Over the past decade, states and school
districts have acted on research findings
that the use of out-of-school suspension
has run counter to the goals of education
equity and achievement. Legislatures, as
well as state and local boards of education, worked hard to shift school discipline practices through statutory and
regulatory mandates and restrictions.
Research on discipline policy, however,
is still emerging. Early studies illustrate
the need for greater attention to policy
implementation and the challenge of
underlying educational inequities. If
fair, effective school discipline is states’
intended goal, it may well be that policies
aimed only at reducing suspension will
be insufficient.

Decreasing Suspensions,
Persistent Gaps
The latest data on school discipline
inspire a cautious optimism: The prevalence of school-reported out-of-school
suspensions has been decreasing (figure
1). My organization, Child Trends, has
published analyses of trends from the
2011–12 school year to 2015–16 using
the federal Civil Rights Data Collection
(CRDC). Schools reported decreases in
overall rates of out-of-school suspension (from 5.6 to 4.7 percent), as well
as decreases for white students, black
students, Hispanic students, and students
with disabilities.1
However, disparities by race and
disability persist. Black students are still
twice as likely to be suspended from
school as white students (8.0 versus 3.8
percent), and students with disabilities
are twice as likely to be suspended as their
nondisabled peers (8.6 versus 4.1 percent).
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Child Trends also examined schoollevel discipline data.2 During the
2011–12 school year, 25 percent of
schools serving both black and white
students suspended black students from
school at significantly disproportionate
rates. Little has changed: Four years later,
23 percent of schools continued to have
such disparities.
These data heavily underestimate exposure over the entirety of a child’s school
experience. Based on Child Trends’ analyses of the CRDC, an individual child’s risk
of suspension in any one year is roughly
5 percent. However, other studies have
found that 35 percent of all students, and
67 percent of black students, experience
at least one suspension from kindergarten
through grade 12.3
The research base on suspension is
growing. In 2011, a longitudinal study
of seven million Texas school children by
the Council of State Governments Justice
Center clearly conveyed the harms associated with suspension and expulsion. It
found that students who experienced a
suspension or expulsion were at greater
risk of dropping out of school, being
retained in grade, and being in contact
with the juvenile justice system. In 2018,
a quasi-experimental study of a nationally
representative sample of students showed
that, 12 years after receiving an out-ofschool suspension, disciplined students
are less likely to earn a diploma or bachelor’s degree and more likely to have been
arrested or incarcerated.4

Regulatory and Legislative
Restrictions
As of fall 2017, 31 states had laws
limiting the use of suspension or
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Addressing disparities
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process, and practice.
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Figure 1.

Source: Kristen Harper, Renee Ryberg, and Deborah Temkin. “Schools Report Fewer Out-Of-School Suspensions, but
Gaps by Race and Disability Persist.” Bethesda, MD: Child Trends, 2018.
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expulsion,5 while 32 had laws that encourage
alternatives to disciplinary exclusion. These
policies feature a wide array of approaches,
such as limitations on disciplinary exclusion for
specific grade levels (e.g., preschool), limitations for specific types of offenses (e.g., willful
defiance and insubordination), and requirements that exclusion be an option of last resort,
absent threats to school safety.
Due to a decade of significant policy changes,
officials interested in advancing school discipline
legislation or regulations have many templates
from which to choose. However, there is little
research available to help them determine which
approaches have been most successful. What
studies exist provide an early glimpse of the
promise and challenge of using policy mandates
and restrictions to shift discipline practice.
Two studies examine reforms in
Philadelphia, which shifted its school discipline policy to mandate alternatives to suspension—such as school detention and parent
notification—for low-level offenses. The

first study, which looked at elementary and
middle schools after the policy shift, found
that the schools could be categorized into
three groups with differing school climates:
1) underresourced schools with limited staff
and resources and low teacher morale (41
percent); 2) schools using punitive approaches
to discipline, where teachers received little
support from administrators (28 percent); and
3) schools using collaborative and nonpunitive
approaches to school discipline, where teachers were supported by school administrators
(31 percent).6 The last type of school was more
likely to serve communities with fewer lowincome families and families of color. The study
also found differences in how school administrators interpreted district communications
regarding school discipline practice. Some
administrators understood that suspensions
should be used only “as a last resort,” implying that suspensions only be used after other
disciplinary approaches have been attempted.
By contrast, other administrators understood

Casting a Wider Net
While state and local policy initiatives
to restrict the use of suspension may be an
www.nasbe.org

important and necessary step to spur shifts in
practice, these are unlikely to be sufficient. The
overuse of school discipline and school discipline disparities are manifestations of broader
challenges our school systems contend with
when responding to student behavior. To help
schools develop the cultures, processes, and
practices necessary to ensure fair, effective
responses to student needs, policymakers must
look beyond discipline policy. Creating traumasensitive schools and addressing historic disparities in special education are two places to start.
Research on the prevalence, risks, and longterm implications of child adversity highlights
the need to create school environments that
emphasize support over exclusion. Child Trends
has published state and national estimates of
childhood exposure to adversity. In 2016, 45
percent of children across the United States had
experienced at least one of eight adverse childhood experiences (ACEs).9
While exposure to ACEs is generally associated with poorer education and adult employment
outcomes, it is also associated with emotional
and behavioral difficulties during childhood.
However, childhood responses to adversity can
vary wildly. Supportive relationships with adults
and caregivers and strong social and emotional
skills can protect children from the negative
effects of childhood adversity.10
Where schools use suspension and expulsion
as a measure of first resort—rather than the
last—to respond to student behavior, they risk
retraumatizing and alienating children that may
struggle to cope with trauma and toxic stress.
However, there are no greater disparities in
school responses to student behavior than at
the intersection of race and disability—particularly for black children in special education.
Nationally, black students are overrepresented
among students identified with emotional
disturbance and face disparate rates of placement in separate settings. In general, most
referrals to special education are due to reading
or behavior challenges.11 The emotional disturbance category is most strongly associated with
behavior challenges: Per the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act regulations, children
with emotional disturbance are those whose
behaviors and inability to build interpersonal
relationships (among other characteristics)

Differences in school
climate and inequities
in school capacity will
heavily influence how
policy shifts fall on
schools and students.
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that suspensions should be used only “when
necessary” and in accordance with policies and
procedures—a more flexible interpretation of
district policy that might allow for the use of
exclusion ahead of alternative strategies.
The second study found wide differences in
how schools complied with Philadelphia’s new
discipline policies.7 Of the studied schools, 17
percent did not comply (and actually increased
suspensions). Schools in this last category
tended to be academically lower achieving and
had larger populations of students of color.
While the study found a temporary decrease in
suspensions for low-level offenses, including a
reduction for black students, they also found
that suspensions for serious offenses for black
students increased; these increases were found
mostly in schools that did not comply or only
partially complied with new discipline policies.
These two studies should give us pause, as
they illustrate how differences in school climate
and inequities in school capacity will heavily
influence how policy shifts fall on schools and
students. They also suggest that, where initiatives to improve school discipline address policy
without addressing the underlying education inequity, we should not expect improved
outcomes for children of color. Similarly, these
studies make clear that policymakers must
consider what implementation supports—for
school leaders and teachers alike—should
accompany shifts in discipline policy. Of course,
it should be noted that these studies are limited
to a single school district. While Philadelphia
may not be unique among school districts, it is
not clear whether (or how) the district’s policy
context or approach to implementation may
have influenced these findings.
A third study, focusing on a different type
of policy change in Chicago, presents a different picture. Researchers examined the impact
of school shifts in the use of suspensions
for severe behaviors and found increases in
academic achievement and attendance. While
schools serving Latinx students saw declines
in school climate and student perceptions of
safety, schools serving mostly black students saw
improvements in both measures.8
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Used improperly and
without oversight,
threat assessment
can become one more
mechanism by which
schools continue
to exclude children
improperly.
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adversely affect their educational performance.
In 2016, black students ages 6 to 21 were twice
as likely as their peers (in all other racial and
ethnic groups) to be identified with emotional
disturbance.12 Systems-level factors influence
these disparities, including biased educator
beliefs and poor behavior management practices, among others. Two recent studies found
a relationship between school segregation and
disparities in disability identification: Schools
serving mostly white students are more likely to
identify black students with disabilities, while
schools serving mostly black students are less
likely to identify disabilities.13
In recent years, there has been some debate
as to whether the overrepresentation of black
students among students with disabilities is
cause for alarm. However, one thing is certain:
Given this degree of overrepresentation, IDEA’s
protections and services for students with
disabilities and guarantee of a free appropriate
public education have proved inadequate for
black students. According to the Government
Accountability Office, black students with
disabilities (23 percent) have among the highest
rates of out-of-school suspension of any student
subgroup (white students with disabilities face
rates of 8 percent, and black students without
disabilities face rates of 13 percent).
Academic achievement for students with
disabilities, as represented by the National
Assessment of Educational Progress, presents an even bleaker picture. In 2015, only
18 percent of black students with disabilities
performed at or above basic for grade 12
reading, compared with 41 percent for white
students with disabilities, 56 percent for black
students without disabilities, and 83 percent for
white students without disabilities.

Emerging Challenges
While policymakers across the country have
worked to improve school discipline practice,
the policy and political contexts in which they
pursue this goal are constantly shifting.
Stronger public and administrative accountability for school discipline—made possible
by the school-level discipline indicators in the
CRDC and by the Every Student Succeeds Act,
which requires states to publish report cards
with indicators of school quality—has created a

strong focus on discipline data to gauge whether
schools are improving.
Given this focus, particularly on out-ofschool suspensions, one emerging challenge has
been to ensure that shifts in discipline trends
reflect intended shifts in practice. Ideally, reductions in reported suspensions would indicate a
shift from punitive or exclusionary discipline
toward more supportive alternatives. However,
there are initial signs that some schools may be
reducing the number of suspensions they report
by changing record-keeping practices or swapping one type of punitive discipline for another
type. In Washington state, officials have issued
new regulations clarifying that informal disciplinary removals (e.g., sending children home
with parents) must be recorded as suspensions.14 In a preliminary study by Child Trends,
we found that schools that reported decreases in
out-of-school suspension between the 2011–12
and 2015–16 school years were more likely to
also report increases in school-based arrests
than schools reporting increases or no change
in suspension.15
A second area of challenge has arisen in the
aftermath of the 2018 Parkland shooting. To
reassure school communities fearful of active
shooters, policymakers have pursued a range
of policy options in the hope of strengthening school safety, including new investments
in school policing, active shooter drills,
physical security features (e.g., metal detectors
and cameras), and threat assessment. These
approaches vary widely with respect to their
grounding in research, and some—like school
policing and threat assessment—could aggravate
the challenges with disciplinary exclusion.
Research examining the potential for school
policing to improve school safety has been
mixed, and tragic active shooter incidents have
taken place on school campuses where school
police were present. However, research clearly
indicates that the presence of school police is
associated with increases in school arrests.16
Threat assessment has stronger grounding:
Used well, this approach provides schools with a
process to assess and take preventative measures
when a child may be considering violence.17
However, used improperly and without oversight, threat assessment can become one more
mechanism by which schools continue to
exclude children improperly.

Next Steps
State officials should maintain their focus
on data collection, with attention to improving data quality, examining discipline disparities, and capturing emerging practices. As of
2017, 27 states had laws requiring some form of
monitoring for discipline disparities by either
race or disability.19
While continued attention to reducing
discipline and discipline disparities necessitates
ongoing access to data, investments in data
collection and reporting should be matched
with initiatives to ensure that the data accurately
reflect school practice. This effort may entail
clarifying for schools that suspensions include
informal removals (such as shortened school
days or asking parents to either pick up students
early or keep them at home) and any time spent
away from school pursuant to the decisions and
deliberations of a threat assessment team.
It would also include developing new strategies to audit school records and reporting practices for accuracy and completeness. Further,
such a focus requires remaining vigilant for
new formal practices—such as threat assessment—and ensuring regular data collection and
reporting for such practices to help communities
assess whether students of color and students
with disabilities are treated equitably. 
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