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Were You a Little Angel?



Were You a Little Devil?



Were You Somewhere 
In-between?



Absurd Punishments
 13-year-old passes gas in class
 Arrested, Stuart, Florida

 High school student arrives 10 minutes late to school
 Truancy ticket for $300; 3 times, $985, Los Angeles

 Elementary school students caught talking during assembly
 Arrested and taken to jail, MS

 Two elementary school students playing cops and robbers 
with a paper gun

 Arrested and charged with terroistic threatening, NJ

 13-year-old student with ADHD and labeled “educable 
mentally handicapped” speaks out of turn and throws a 
spitball

 Arrested for disrupting school function, Palm Beach, FL

 12-year-old doodles on her desk with erasable marker
 Arrested, NYC

 Students get in a food fight
 25 students arrested, Chicago



School-to-Prison Pipeline
Over-emphasis on policies/

practices that lead to the

incarceration of youth

De-emphasis on policies/

practices that lead to

high-quality educational

opportunities for youth

Disproportionately impacts 

certain populations



How It Works

 Operates directly through the criminalization 

of youth for school incidents

 Operates indirectly through policies and 

practices that lead to students dropping 

out/being pushed out, making them more 

likely to wind up in prison, such as zero 

tolerance and high-stakes testing



Suspension Rates, By Race

1973-2006 
Source: United States Department of Education, Office of Civil Rights
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Out of  the 178 districts in Colorado, nearly half  

recorded zero referrals to law enforcement in 08-09, 

while others recorded hundreds and even thousands of  

referrals.

Zero

Referrals
4.7 Referrals

Per 100 Students



Ohio Out-of-School Suspension Rates - 2007-2008
Source: Ohio Department of Education
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Nationwide Change in Out-of-School Suspensions per Student 

2002-03 to 2006-07
Source: U.S. Department of Education

8%

14%

-3%
-4%

-2%

0%

2%

4%

6%

8%

10%

12%

14%

16%

White Students Latino StudentsBlack Students



Nationwide Change in Expulsions per Student

 2002-03 to 2006-07
Source: U.S. Department of Education
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Racial Disparities 
 Disparities can„t be explained by differences in 

student behavior 

 Students of color are punished more severely for 

less serious or more subjective infractions

 Students of color also attend schools that rely 

more on exclusionary discipline than 

predominantly White schools

 Behavior that triggers little to no response for 

White students often results in severe 

consequences for students of color



Zero Tolerance Ignores the 
Developmental Needs of Youth

 Children and adolescents make mistakes; that‟s 

part of growing up

 When given the opportunity, they can learn 

meaningful lessons from those mistakes

 Zero tolerance robs youth of that opportunity and 

impedes their development and limits their life 

chances by pushing them out of school

 Many of us did the same things when we were 

young and we didn‟t face the same consequences



Zero Tolerance Harms Student 
Achievement and Success

 There are many admirable efforts underway to 

address these problems

 Unfortunately, zero tolerance works at cross 

purposes with them

 The students exhibiting low academic 

performance and dropping out are the same ones 

being affected by zero tolerance

 Harsh discipline exacerbates challenges students 

are facing, making it more likely the affected 

students will fall behind or leave school



Zero Tolerance Harms 
Educators

 Results in massive amounts of lost learning time

 Suspended students fall behind, often making 

them more disruptive when they return

 Damages relationships between students and 

teachers

 Fails to teach students more appropriate 

behaviors

 Increased hostility and student alienation can 

make schools less safe



Zero Tolerance Harms Law 
Enforcement

 Forces police and court system to spend valuable 

time on minor or trivial offenses, instead of more 

serious matters

 Negative interactions with police in school lead to 

increased hostility toward police generally, 

making them less safe and less effective

 Youth sent into the justice system often come out 

far more dangerous than when they went in, 

making the lives of police even more difficult



Zero Tolerances Harms 
Communities 

 Removing thousands of students from school, 

and sending many of them into the streets or jails, 

has a devastating effect on communities

 These youth are far less likely to graduate high 

school, and far more likely to wind up 

incarcerated

 That has serious implications for:

 What neighborhoods look like

 Where tax dollars go

 The safety and prosperity of communities



Justice Expenditures vs. 

Higher Education Expenditures

1987-2006
Sources: Bureau of Justice Statistics; National Association of State Budget Officers
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Harsh Discipline Doesn’t  Work
• Has not made schools safer or improved education

• Needlessly undermined many students‟ 
opportunities to learn and life chances

• Contributes to dropout crisis and achievement gap

• Pushed more youth in the jj/cj systems

• Harmed countless families and communities

• Created hostile, unhealthy school environments, 
harming educators and students

• Damaged relationships between communities and 
schools, and between communities and police

• Wasted taxpayer dollars



Part II:

Success Stories



Visioning 1
 If the school or school district you‟re associated 

with maintains their current disciplinary policies 

and practices, what will the locality/city/county 

look like in ten years?

What will be the effects on:

 Students?     Families?    Communities?   

 The juvenile and criminal justice systems?

 Relationships between students, parents, and schools?

 Relationships between communities and law enforcement?

 The economy? 



Visioning 2
 If the school or school district you‟re associated 

with eliminates the over-use of out-of-school 

suspensions, expulsions, referrals to alternative 

schools, and referrals to law enforcement, what 

will the County look like in ten years?

What will be the effects on:

 Students?    Families?    Communities?   

 The juvenile and criminal justice systems?

 Relationships between students, parents, and schools?

 Relationships between communities and law enforcement?

 The economy? 



Moving in the Right Direction
• LOCAL Discipline Policy Reform

• Baltimore

• 45% reduction in out-of-school suspensions, in 

3 years; from 26,000 to under 10,000 in 5 years

• Historically low dropout rate & record high 

graduation rate

• Denver

• 63% reduction in referrals to law enforcement, 

and 43% reduction in out-of-school suspension

• Superintendent cites discipline reform as cause 

of higher attendance and more students being 

on track to graduate



Statewide Legislative Reform

Florida

• Reformed zero tolerance law, discouraging 

arrests for petty offenses

• 10,000 fewer students referred to juvenile justice 

system per year, a 33% drop in 5 years

Connecticut

Mandating in-school suspensions over out-of-

school suspensions in most circumstances

Georgia

Considering student‟s intent and changing 

some designated felonies to delinquent acts

More: PA, IN, TX



Regional/County Reform

 Clayton County, GA & Jefferson County, 
AL

Developed cooperative agreements between 

jj agencies and schools that limit the 

opportunity for minor offenses, like fighting 

or disorderly conduct, to be referred to the 

court system 

Clayton: Graduation rates up, DMC down



Keys to Success

• Data (broadly defined)

• Multi-stakeholder collaboration, and the 

creation of a space to have the hard 

conversations

• Community involvement, and the critical 

role of youth

• Focus on Race



Part III:

Strategies for 
Reform



Limit Most Severe 
Punishments

• Expulsions, referrals to alternative disciplinary 

schools, referrals to law enforcement, and 

school-based arrests should only be imposed 

for conduct that poses a serious, ongoing threat 

to the safety of  students and staff



Limit Most Severe 
Punishments, Cont’d.

• Multi-stakeholder collaboration

–E.g., school offense protocols in Clayton 

County, GA & Birmingham, AL

• School discipline policies

• Memorandum of  understanding with police



Limit Most Severe 
Punishments, Cont’d.

• Example: Florida 

– FL Department of  Juvenile Justice Blueprint 

Commission recommended a prohibition on 

referring students to law enforcement for 

misdemeanor offenses

–New state law passed in 2009 did not go that 

far, but still encouraged all districts to find 

alternatives to expulsions and school-based 

referrals to the justice system



Limit Out-of-School Suspensions
• Out-of-school suspensions should only be used as a 

response to serious misconduct or when other 

interventions have been unsuccessful in addressing 

low-level conduct 

– Use graduated approach to assigning consequences

– Place caps on the duration of  suspensions, 

particularly for low-level infractions & focus on 

educational purposes served 

– Provide academic work during suspensions, and do 

not penalize students academically for suspensions

– Limit suspensions for conduct that occurs away 

from school

– Substitute in-school for out-of-school suspensions



Limit Out-of-School 
Suspensions, Cont’d.

• Example: Baltimore City Public Schools

–School Code divides inappropriate behaviors 

into four levels, and out-of-school 

suspensions are not an option for the first 

two levels and expulsion is only an option for 

the fourth level 

–Therefore, many low-level offenses can never 

result in out-of-school suspension, and many 

other offenses can only reach that level if  

alternative interventions were unsuccessful 

and the behavior was repeated



Focus on Alternatives to 
Exclusionary Practices

• Re-emphasis on the many available non-

punitive interventions . . .



25 Classroom & In-School 
Alternatives to Suspensions, 

Expulsions, and Arrests 
 Reminder and/or re-direction 

 Re-teaching of expectations and 
skills 

 Student/teacher conference 

 Loss of privileges 

 Role-play 

 Written apology 

 Mini-course/training on topics 
such as conflict resolution, anger 
management, social skills, or 
appropriate behavior 

 Time-out/chill-out period 

 Reflective essay or other reflective 
activity 

 Independent study 

 Parental outreach 

 Student/teacher/parent conference 

 Detention 

 Referral to after-school program 

• Saturday School 

• Restorative practices, such as peace 
circles 

• Referral to support staff, such as 
guidance counselor, social worker, 
or nurse 

• Self-charting of  behaviors 

• Daily report card on behavior, task 
completion, and achievement 

• Referral to an in-school suspension 
center or support center 

• Restitution 

• Community service 

• Mentoring 

• Modified/adjusted schedule, 
including changes to the student‟s 
overall schedule or course content 

• Referral to community-based 
services



Address Race Head-On

• Racial disparities will not go away unless we 

confront them directly through policies and 

systemic practices



Address Race Head-On, 
Cont’d.

• Example: Denver Public Schools

–Policy requires the elimination of  

“institutional racism” and the building of  

“cultural competence”

–Policy requires schools to eliminate racial 

disparities in discipline and monitor the 

impact of  their disciplinary actions on 

students of  color



Accountability

• Hold school officials and school police 

accountable for reducing the use of  

exclusionary discipline measures, such as by 

including such indicators in their evaluations or 

making certain funding contingent on it

• Hold school officials and school police 

accountable for eliminating racial disparities in 

the use of  exclusionary measures



Reallocation of Resources

• Divert funding used for law enforcement 

personnel and security infrastructure to:

–Prevention and intervention measures such 

as restorative justice

–Social workers, school psychologists, and 

guidance counselors



Training
• Implement district-wide training for all 

teachers, administrators, security guards, police 

officers, and support staff  on the following 

topics
• Adverse consequences of  school exclusion and 

justice-system involvement

• Child and adolescent development and 

relationship-building

• Effective classroom management techniques

• Cultural competence

• Conflict resolution

• Disciplinary alternatives such as restorative justice

• Student engagement through challenging and 

culturally relevant curricula



Due Process

• Enhance the protection of  parents‟/guardians 

and students‟ due process rights during 

disciplinary proceedings, especially around 

parental notification, disciplinary hearings, and 

appeals processes



Data
• Collect and report school discipline data, 

including referrals to law enforcement and 

school-based arrests, disaggregated by offense, 

age, gender, grade, race, ethnicity, disability, 

school, teacher/school staff, and disposition

• Use the data to track program success, identify 

areas for improvement, and develop alternative 

practices tailored to meet the existing needs



Monitoring and Oversight
• Critically important to make sure progress is 

sustainable

• Create school discipline oversight committees, 

districtwide or for particular schools

• Responsibilities could include:

–Handling complaints

–Reviewing data

–Evaluating progress in eliminating racial 

disparities

–Make recommendations for further 

improvements



PART IV: 

IDENTIFYING 
YOUR 

SOLUTIONS
(Group Activities)



Group #1 – Alternatives to Out-of-School 
Suspensions, Expulsions, Referrals to 

Alternative Schools, & Referrals to Law 
Enforcement

 What types of alternatives could school districts use as 

alternatives to out-of-school suspensions, expulsions, 

referrals to alternative schools, and referrals to law 

enforcement?

 What resources are already available in your 

school districts that are under-utilized?

 Could school support staff (e.g., social workers, staff 

psychologists, guidance counselors) be helpful? How? If 

not, why not?

 What would be needed to implement these alternatives?



Group #2 – Due Process Protections

 What changes to school policies/practices need to be 

made to ensure that the process by which students are 

disciplined is fair and reaches correct outcomes?

 Where does the process break down in your school 

system? What should the process look like? Consider:

 Students getting the opportunity to tell their side 

 Thorough investigation

 Notification of parents in a timely manner

 Parents’ ability to request a meeting with decision-maker

 Appealing decisions

 Prompt hearings

 Impartial hearing officers

 Presenting evidence at hearings

 Written statements from students and parent notification 



Group #3:  Multi-Agency Agreements

 School districts that have a law enforcement presence in 

schools typically have a memorandum of understanding 

(MOU) governing the terms of the relationship.  Most MOUs 

have little detail, resulting in a lack of clarity on the roles and 

responsibilities of school resource officers.  

 Some communities have cooperative agreements with the 

juvenile court, school district, and law enforcement agency to 

reduce the number of school-based offenses sent to the court. 

 How might you craft a revised MOU or a cooperative 

agreement for your school/community? Consider:

Limits on police involvement? Accountability mechanisms? 

Use of alternatives to arrests?  Due process protections? 

Training requirements?  Data collection requirements? 



Group #4: County-Wide Solutions

 What would it take to bring together a county-

wide task force to address the over-use of zero 

tolerance and the over-criminalization of youth?

 How might you develop comprehensive 

strategies for addressing these problems?

 In particular, how might you ensure that 

resources are allocated in an optimal fashion so 

that all youth receive a high-quality education?



Group #5 – Addressing Racial Disparities

 What changes to school policies /practices need to 

be made to ensure that the racial disparities in 

suspensions, expulsions, referrals to alternative 

schools, and referrals to law enforcement are 

eliminated?  

 What causes students of color to be punished more 

harshly than their peers, and how can that be 

addressed? Consider:

What data is needed?  How should data be used? 

How can there be accountability for racial disparities? 

Is enough attention being placed on this problem? 

How could more attention be focused on it?



Group #6: Training for School Staff

 What types of training – for teachers, school staff, 

administrators, security guards, and school 

resource officers – would help address the over-use 

of suspensions, expulsions, referrals to alternative 

schools, and referrals to law enforcement? 

 Consider: 

 Adverse consequences of zero tolerance

 Classroom management strategies

 Adolescent development and relationship-building

 Conflict resolution strategies

 Alternative disciplinary strategies, such as restorative justice

 Student engagement through challenging/culturally relevant 

curricula



For more information: 

www.advancementproject.org

www.stopschoolstojails.org

anunnfreeman@

advancementproject.org


