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Black men and boys have historically been
viewed as older and more threatening than
their white peers. Research shows that when
Black and white male adults are objectively
the same size, participants still rate Black
males as being larger, more muscular,

and more frightening than their white
counterparts (Wilson et al., 2017).

Data show that 19% of preschoolers are Black boys,
yet 45% of boys expelled from preschool are Black
boys (U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil
Rights, 2016), despite the fact that Black boys do
not display a preponderance of mishehavior in
comparison to their peers (e.g., Huang, 2018).

Black boys are perceived as older and less innocent
than their peers as early as the age of ten, and by the
age of 13, many people consider them to be adults
(Goff et al., 2014).

Black males are more likely to be suspended from
school and receive fewer warnings and opportunities
to modify their behavior.

The Government Accountability Office of the United
States found that the risk of expulsion or suspension
for Black boys in schools was significantly higher than
the risk for their white classmates (Nowicki, 2018).

Black males are frequently suspected of engaging in
antisocial behavior and their behavior is frequently
attributed to stable rather than variable causes (Graves
& Aston, 2018), factors that may contribute to the

disparities in expulsion and suspension rates.

The view that Black boys are older and more
threatening can infiltrate early childhood learning
settings and lead to stark racial injustices, even for
preschool children.

These suspensions result in Black boys losing the
most days due to suspension in secondary school,
with 132 days of suspension per student enrolled
(Losen & Martinez, 2020).




According to research, school belonging and
self-esteem can be protective factors for Black
teenagers (Gray et al., 2020).

School belonging was revealed to be a strong
predictor of academic achievement among Black
students (Hughes et al., 2015). Black youth's school
affiliation functions as a buffer against racial
discrimination and the effects of stress on their
academic productivity. Low levels of belongingness
among Black boys were associated with elevated
levels of worry and stress. Self-esteem has also been
found to be related to social well-being, and self-
esteem among Black youth is associated with positive
mental health (Okeke-Adeyanju et al., 2018).

This research brief attempts to understand the
relationship between body size and suspension rates
for Black boys in grades 7-12. This brief also looks

at how school belonging and self-esteem impacts
students who have been suspended.
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Data for this project were derived from the National These data were used to answer the following questions:

Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to Adult Health (Add 1. What is the relationship between BMI and school
Health), which is a nationally representative dataset suspension for Black boys?

of 90,000 students in grades 7-12. The first two waves 2. Isthe relationship between BMI and school

of the Add Health dataset were used for this study. suspension moderated by school belonging and
These waves placed a particular emphasis on aspects self-esteem for Black boys?

of children’s personalities, families, peer connections,

schools, and communities that have the potential to For this study, we looked at several factors: the students'
have an impact on the students’ health and behavior BMI as measured by interviewers from Add Health,
risks. To be nationally representative all the analyses their self-reported self-esteem, sense of belonging at
were weighted. The analyses controlled for students’ school, and family income, as well as factors that could
body mass index (using students’ weight and height) predict if a student might be suspended.

and family income (measured in thousands of dollars).

Additionally, the constructs of self-esteem (sample All analyses were weighted to ensure they were

item: “you feel loved and wanted”) and school belonging nationally representative of the population of youth in
(sample item: “I feel like I am part of this school”) were grades 7-12.

included measured on a Likert scale.
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The overall findings suggested that students with higher
Body Mass Indexes (BMIs) and average levels of school
belonging also have lower levels of self-esteem. Overall
larger children had a higher risk of getting suspended.

The higher a student’s BMI, the greater the likelihood that
a non-Black student with average school belonging will be
suspended.

The results for Black males however differed from the
overall sample. It was discovered that there is a substantial
correlation between being a Black male and receiving a
suspension from school, but that there is no significant
correlation between Black boys' BMI and suspension. This
indicates that there is no discernible correlation between
Black male students' BMI and their suspension rate for those
with typical levels of school belonging.

Also, non-Black adolescents reported larger moderating
effects for both self-esteem and a sense of belonging at
school than did Black adolescents. This indicates that school
belonging and self-esteem both have a greater impact on
modifying suspension risk for non-Black students than
Black boys.






There are areas where future research is
needed, but there are also actions that can
be taken now by researchers, publishers,
practitioners, school administrators, and
policymakers to create more equitable
experiences in school for Black boys.

Continued research is needed on how the surroundings
and atmosphere in schools affect teacher/student
interactions. Practitioners and policymakers should
help to design school environments that promote and
provide Black boys the opportunity to develop and
demonstrate typical childhood behaviors without the
fear of suspension and expulsion.

Ensure research findings are disaggregated by race
and gender. The results of this research demonstrated
that population-level research results do not always
apply to Black boys. Researchers and publishers should
push for reporting results for different subgroups to
elucidate potential group differences in effects.

Given that BMI was not related to suspension for Black
boys, but it was for other boys in this sample, more
research is recommended to understand the views of
school-based practitioners as it relates to their decision-
making process to recommend suspension for Black
boys. Practitioners should be aware that Black boys
are seen as demonstrating more problem behavior
regardless of their size, even though, among other

groups of students, larger boys are suspended more.

Researchers and practitioners should focus more
attention on biased perceptions of Black boys among
teachers, administrators, and school psychologists.
School-based professionals’ views of children form
the first step in the process that leads to punishment
and suspension. As such, decreasing biased views of
Black boys may be a promising avenue to decrease
suspension rates.

Policymakers should collect data on the race of
teachers and consider efforts to increase the number of
Black male teachers, as Black teachers have been shown
to increase the academic achievement and improve the
social emotional outcomes of Black children.
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