
Education or 
Incarceration

Ending America’s school-to-prison pipeline



School to Prison Pipeline

▪ Harsh discipline that removes students from 
class:  suspension, expulsion

▪ Prison- like environment: surveillance, 
policing, searches, restraint, seclusion, metal 
detectors

▪ Overreliance on police and the juvenile justice 
system

▪ High stakes testing



PreK students are 3x as likely to be suspended 
as K-12 students

One suspension results in a student being up to 
10x more likely to drop out of school or come 
into contact with the criminal justice system 
than students who are not suspended.

The younger a child is  when suspended, the 
more damaging it is.



Suspension and expulsion break 
the bond the child has with school.  

In addition to the damage to the 
child’s sense of self, the lack of 

connectedness to the school 
community severely damages the 

the child’s capacity to learn.



Black children represent 18% of preschool 
enrollment, but 48% of children receiving 
more than one out-of-school suspension.

Boys represent 54% of the preschool 
enrollment, but 79% of children suspended 

once and 82% of children suspended 
multiple times.



Preschool expulsions and suspensions are not 
child behaviors; they are adult decisions.

Factors related to an increased risk for expulsion 
include program factors (e.g., group sizes, child-teacher 

ratios, and the availability of consultants and support staff 
to assist teachers with managing challenging behaviors), 
and teacher factors (e.g., teacher depression and teacher 

job stress).

http://ziglercenter.yale.edu/publications/34772_PreKExpulsionBrief2.pdf
http://www.researchgate.net/publication/232198215_Preschool_and_Child_Care_Expulsion_and_Suspension_Rates_and_Predictors_in_One_State






During the 2015–16 school year, black
students represented 15 percent of the 
total student enrollment, and 31 
percent of students who were referred 
to law enforcement or arrested – a 16 
percentage point disparity. 

During the 2013–14 school year, black 
students had an 11 percentage point 
disparity (black students were 16 
percent of the student enrollment and 
27 percent of students referred to law 
enforcement or arrested).







Why I wrote the article…

▪ Family experiences with school challenges

▪ Exposure to ACEs research

▪ Learning about restraints and seclusion

▪ Learning more about the injustices

▪ Desire to create more awareness to help push 
changes



Policies and Laws can have 
unintended consequences.  It is 
incumbent upon us all to be on 

the lookout for that and to 
address this as soon as it 

becomes apparent anytime and 
every time this is the case.



• 1.7 million students are in schools with police but no counselors.
• 3 million students are in schools with police but no nurses.
• 6 million students are in schools with police but no school psychologists.
• 10 million students are in schools with police but no social workers.
• 14 million students are in schools with police but no counselor, nurse, 

psychologist, or social worker.

Schools with police reported 3.5 times as many arrests as 
schools without police.

Consequences of laws, policies, funding…

https://www.aclu.org/sites/default/files/field_document/030419-acluschooldisciplinereport.pdf


Role of Police in Schools, Training…





Underfunding education 
destroys its capacity to meet 

the legal requirements as well 
as ethical and moral 

requirements.



Equity and discrimination are 
very complex to sort through.  

However, once you understand 
a few key factors, much 

becomes clear and you wonder 
how you were so blind to it 

previously.



Many solutions are based on either/or 
thinking such as “either we allow unruly 
children to run the classroom and hurt 

teachers or we keep them out of the 
classroom.”  There is a failure to consider 

the multitude of factors that contribute to 
the children’s and the adults’ behaviors that 

are creating these scenarios.



If all the legislators and educational 
leaders and politicians took a look at 
the statistics – the dramatic changes 

that occurred when specific laws were 
implemented, it should be clear that 
many children were imprisoned and 

deprived of an education 
inappropriately.



I was surprised by how bad it was!

▪ Kids have been suspended or expelled for:
–sharpening  a pencil without permission (four 

months)
–Poking another student with a ballpoint pen 

(remainder of year)
–Possession of antibiotic (permanent expulsion)
–Starting a snowball fight (expelled)



I was surprised by how bad it was!

▪ Kids have been incarcerated for:
–Dress code infractions such as wearing the 

wrong color socks
–Tardiness
–Using vulgar language
–Yelling at teachers
–Going to the bathroom or leaving the 

classroom without permission



Authorized to be funded at 40%, IDEA has 
been funded in the 16-18% range, except 

2009 when ARRA funds boosted it. In 
recent years it has been under 15% and this 

year is 13% of the expected cost.

State funding remained below pre-
recession levels for nearly 10 years and a 
number of states have not yet caught up.

I was surprised by the funding….



The war on poverty was replaced with “domestic 
warfare with an emphasis on repression, 

surveillance, and control.”

The view of youth changed in the 8o’s and 90’s. 
Instead of offering compassion and support, 

schools became rigid and intolerant.

I was surprised by how it all started.



Zero Tolerance Laws
Federal Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1986  

Gun Free Schools Act of 1994

Laws included funds for cops in schools.
Schools adopted procedures such as metal 

detectors, random searches, drug sniffing dogs

I was surprised by how it all started.



Whenever there was a school shooting, there were 
renewed calls for more police in schools, metal 
detectors, etc., regardless of results of studies 

indicating effectiveness of  what was being 
requested.

Disciplinary issues within schools do not seem to 
result in questioning the effectiveness of the 

discipline system, but rather renewed efforts to 
double down on harsh disciplinary practices.

I was surprised ….



The STTP has been extensively 
researched and reported with well 

thought out recommendations 
made from multiple organizations 

over the past two decades! 

YET IT CONTINUES!

Not surprising, but frustrating…



The widespread lack of knowledge 
about brain science, the key importance 

of relationships and relational safety, 
regulation and co-regulation, state-
dependent functioning, autonomic 

reactions.

Not surprising, but frustrating…



Realizing the degree of 
discrimination, disregard and 
devaluing of people who are 

different; minorities and people 
with neurodiversities and 

disabilities

Not surprising, but frustrating…



Zero tolerance for misbehavior evolved into 
zero tolerance for kids themselves. We’ve 
developed an attitude – and not just in 

schools where zero tolerance often translates 
into a quick and dirty way of kicking kids 

out. We’re in a time of a general crackdown – a 
tough love without the love.”  

Ellen Goodman, 2000



• Doubling down on harsh disciplinary practices
• Adding more police to schools
• School-wide behavior management programs
• Alternative schools
• Restorative Practices
• Trauma Informed/Sensitive/Practices

What solutions have been tried…



• More of the same is not working well!
• Mixed reports about PBIS 
• Data lacking to understand discrepancy between 

parent reports; long term effectiveness, which kids 
do/don’t do well

• Mixed reports about restorative practices
• Reports of promising practices with trauma 

informed practices
• Data is lacking!

How have these solutions worked?



• It takes A VERY LONG TIME for new information to 
make its way to practice 

• People get stuck in doing things the way they 
always have done them.

• People, systems, institutions fear and resist change
• Discussions become polarized
• Media – truth, distortions?
• Politics and money take precedence over humanity
• Children, parents – lost in the shuffle

Why is this so hard?



• Everyone has experienced an unprecedented level 
of stress and unpredictability

• Rigid rules have been changed, red tape has been 
slashed in record time! 

• It’s possible that administrators have time to invest 
in learning about new ways, brain science

• Educational information has been made widely 
available by leading experts

NOW is the time to Solve this!



• Prioritizing funding for education

• The Nation, states and communities putting the 
welfare of students ahead of politics

• Collaboration of child and family serving agencies 
and organizations

• Adopting attitudes of humility and commitment

• Committing to learning by all (implicit bias, brain 
science and learning, impact of policies, etc.)

NOW is the time to solve this by:



• First, foremost and always, be sure your child 
knows you love him/her no matter what!

• Educate yourself about the impact of stress 
and “state dependent functioning” and learn 
to regulate yourself throughout the day so 
you remain calm for your child.

• Know your rights

What can individuals do?



• Become knowledgeable about your school’s 
and/or district’s/state’s code of conduct and the 
data regarding suspensions, expulsions, 
restraints and seclusions

• Develop a collaborative relationship with your 
children’s teachers, support staff, principal, all 
school personnel

• Communicate with and support other parents

What can individuals do?



• Educate yourself, then educate school staff about 
brain science, the impact of trauma, stress and 
anxiety on children’s ability to learn – and on their 
behavior 

• Become involved with parent/teacher groups

• Resist the urge to blame; instead find common 
ground

What can individuals do?



• Work with local and state school boards by making 
public comments, by serving on the boards or 
advisory boards, by participating on workgroups

• Work with the media to bring public awareness to 
inappropriate practices

• Get to know your legislators; work with them to 
introduce bills to change policies and practices

What can individuals do?



Understanding the Brain and Behavior

• NN COVID-19 Stress, Distress & Trauma Series
https://www.neurosequential.com/covid-19-resources

• Beyond Behaviors: Using Brain Science and Compassion to 
Understand and Solve Children’s Behavioral Challenges,
Mona Delahooke, MD

• The Boy Who Was Raised as A Dog and Other Stories for a 
Child Psychiatrist’s Notebook, Bruce Perry, MD

https://www.neurosequential.com/covid-19-resources


Understanding the Brain and Behavior

• Reframed: Self-Reg for a Just Society, Stuart Shanker

• Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University 
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/

• The Whole Brain Child, No Drama Discipline, The Yes 
Brain, The Power Of Showing Up: How Parental Presence 
Shapes Who Our Kids Become and How Their Brains Get 
Wired, Dan Siegel, MD and Tina Payne Bryson, PhD

https://developingchild.harvard.edu/


Better Ways of Improving School Climate and Supporting 
ALL Students

• Explosive Child and Lost at School – by Ross Greene, PhD

• Talk to Me Emma Van der Klift

• Help for Billy - Heather Forbes

• Helping Traumatized Children Learn https://traumasensitiveschools.org/

• Revelations in Education http://revelationsineducation.com/

• Teaching Tolerance Magazine; Issue 43, Spring 2013 
https://www.tolerance.org/magazine/spring-2013

https://traumasensitiveschools.org/
http://revelationsineducation.com/
https://www.tolerance.org/magazine/spring-2013


Understanding and Overcoming Bias

• Teaching Tolerance Magazine; Issue 43, Spring 2013 
https://www.tolerance.org/magazine/spring-2013

• Implicit Bias Resource Guide: 
https://www.nichq.org/resource/implicit-bias-resource-
guide

• Overcoming Bias, Tiffany Jana and Matthew Freeman

https://www.tolerance.org/magazine/spring-2013
https://www.nichq.org/resource/implicit-bias-resource-guide


Inclusive Education – Changing Our Lens

• Inclusive education is In-possible | Dr. 
Nandita de Souza 
https://youtu.be/bdeYbv4oCME

• Isn't it a pity? The real problem with 
special needs | Torrie Dunlap  
https://youtu.be/UJ7QaCFbizo

https://youtu.be/bdeYbv4oCME
https://youtu.be/UJ7QaCFbizo


Organizations 

• American Civil Liberties Union: https://www.aclu.org/

• The Advancement Project: https://advancementproject.org/

• The Children’s Defense Fund (CDF): https://www.childrensdefense.org/

• National Disability Rights Network: https://www.ndrn.org/

• Dignity in Schools: http://dignityinschools.org/toolkits/stpp/

• Civil Rights Data Collection: 
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/frontpage/faq/crdc.html

https://www.aclu.org/
https://advancementproject.org/
https://www.childrensdefense.org/
https://www.ndrn.org/
http://dignityinschools.org/toolkits/stpp/
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/frontpage/faq/crdc.html


Schools that have changed or are changing

• Radical vision that kept troubled children in school — and cut crime 
https://www.standard.co.uk/news/education/radical-vision-that-kept-troubled-children-in-school-and-cut-crime-a4328106.html

• L.A. Unified’s ban on willful defiance suspensions, six years later 
https://edsource.org/2019/how-l-a-unifieds-ban-on-willful-defiance-suspensions-turned-out-six-years-
later/620949?utm_source=EdSource&utm_medium=newsletter

• Detroit school officials adopt new policy to reduce soaring classroom 
suspensions https://www.nbcnews.com/news/nbcblk/detroit-school-officials-adopt-new-policy-reduce-soaring-classroom-
suspensions-n1064796

• District finds that creating more trauma-informed schools requires a 
change of culture https://thenotebook.org/articles/2020/02/11/district-finds-that-creating-more-trauma-informed-

schools-requires-a-change-of-culture/

https://www.standard.co.uk/news/education/radical-vision-that-kept-troubled-children-in-school-and-cut-crime-a4328106.html
https://edsource.org/2019/how-l-a-unifieds-ban-on-willful-defiance-suspensions-turned-out-six-years-later/620949?utm_source=EdSource&utm_medium=newsletter
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/nbcblk/detroit-school-officials-adopt-new-policy-reduce-soaring-classroom-suspensions-n1064796
https://thenotebook.org/articles/2020/02/11/district-finds-that-creating-more-trauma-informed-schools-requires-a-change-of-culture/

