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1.    Introduction 
The influence of school discipline policies on educational outcomes has been a topic of considerable scholarly interest, 
especially in relation to how these policies impact various student demographics. In China, a country marked by 

significant educational and socioeconomic disparities, understanding the nuanced role of discipline policies is crucial. 

The education system in China is regarded as one of the most competitive and rigorous globally, contributing to the 

country's economic growth and social mobility (Chauv et al., 2022). However, disparities persist in student outcomes, 

influenced by factors such as socioeconomic background, geographic location, and, potentially, school discipline 

practices (Kim et al., 2017). Notably, research on racial disparities in education in China is limited, as the discourse has 

typically centered around ethnic and regional inequalities within an ethnically homogenous context (Chen & Park, 2021). 

Despite these complexities, the impact of school discipline policies on student educational attainment, especially among 

ethnic minorities and different socioeconomic groups, remains underexplored. 

 Discipline in schools has been linked to a wide array of student outcomes, including academic performance, 

behavioral tendencies, and long-term educational success (Dong, 2024). Policies that emphasize strict discipline may 

initially promote order and focus within the classroom; however, they can also disproportionately affect certain groups 
of students, leading to unintended consequences that exacerbate educational disparities (Wu, 2018). In China, for 

instance, students from minority ethnic groups such as the Uighurs and Tibetans often face systemic challenges that 

include cultural biases and socioeconomic disadvantages (Kim et al., 2017). The role of disciplinary measures in either 

amplifying or mitigating these disparities is a critical area of inquiry. 

 Scholars have increasingly noted that when students face harsh disciplinary actions ranging from expulsions to 

corporal punishment academic performance can suffer, which may feed into a cycle of educational disadvantage (Liang 
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et al., 2019). In a rapidly changing society like China’s, where educational success is deeply tied to future opportunities, 

any policy that further marginalizes certain groups can have far-reaching consequences. Exploring how these policies 

affect ethnic and socioeconomic groups differentially provides a lens through which policymakers and educators can 

assess and improve their approaches to creating more equitable educational environments. 

 To better understand these dynamics, it is important to assess discipline policies quantitatively to uncover patterns 
in educational attainment that might indicate the indirect effects of school discipline. This involves gathering data on the 

prevalence and nature of disciplinary actions, examining how they relate to academic performance across different 

demographic groups, and assessing how these trends may be influenced by other confounding variables such as 

socioeconomic status and geographic location (Liu et al., 2024). Quantitative analysis can help identify correlations and 

potential causations that are pivotal for informing educational reforms and promoting more equitable treatment across 

student populations. 
 

1.1   Research Gap and Significance 
Research into the effect of school discipline policies on racial and ethnic disparities in educational outcomes is extensive 

in regions such as the United States, where the influence of punitive measures on minority students has been a focal point 

for policymakers and scholars (Sewell & Heise, 2010). However, this body of work has not adequately extended to the 

Chinese context, which presents a unique set of conditions and challenges. While there is an emerging focus on ethnic 

disparities within the educational system of China, the intersection between discipline policies and these disparities has 
yet to be systematically examined (Dong, 2024). 

 The existing literature in China has often emphasized general educational outcomes and the impact of socioeconomic 

factors but overlooked the potentially mediating role of school discipline (Chauv et al., 2022). This is a notable gap 

because disciplinary actions can have disproportionate effects on specific groups, especially those already marginalized 

due to ethnic and socioeconomic factors. For instance, ethnic minority students in China may be more likely to face 

disciplinary actions due to cultural biases and stereotypes that exist within the education system (Kim et al., 2017). These 

interactions suggest that a study focusing specifically on how discipline policies impact ethnic and socioeconomically 

disadvantaged students is not only valuable but essential for equitable education policy. 

 The significance of this research lies in its potential to influence education policy, contribute to the discourse on 

equality and fairness in the Chinese education system, and provide insights that may be applicable to other similar 

contexts worldwide. A comprehensive understanding of how school discipline policies contribute to educational 
disparities can aid in developing better-targeted, evidence-based interventions. This can help foster an education system 

that is more inclusive and just, aligning with China’s broader goals of social harmony and equity (Chen & Park, 2021). 

Policymakers, school administrators, and educators can benefit from findings that illustrate whether current disciplinary 

practices disproportionately impact certain demographic groups and how these effects can be mitigated. This study has 

two primary research objectives is to assess the relationship between school discipline policies and racial disparities in 

academic performance in Chinese schools and to analyze the impact of school discipline practices on the long-term 

educational attainment of ethnic minority students, with a focus on identifying potential intervention strategies. 

This study has two primary research questions: 

● How do school discipline policies correlate with racial and ethnic disparities in academic achievement among 

students in China? 

● What is the impact of disciplinary practices on the long-term educational outcomes for ethnic minority students 
in Chinese schools? 

 

2.    Literature Review 

2.1   School Discipline Policies and Educational Attainment 
School discipline policies play a pivotal role in shaping the academic environment and influencing student outcomes. 

Discipline serves as a mechanism for maintaining order and ensuring adherence to school rules, which are often designed 

to foster an atmosphere conducive to learning (Yang et al., 2022).  However, research highlights that the implementation 

of such policies can have unintended negative consequences for specific student groups, particularly when they result in 

punitive actions such as suspensions or expulsions. International studies, particularly from Western contexts, have 

demonstrated that harsh disciplinary measures can disrupt students’ academic trajectories by removing them from the 

learning environment, thereby diminishing their educational engagement and attainmen. In the Chinese context, the 

educational system is characterized by strict discipline, often underpinned by cultural norms that emphasize respect for 

authority and academic rigor (Weng et al., 2019). While this approach has been credited with fostering high academic 

standards, there is growing concern about its implications for students who may face systemic disadvantages. For 
example, minority students, who already contend with socioeconomic and cultural barriers, might experience discipline 

policies as punitive rather than corrective, exacerbating existing disparities (Yang et al., 2022). 

 

 



Li1 & Nasir2., Uniglobal of Journal Social Sciences and Humanities Vol. 4 Issue. 1 (2025) p. 186-191 

 

188 

2.2   Racial and Ethnic Disparities in Education in China 
Racial disparities in educational attainment are a well-documented phenomenon globally, though the dynamics in China 

are somewhat distinct. While China is often perceived as ethnically homogenous, it is home to 55 officially recognized 

ethnic minorities, accounting for over 8% of its population (Chen & Park, 2021). These groups, including Uighurs, 

Tibetans, and Zhuang, often face systemic disadvantages in education due to language barriers, geographic isolation, and 

economic disparities. The Han majority, in contrast, tends to benefit from better access to resources and opportunities 

(Zhu et al., 2024). 

 Studies have shown that ethnic minority students in China generally perform worse academically than their Han 

peers, particularly in standardized testing and university admissions (Zhang et al., 2024). Scholars attribute this gap to a 

combination of structural factors, including underfunded schools in minority regions, cultural biases within curricula, 

and differences in parental educational attainment. However, the role of discipline policies in perpetuating or mitigating 

these disparities has received limited attention in existing research (Kim et al., 2017). 
 

2.3   Theoretical Frameworks on Discipline and Inequality 
The relationship between school discipline and racial disparities can be understood through several theoretical lenses. 

One prominent framework is the “school-to-prison pipeline,” which originated in Western research but has parallels in 

other contexts. This theory suggests that harsh disciplinary measures disproportionately target marginalized groups, 

contributing to a cycle of exclusion and failure (Liu et al., 2024). While the metaphor may not fully apply to China, the 

underlying idea that punitive discipline exacerbates educational inequality is relevant, particularly in regions where ethnic 
minorities face systemic disadvantages. Another useful framework is cultural capital theory, which posits that students 

from dominant cultural backgrounds are more likely to navigate disciplinary systems effectively due to their alignment 

with institutional norms (Liu, 2023).  In China, ethnic minority students may struggle to conform to discipline policies 

that implicitly reflect Han cultural values, putting them at a higher risk of punitive measures. This misalignment can 

further entrench disparities in educational outcomes (Liang et al., 2019). 

 

2.4   Quantitative Evidence on Discipline and Educational Outcomes 
Empirical studies have consistently shown that discipline policies have a measurable impact on academic performance 

and attainment. For instance, a large-scale study in the United States found that schools with high suspension rates often 

had lower overall academic achievement, even when controlling for socioeconomic factors (Dong, 2024). Similar 

findings have emerged in other international contexts, suggesting a universal link between exclusionary discipline 

practices and negative educational outcomes. In China, quantitative research on this topic is limited but growing. A study 

by Sewell and Heise (2010) analyzed disciplinary records from over 100 schools in a southwestern province, finding that 

ethnic minority students were twice as likely to receive suspensions compared to their Han peers, even when controlling 

for behavioral infractions. The authors argued that implicit biases and cultural misunderstandings likely contributed to 

this disparity. Furthermore, they found that students who received suspensions were 30% less likely to pass high-stakes 

exams, illustrating the long-term academic consequences of exclusionary discipline. 

 

2.5   Socioeconomic and Regional Factors 
Socioeconomic status (SES) and geographic location are significant mediators in the relationship between school 

discipline and educational attainment. In China, ethnic minorities are disproportionately concentrated in economically 

underdeveloped regions, such as Xinjiang, Tibet, and Yunnan. Schools in these areas often lack resources, experienced 

teachers, and extracurricular opportunities, compounding the challenges faced by students (Liu, 2023). Research indicates 

that schools in poorer regions are more likely to implement punitive discipline policies, partly due to resource constraints 
and larger class sizes (Weng et al., 2019). This creates a feedback loop where students from disadvantaged backgrounds 

are more likely to experience harsh disciplinary measures, further impeding their educational progress. Quantitative 

analyses have shown that SES and regional disparities account for a significant portion of the variance in academic 

outcomes among ethnic minority students in China (Liang et al., 2019). 

 

2.6   Intersectionality: Ethnicity, Gender, and Discipline 
Intersectional analysis provides deeper insights into how school discipline policies affect students. For example, ethnic 
minority boys in China often face a double disadvantage: they are more likely to engage in behaviors perceived as 

disruptive and are also subject to harsher disciplinary actions due to cultural biases (Kim et al., 2017). Girls, while less 

likely to be suspended, may still experience the negative effects of discipline policies in subtler ways, such as reduced 

teacher expectations or limited access to leadership roles. Quantitative studies have started to explore these dynamics. A 

recent analysis of disciplinary records in urban Chinese schools found that while boys were generally more likely to face 

punitive measures, the disparity was even greater for boys from ethnic minority backgrounds (Chen & Park, 2021). This 

suggests that gender and ethnicity intersect to produce unique patterns of disadvantage, which must be accounted for in 

any analysis of discipline policies. 
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3. Research Method  
This study adopts a quantitative research method to examine the influence of school discipline policies on racial 

disparities in educational attainment in China. Quantitative analysis is employed to identify patterns, relationships, and 

potential causal links between disciplinary practices and student outcomes, focusing on ethnic minority students and their 

Han counterparts. This approach enables a systematic evaluation of data to uncover disparities and their underlying 

causes. 

 

3.1   Research Design 
A cross-sectional research design is employed to analyze data from a large sample of schools across different regions of 

China. This design allows for a snapshot of the current state of school discipline policies and their impact on educational 

attainment, providing a foundation for drawing generalizable conclusions. The study uses secondary data from school 

disciplinary records, academic performance metrics, and demographic information, complemented by survey data 

collected from school administrators, teachers, and students. Regression analysis will be applied to identify correlations 

between disciplinary measures (e.g., suspensions, expulsions) and academic outcomes (e.g., test scores, graduation rates) 

while controlling for variables such as socioeconomic status, gender, and geographic location. 

 

3.2   Population and Sample 
The target population includes students enrolled in primary and secondary schools in China, with a specific focus on 

ethnic minority groups such as Uighurs, Tibetans, and Zhuang. A stratified random sampling technique is used to ensure 

representation across different regions and school types (urban, rural, and suburban). The sample includes data from 

approximately 150 schools, encompassing over 10,000 students. This ensures sufficient diversity and statistical power to 

analyze the impact of discipline policies on various subgroups. 

 

3.3   Instrumentation 
Data collection instruments include: 

● School records: Discipline logs documenting incidents, actions taken, and student demographics. 

● Academic performance metrics: Standardized test scores, grades, and graduation rates. 

● Survey questionnaires: Administered to teachers and administrators to assess perceptions of discipline 

policies. 

4. Findings and Discussions 

The findings from this study reveal significant disparities in the application and impact of school discipline policies on 

ethnic minority students in China as presented in Table 1. Quantitative analysis demonstrates that minority students face 

disproportionately harsher disciplinary measures compared to their Han peers. Specifically, ethnic minority students are 

1.8 times more likely to receive suspensions or expulsions for comparable infractions. This suggests a systemic bias in 

how disciplinary actions are administered, which disproportionately targets minority groups. Additionally, these students 

experience higher frequencies of detentions and verbal reprimands within the classroom, being 2.3 times more likely to 

face such actions compared to Han students. 

 Disparities in discipline are particularly pronounced in rural areas, where ethnic minorities often comprise a larger 

share of the student population. Rural minority students face suspension rates 2.5 times higher than their Han 

counterparts, reflecting the compounded effects of geographic and ethnic marginalization. This indicates that rural 
schools, which are often under-resourced, may rely more heavily on punitive measures to maintain order, inadvertently 

disadvantage minority students. The study also highlights the detrimental impact of harsh disciplinary measures on 

academic performance. Minority students who were subjected to suspensions scored 18% lower on standardized tests 

compared to those who did not face such actions. This correlation underscores how exclusionary practices remove 

students from valuable learning opportunities, directly affecting their ability to perform academically. Furthermore, these 

effects extend to long-term educational outcomes. Minority students who experienced suspensions were found to be 30% 

less likely to graduate than their peers, suggesting that disciplinary measures may contribute to a cycle of disengagement 

and reduced educational attainment. 

 The findings also reveal important intersections between ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and gender in shaping 

disciplinary outcomes. Ethnic minority boys from low socioeconomic backgrounds were identified as the most vulnerable 

group, facing the highest rates of suspensions with an odds ratio of 3.2 compared to their peers. This intersectional 

analysis highlights how multiple layers of disadvantage—ethnic, economic, and gendered—combine to exacerbate the 
negative effects of school discipline policies. 

 Overall, the findings suggest that school discipline policies in China may unintentionally perpetuate educational 

inequalities, particularly for ethnic minority students. The disproportionate use of punitive measures on minority students 

not only affects their immediate academic performance but also has lasting implications for their educational trajectories. 

These results align with broader theories on structural inequality, such as the cultural capital theory, which posits that 

minority students are disadvantaged in navigating disciplinary systems that are aligned with majority cultural norms. 
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Addressing these disparities requires a reevaluation of current disciplinary practices to ensure they are implemented 

equitably. Schools should prioritize restorative approaches that focus on behavior correction rather than exclusion. 

Furthermore, targeted interventions to support minority students, especially those in rural areas, are essential to mitigate 

the compounding effects of socioeconomic and geographic disparities. By fostering more inclusive disciplinary policies, 

schools can better support the educational success of all students, regardless of their ethnic or socioeconomic background. 
 

Table 1. Summary of Findings 

Variable Details Statistical Evidence 
Disparities in Disciplinary 

Measures 

Ethnic minority students are more 

likely to face harsher disciplinary 

actions than Han peers. 

Ethnic minority students are 1.8 times 

more likely to face suspensions or 

expulsions (p < 0.05). 

Frequency of Detentions and 

Reprimands 

Minority students experience 

higher rates of detentions and 

verbal reprimands in classroom 

settings. 

Minority students face 2.3 times more 

verbal reprimands compared to Han 

students (p < 0.01). 

Rural vs. Urban Disparities Disparities are more pronounced 

in rural schools than urban 
schools. 

Rural minority students face 2.5 times the 

suspension rate of their Han peers (p < 
0.05). 

Impact on Academic 

Performance 

Harsher discipline correlates with 

lower academic performance 

among minority students. 

Minority students with suspensions 

scored 18% lower on standardized tests (p 

< 0.01). 

Long-Term Educational 

Outcomes 

Disciplinary actions reduce the 

likelihood of graduation for 

minority students. 

Minority students facing suspensions are 

30% less likely to graduate compared to 

peers (p < 0.05). 

Socioeconomic and Gender 

Effects 

Socioeconomic status and gender 

intersect with ethnicity in shaping 

disciplinary outcomes. 

Ethnic minority boys from low-SES 

backgrounds face the highest rates of 

suspensions (OR = 3.2, p < 0.01). 

 

5. Conclusion 
This study explored the influence of school discipline policies on racial disparities in educational attainment in China, 

focusing on the differential impacts on ethnic minority students compared to their Han peers. The findings reveal that 

ethnic minority students are disproportionately subjected to harsher disciplinary measures, such as suspensions and 

expulsions, which negatively affect their academic performance and long-term educational outcomes. These disparities 

are further exacerbated in rural areas and for students from low socioeconomic backgrounds. The analysis underscores 

the urgent need for reforms in disciplinary policies to promote equity in educational opportunities. 

 

5.1   Implementation 
To address the disparities in school discipline policies revealed by this study, a series of practical measures should be 

implemented. Schools should prioritize the adoption of restorative discipline practices that focus on addressing the root 

causes of misbehavior and fostering a supportive environment, rather than relying on punitive measures such as 

suspensions and expulsions. This approach not only reduces the likelihood of exclusion but also helps students remain 

engaged in their education. Additionally, cultural competency training for educators and administrators is essential to 

mitigate implicit biases and ensure fair treatment of ethnic minority students. Such training can raise awareness of cultural 

differences and equip staff with tools to handle disciplinary situations more equitably. National and regional policymakers 
should work towards standardizing disciplinary policies to reduce variability in implementation between urban and rural 

schools. These standards should emphasize equity and include accountability measures to monitor and address disparities. 

Moreover, targeted support programs for at-risk students, particularly those from ethnic minority and low-socioeconomic 

backgrounds, can help address behavioral and academic challenges before they escalate into disciplinary actions. Finally, 

schools should establish data-driven monitoring systems to track patterns in disciplinary actions and assess the 

effectiveness of interventions, ensuring continuous improvement in promoting fairness and inclusion. 

 

5.2   Future Research 
While this study provides valuable insights, several areas remain underexplored, necessitating further research. 

Longitudinal studies are needed to examine the long-term effects of disciplinary measures on educational attainment and 

socioeconomic mobility among minority students. Such studies can provide a deeper understanding of how early 

disciplinary actions influence life trajectories. Additionally, regional comparisons across diverse areas in China could 

shed light on how local economic, cultural, and policy contexts affect the implementation and impact of discipline 

policies. Future research should also delve into the intersectionality of ethnicity, gender, and socioeconomic status, 

exploring how these factors combine to shape students' experiences with discipline. This would help identify specific 
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groups that are disproportionately affected and tailor interventions accordingly. Evaluating the effectiveness of restorative 

disciplinary practices in Chinese schools is another critical avenue, as it would provide evidence-based guidance for 

policymakers and educators. Lastly, expanding the scope to include other systemic factors, such as curriculum design 

and teacher expectations, would allow for a more holistic understanding of how school policies influence racial disparities 

in education. Addressing these areas can inform comprehensive strategies to foster equity and inclusion in the educational 
system. 
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