 came from these reports and are described as
follows. The population of the study includes the number of students of the student body
at each high school. Only high schools serving students in grades 9-12 were included in
the study. The number of teachers for the study is based on the full-time equivalent
(FTE) of teachers listed on TEA data. This number is sometimes expressed as a decimal
because in smaller districts teachers are shared between campuses. The annual dropout
rate is the percentage of high school students who drop out prior to graduation. The
percent low SES column describes the percentage of students who are identified as
economically disadvantaged. To be identified as economically disadvantaged, a student
must qualify for free or reduced lunch under federal guidelines. The number of discipline
counts refers to the number of incidents that occurred on that campus during a given year,
not the number of students causing the infractions. The number of ESL students is the
total number of students who are not proficient in the English language. All information
was collected to compare to the teacher attachment styles on a high school campus.
Additional demographic data such as gender, age, and years in the profession were
collected on the questionnaire and analyzed to determine relevance to study outcomes
(see Figure 7).

53

Figure 7. Study data accessed from Texas Education Agency website used to examine
relationships between predominant teacher attachment style at the school level and
potential areas effecting student graduation success. See page 52 for description of data.
Institutional Review Board
Implementation of this study met all criteria necessary for the protection of human
subjects. Approval was requested from the Institutional Review Board before proceeding
with contacting any of the participants or sending out the survey. Researcher has
completed the NIH training on human subjects (refer to Appendix B).
Procedure and Analysis
In addition to issues with the ECR-R survey measuring adult attachment, the pilot
study exposed several other issues with survey distribution including superintendent and
district access and distribution timing. The superintendents were extremely difficult to
reach directly and, at times, the administrative assistant to the superintendent took the
phone call and indicated the message would be relayed. Other times, a voice message
was left for the superintendent to return the call. Only one superintendent returned the
phone call. It was also found many school districts limit researcher’s access to teachers
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based on district policy. This seemed to be the case in larger districts with multiple high
schools in one district. These districts had a strict protocol for research to be considered.
One district’s website said, “research with surveys would not be considered.” Another
district’s website stated, “requests for research would only be considered once a year in
October.”
Survey distribution timing was also found to be an issue. Pilot surveys were sent
in May which is when state testing occurs at all high schools in Texas. Several
superintendents indicated the teachers were too busy getting ready for state testing and
did not want to ask teachers to complete a survey on top of their other responsibilities at
that particular time of year.
Survey Distribution
Using lessons learned in the pilot study, the researcher started collecting data.
Forty-five schools were randomly selected from ten educational regions. None of the
schools from the pilot study were included. The decision was made to contact high
school principals directly, rather than superintendents, through a phone call and ask them
to review the new survey (see Appendix D). A script was written so that each principal
heard the same information (see Appendix E). If they agreed to review the survey, an
email was sent which included the link to the survey. Additionally, principals were
encouraged to follow their district protocol for completing surveys.
A total of ten schools agreed to participate in the survey for a response rate of
22.2%. The survey was sent to the principal to distribute to the teachers. The survey was
available to participants for seven days. Data from participating schools are represented
in Figure 7.
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The data were downloaded in Excel format and converted to Statistical Package
for Social Sciences (SPSS) for storage and data analysis. The data collected is
confidential and was collected on a secure website. Only the researcher had access to the
survey responses. Data from the TEA website and the student-teacher attachment
questionnaire were downloaded in Excel format and analyzed using a one-way ANOVA.
An ANOVA was used to analyze the correlation between the independent variable, the
four attachment styles, and the two dependent variables: dropout rate and discipline rate
for each school.
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CHAPTER 4
RESEARCH FINDINGS
The study examined the effect of teacher attachment styles on student dropout
rates and discipline rates. Survey responses from high school teachers (N=126) were
analyzed. Table 1 displays data for selected variables. Table 2 displays the psychometric
characteristics for the anxiety and avoidance scale scores. This table is included to show
many teachers are not rated as anxious or avoidant. Table 3 displays data for each
attachment style based on the anxiety and avoidance scores. Table 4 displays the
descriptive statistics for selected school variables. To answer the research question, Table
5 displays the one-way ANOVA tests for disciplinary rates and dropout percentages
based on attachment style. As additional findings, Table 6 displays the Pearson and
Spearman correlations for dependent variables with dropout percentage and disciplinary
rate.
Descriptive Statistics
Ten high schools participated in this study. The number of teachers from each
school ranged between six to 21 teachers (M=12.6). Table 1 displays the data for sample
characteristics. Respondents included more female high school teachers (68.3%) than
male high school teachers (31.7%) in the sample. Ages of the teachers ranged from 21 to
30 years (16.7%) to 61 years or older (4.8%) with the median age being Mdn = 45.50
years. Years of experience ranged from 0 to 5 years (15.9%) to over 30 years (6.3%) with
the median years of experience being Mdn = 15.50 years. Most teachers (89.7%)
identified as Caucasian or White.
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Table 1
Frequency Counts for Selected Variables (N = 126)
________________________________________________________________________
Variable
Category
n
%
________________________________________________________________________
Gender
Female
86
68.3

Age

Male

40

31.7

21-30 years
31-40 years
41-50 years
51-60 years
61 years or older

21
29
40
30
6

16.7
23.0
31.7
23.8
4.8

0-5 years
6-10 years
11-20 years
21-30 years
Over 30 years

20
20
50
28
8

15.9
15.9
39.7
22.2
6.3

2
8
113
3

1.6
6.3
89.7
2.4

a

Experience b

Race/Ethnicity
African American
Hispanic
Caucasian or White
Two or more race
High School c
A
12
9.5
B
8
6.3
C
17
13.5
D
18
14.3
E
8
6.3
F
11
8.7
G
6
4.8
H
18
14.3
I
7
5.6
J
21
16.7
_______________________________________________________________________
a

Age: Mdn = 45.50 years. b Experience: Mdn = 15.50 years. c Among the ten
participating high schools, the mean frequency of participating teachers was M = 12.6.
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Table 2 displays the psychometric characteristics for the anxiety and avoidance
scale scores. These scores show many teachers are neither anxious or avoidant which is
characteristic of teachers in general. These scales were rated using a seven-point metric: 1
= strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree. Both the anxiety scale (M = 2.18, α = .90) and
the avoidance scale (M = 3.73, α = .88) had acceptable levels of internal reliability (see
Table 2).

Table 2
Psychometric Characteristics for the Anxiety and Avoidance Scales (N = 126)
________________________________________________________________________
Scale
Items
M
SD
Low
High
α
_______________________________________________________________________
Anxiety
18
2.18
0.90
1.00
4.94
.90
Avoidance
18
3.73
1.02
1.28
6.50
.88
________________________________________________________________________
Note. Scales rated on a seven-point metric: 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree.

Table 3 displays the frequency counts for each attachment style based on the
median splits for the anxiety and avoidance scale scores. Using the median split method,
recommended by Fraley, Waller, and Brennan (2000) in the Experiences in Close
Relationships-Revised (ECR-R) Questionnaire, four attachment styles were developed.
Among those styles, the most common was fearful (30.2%) and the least common was
preoccupied (19.8%).
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Table 3
Frequency Counts for Each Attachment Style Based on Anxiety and Avoidance Scores
(N = 126)
________________________________________________________________________
Attachment Style
n
%
________________________________________________________________________
Secure
33
26.2
Dismissive
30
23.8
Preoccupied
25
19.8
Fearful
38
30.2
_______________________________________________________________________
Table 4 displays the descriptive statistics for selected school variables including
dropout percentage (M = 0.67) and disciplinary rate (M = 36.60) measured along with
other variables. The percentage of low SES is represented to show the range of students
who are living in poverty. Additionally, the table shows the sizes of the smallest high
school and the largest high school participating in the survey. The demographics suggest
participating schools represent relatively small schools in mostly rural areas (see Table
4).
Table 4
Descriptive Statistics for Selected School Variables (N = 126)
________________________________________________________________________
School Variables
M
SD
Low
High
_______________________________________________________________________
Number of students
746.14
349.17
106.00
1,174.00
Number of teachers
59.15
23.25
14.10
88.10
Drop out percentage
0.67
0.69
0.00
1.90
Low SES
46.57
11.67
18.00
63.00
Disciplinary rate
36.60
19.44
12.27
81.15
ESL percentage
3.10
2.17
0.00
6.05
______________________________________________________________________
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Answering the Research Question
Specifically, the study had two measureable questions:
Question 1. How does the student-teacher attachment style affect dropout rates?
H10: There will be no significant difference between student-teacher attachment
styles and dropout rates.
H1: There will be a significant difference between student-teacher attachment
styles and dropout rates.
Question 2. How does the student-teacher attachment style affect discipline rates?
H10: There will be no significant difference between student-teacher attachment
styles and discipline rates.
H1: There will be a significant difference between student-teacher attachment
styles and discipline rates.

Overall, the current study asked how does the teacher attachment style affect
dropout and discipline rates? To answer the research question, Table 5 displays the oneway ANOVA tests for disciplinary rate and dropout percentage based on the four
attachment styles. Analyses revealed no significant differences in either disciplinary rate
(p = .24) or dropout percentage (p = .29) based on attachment style. This combination of
findings provided no support to reject either null hypotheses.
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Table 5
One-Way ANOVA Tests for Disciplinary Rates and Dropout Percentages Based on
Attachment
Style (N = 126)
_______________________________________________________________________
Outcome Variable
Style
n
M
SD
η
F
p
_______________________________________________________________________
Disciplinary Rate
.18 1.42 .24
Secure
33 32.44 15.88
Dismissive
30 36.04 23.90
Preoccupied
25 35.12 16.16
Fearful
38 41.62 19.96
Drop Out Percentage
.17 1.26 .29
Secure
33
0.58
0.72
Dismissive
30
0.53
0.64
Preoccupied
25
0.75
0.69
Fearful
38
0.81
0.68
________________________________________________________________________
As additional findings, Table 6 displays the Pearson and Spearman correlations
for selected variables with dropout percentage and disciplinary rate. Spearman
correlations were added to provide statistical verification among ordinal variables among
teachers at the same school and school metrics (number of students, number of teachers,
dropout percentage, low SES, disciplinary rates, and ESL percentage). Statistical caution
needs to be exercised if only one of the two types of correlations (Pearson or Spearman)
is significant. For dropout percentage, a significant correlation was found between the
number of students in the school (r = .42, p < .001) and (rs = .58, p < .001) and the
school’s percentage of ESL students (r = .62, p < .001) and (rs = .50, p < .001) (see Table
7 for representations of results). For disciplinary rate, a significant correlation was found
being with dropout percentage (rs = .32, p < .001) and with the school’s percentage of
ESL students (rs = .35, p < .001) (refer to Table 6).
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Table 6
Pearson and Spearman Correlations for Selected Variables with Drop Out Percentage
and Disciplinary Rate (N = 126)
_______________________________________________________________________
Drop Out Percentage
Disciplinary Rate
______________________
____________________
Variable
Pearson
Spearman
Pearson Spearman
________________________________________________________________________
Teacher Anxiety
.20 *
.28 ***
.09
.16
Teacher Avoidance
-.01
.04
.15
.04
Number of Students
.42 ****
.58 ****
.17
.23 **
Number of Teachers
.27 ***
.51 ***
.18 *
.09
Drop Out Percentage
1.00
1.00
.09
.32 ****
Low SES Percentage
.24 **
-.03
.13
.28 ***
Disciplinary Rate
.09
.32 ****
1.00
1.00
ESL Percentage
.62 ****
.50 ****
.02
.35 ****
________________________________________________________________________
* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .005. **** p < .001.
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Table 7
Scatterplots displaying correlations between Dropout Percentage and Number of
Students and Percentage of ESL Students
(N = 126)
_______________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________
Note. Pearson correlations: number of students with drop out percentage (r = .42, p <
.001) and percentage of ESL students with drop out percentage (r = .62, p < .001)
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Summary
In summary, the study surveyed high school teachers (N=126) to examine teacher
attachment styles effect on student success, with success defined as dropout rates and
disciplinary rates. Hypothesis 1 (disciplinary rates and attachment style) was not
supported (Table 5). Hypothesis 2 (dropout percentage and attachment style) was also not
supported (Table 5). However, analysis suggests correlations exist between attachment
style and percentage of ESL (English as a second language) students and number of
student in the high school. Chapter 5 discusses implications of study limitations on
findings and compares study results to the literature. Recommendations for future
research and practice is also discussed.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
There are many factors that influence student achievement in high school, one
being a secure attachment between the student and teacher (Riley, 2001). In a time when
more and more students come from homes which are categorized as low socioeconomic
status or have a single parent, it is imperative for schools to provide the best educators for
students (Bergeron, Chouiard, & Janosz, 2011; Papay, Murnane, & Willett, 2013). This
means hiring educators who will build secure attachments with students to help ensure
students will stay in school, graduate, and stay out of trouble. These positive, secure
attachments can impact a student’s motivation to learn. This lessens the likelihood of a
student coming in contact with the criminal justice system (Armour, 2012, 2016).
Summary of Study Findings
In this study, two questions were posed: How does the student-teacher attachment
style affect dropout rates? And how does the student-teacher attachment style affect
discipline rates? The key purpose of the study was to examine the teacher attachment
style effect on student success, with success being defined as graduation rates and
discipline rates. In addition to examining teacher attachment styles on school dropout
rates and discipline rates, the study also examined the relationship between dropout rates
and discipline rates in relation to low socioeconomic status. To assist in examining this
relationship, the current research is based on Adult Attachment Theory and RelationalCultural Theory (RCT).
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The Adult Attachment Theory (Riley, 2011) proffered secure attachments
between students and teachers as foundational to building positive relationships. The
result of positive relationships between the student and teacher is better classroom
management and fewer behavior and discipline problems. Therefore, students are less
likely to be sent out of the classroom to exclusionary placement settings further
supporting Miller’s (1986) RCT and growth-fostering relationships. However, the study
found attachment style does not show a significant effect on dropout or discipline rates.
Additionally, a significant correlation was found between the teacher attachment style
and school dropout rates in schools with larger student bodies and high percentage of
English as a Second Language (ESL) students. The largest discipline rates were from
schools with the greatest number of dropouts and ESL students.
Limitations and Future Research
Many limitations were encountered as the study progressed that provided threats
to the internal and external validity of the study including issues with implementation,
instrumentation, and location. Regarding instrumentation, as discussed in Chapter 3, the
piloting process found the Experiences in Close Relationships-Revised (ECR-R)
questionnaire to be considered inappropriate by superintendents for school districts and
viewed very negatively in the public school context resulting in only four districts
completing the pilot study. Therefore, for the current study, the ECR-R questionnaire
was altered to reflect the student-teacher relationship rather than adult relationships. The
purpose of each question was carefully considered when changing wording to maintain
the integrity of the questions (see Appendix D). Future research could potentially
validate this study’s version of the ECR-R as a student-teacher attachment style survey.
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A validated teacher attachment survey focusing on the student-teacher attachment would
be very useful in conducting future research on student-teacher attachment style.
The location of the study, a school district, is problematic in establishing
generalizability as experienced in much education research involving schools and school
districts. As an example, federal and state law allows school districts to have local control
over certain policies and procedures making it difficult to compare schools and districts.
School data is collected by the state each year through a statewide system known as
Public Education Information Management System (PEIMS). All school districts in
Texas use this system to report information about student demographics, academic
performance and discipline, school finances and personnel (TEA, 2019). However, how
schools report and code discipline can be inconsistent between districts depending upon
how local policy is written. Future research should include a comparison of school board
discipline policies.
Further exacerbating the effect board policies have on data is reflected in how
exclusionary placement data are reported. Texas Education Code, Chapter 37 mandates
exclusionary placement for some offenses including, but not limited to the following:
felonies that occur on and off campus, possession of a controlled substance, aggravated
assault, retaliation against a school employee, public lewdness, murder, kidnapping, and
bringing a firearm to school (TEC §37, 2019). The state recommends guidelines for the
length of placement for those offenses. In turn, each school district’s school board can
adopt local policies using the state recommended guidelines. The local school board also
adopts discipline measures for infractions other than those which are state mandated. For
example, School A could send students to exclusionary placement for having six or more
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disciplinary infractions, regardless of the nature of the infractions. Yet School B could
send students to exclusionary placement for having ten or more disciplinary infractions,
regardless of the nature of the infractions. Therefore, local policies adopted by school
boards are not consistent from district to district. These inconsistencies in local policy
greatly affect the number of discipline counts per school district providing a significant
limitation to the study. As such, in addition to comparing board policies for specific
districts, future research should compare individual teacher behavioral data rather than
use district exclusionary placement data.
Like the variability of district policy, variability in access to teachers via district
leadership was also found to be a limitation to the current study. Initially, the current
study did not consider campus leadership style as a potential threat to the study.
However, study implementation quickly exposed how the leader of a district and campus
can impact study outcomes. In addition to accessing teachers, district and campus
leadership influences campus morale, climate, and culture. For example,
transformational leaders (those who create change through inspiration) versus autocratic
leaders (those who control all decisions) can potentially impact teacher attachment styles
thereby impacting student discipline. Consequentially, future research on teacher
attachment should seriously consider leadership roles and their impact on teacher
attitudes and study outcomes.
Another limitation to study generalizability attributed to location is the relatively
small sample size (N=126). The teacher attachment survey was sent to 414 teachers in
ten school districts in relatively rural areas of Texas. Future studies should gather data
that is more representative of the demographics of all Texas schools. Further, future
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studies should also include schools from cities and also have a higher response rate to the
survey.
In addition, outcomes from this study related to teacher attachment and dropout
rate relevant to percentage of ESL students and school population indicate more research
should be conducted specifically with ESL populations and teacher attachment
supporting previous work (Bergin & Bergin, 2009). In 2016-2017, Texas reported an
average annual high school dropout rate of 1.9% with the largest reporting category being
English as a Second Language (ESL) students whose dropout rate was 4.3%. Statewide,
ESL students represent 18.8% of the total student body (TEA, 2019). The schools who
responded to the survey had a very small quantity of ESL students that is not
representative of the state average. More data in this area would further validate study
findings.
As indicated above, the results did not support the student-teacher attachment
style as having a correlation with discipline rates or dropout rates, however findings show
an effect on ESL students. Figure 8 lists the 13 indicators used by the State of Texas to
identify students who are at-risk of dropping out of school (TEC §29, 2019). One of
those indicators is identification as an ESL student. Future research could further explore
this idea among others related to at-risk students. As an example, one of the 13 indicators
for dropping out is being on probation or parole. Since research shows approximately
80% of our nation’s inmates are high school drop outs, (Armour, 2012) future studies
could gather data from the prisoners who are drop outs to see why they dropped out. Was
teacher-student attachment a contributing factor? Knowing that most of the students who
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Figure 8. The 13 indicators used by the state of Texas to determine if a student is at-risk
of dropping out of high school.
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drop out do so in the 12th grade, future research could target those students and identify
what caused them to drop out at the very end of school (TEA, 2019).
Qualitative and mixed methods research offer many opportunities that could
benefit student-teacher attachment research. A qualitative focus on student-teacher
relationships in elementary, middle and high schools that would include interviews with
students and teachers may give new insight to the effect of the student-teacher
relationship on student success. Another possible method would be to conduct a
longitudinal study and track students over time. Some students would receive
interventions and others would not. Results could be measured upon graduation from
high school.
Something else to consider would be a qualitative study which would be
conducted on high school teachers to determine if they are intentionally avoidant in order
to protect themselves from inappropriate, or the perception of inappropriate, relationships
with students. High school teachers may consciously take extra precautions to keep the
professional barriers up when they are around students of the opposite sex. A qualitative
study could examine to what extent teachers make a conscious effort to protect
themselves from the perception of them having inappropriate relationships with students.
Another future study relating to teacher-student attachment could be one in which
campus leadership style is addressed. This could be beneficial to see if there is a
correlation between the leadership style on teacher-student attachment and discipline
rates and dropout rates. A study of this type could be mixed methods and incorporate
qualitative and quantitative data gathered from teachers and students.
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Finally, other theoretical frameworks could be examined investigating teacherstudent interactions beyond attachment style to see how they support the idea of student
achievement, such as Walberg’s Theory of Educational Productivity. Other frameworks
may offer a different perspective to student success beyond the scope of this study.
Recommendation for Practice
The 13 indicators outlined by the State of Texas (see Figure 8) identifies students
as at-risk for becoming a drop out are accurate and supported by the literature cited in this
study (Armour, 2016; Bergin & Bergin, 2009; Fabelo et al., 2011; Hirschfield, 2009;
McNeill et al., 2016; Papay, Murnane, & Willett, 2013; Thompson, 1991; Wolf, 2013).
School leaders should use these indicators to develop programs and tailor instruction for
students who are labeled at-risk. Dropout prevention measures could benefit students and
help them graduate from high school.
School leaders who are interested in building positive relationships with students
can encourage appropriate student-teacher relationships through professional
development classes. While outcomes of this study failed to support attachment practices
broadly, research supporting Riley’s (2011) and Miller’s (2009) theories amply promotes
the importance of a positive student-teacher attachment (Acer & Akgun, 2010;
Pietromonaco & Beck, 2015; Sülen Şahin Kiralp, F., & Serin, 2017). Teachers with a
secure attachment style are able to use student misbehavior as a challenge to do better.
Teachers with an insecure attachment style are likely to see student misbehavior as
rejection causing an escalation of emotion and insecurity in the students creating a
vicious circle (Riley, 2011).
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More specifically, school administrators can tailor professional development to
the findings in the study. Workshops can be designed to teach and reach students who
are identified as ESL or students of poverty. Additionally, income-based gaps exist in
educational attainments (Papay, Murnane, & Willett, 2013). Research shows more high
school dropouts come from low-income families than their peers who come from highincome families. Indeed, social class has been shown to be one of the most significant
factors of a student’s educational success (Garcia & Weiss, 2017). Research clearly
shows students living in poverty often have less opportunity for cognitive stimulation,
fewer healthy attachments, and less medical care thereby placing these students at a
disadvantage when compared with their wealthier peers (Jensen, 2008).
In conclusion, school leaders face many challenges educating our nation’s youth.
Research shows that 80% of our nation’s prisoners are high school dropouts (Armour,
2012). With this staggering statistic in mind, our nation’s leaders must work harder to
ensure our children complete high school and are prepared for life. Leaders at all levels
should take proactive measures to help students overcome barriers to educational
attainment and help all students reach their fullest potential. Imagine a nation where we
build dorms instead of prisons to house our students who have the most need. Imagine a
nation where our most precious asset, our children, is provided the most basic needs:
food, clothing, and shelter. Imagine a nation where our children are provided with the
nurturing support they need so they can access the education system and finish high
school lessening their chances of becoming a statistic in the prison system. Rather than
imagine, let’s do something. Keep in mind Benjamin Franklin’s axiom “an ounce of
prevention is worth a pound of cure.” The literature supports restorative justice in place
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of zero tolerance, positive attachments between students and teachers, and teaching
emotional regulation as ways to decrease negative student behaviors and increase school
climate and culture. Therefore, not only should we imagine the future, we should move
towards one that is supported by the research.
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Appendix A
Letter to School Superintendents
Dear ________________________
My name is Mary Beth Womack. I am a doctoral candidate in Education Leadership at
Texas A&M University – Texarkana.
I am writing to ask if you will allow me to collect data from the certified teachers on your
high school campus in the form of an emailed survey. If you agree, I will forward a link
to the survey to you, and in turn you can forward to the appropriate teachers. The survey
will take about 10 minutes to complete. I am attaching a copy of the survey to this letter.
The purpose of my study is to examine teacher attachment styles effects on student
outcomes. The survey will only collect data about the teacher attachment style.
Confidentiality: The research information is confidential. No identifying information
such as staff names or email addresses will be collected or associated with this data.
When the study is complete, I will present the summary of the findings to you. Please
review the attached survey and contact me if you have any questions. I appreciate your
willingness to help me complete my research.
Sincerely,
Mary Beth Womack
Back to text
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To: Certified Teachers and Administrators at __________________________ High
School
From: Mary Beth Womack, Doctoral candidate, Texas A&M – Texarkana
Date: April 1, 2019
RE: Survey
I am a student at Texas A&M University – Texarkana. I am also an assistant principal at
Liberty-Eylau High School in Texarkana. As a doctoral student, I am researching
teacher’s attachment styles effects on student outcomes. I am writing to request your
consideration in completing a questionnaire to determine teacher attachment styles. All
information collected is confidential and anonymous as it will be reported in aggregate
(e.g. Percent of teachers with attachment style).
Link to survey: https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSd_2QZ_et0kx7RlAlnAk9oqczkeRvgfEMiXt525W2NkXQRcA/viewform
I would appreciate your consideration of my request to participate in the questionnaire.
The first page of the questionnaire provides more information. However, if you have
questions or concerns, please do not hesitate to contact my advisor, Dr. Sara Lawrence at
sara.lawrence@tamut.edu or me at mary.womack@ace.tamut.edu.
Please complete the survey by April 22, 2019.
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Appendix E
Script
I am a doctoral candidate at Texas A&M University - Texarkana. I am researching the
effects of student-teacher attachment styles on student outcomes such as drop out and
discipline rates in high schools.
I am contacting you to request you to review my survey. Once you review the survey, I
would like to request that the survey be sent to teachers at your high school. My study
uses a 36-item survey based on a well-established survey that has been adapted to school
contexts.
Just to let you know, all teacher data will be reported in aggregate. For example, I will
report the major attachment style of teachers at a high school. And, even though the
survey asks for the high school name for coding purposes, high school data will remain
anonymous and the name and location of high school and district will not be reported.
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