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Introduction

Good afternoon Chairman Grosso and members of the Committee on Education.
My name is Michael Villafranca. I am a Policy Analyst at Children’s Law Center! and a
resident of the District. I am testifying today on behalf of Children’s Law Center, which
fights so every DC child can grow up with a loving family, good health and a quality
education. With more than 100 staff and hundreds of pro bono lawyers, Children’s Law
Center reaches 1 out of every 9 children in DC’s poorest neighborhoods — more than
5,000 children and families each year. Nearly all the children we represent attend
public schools in DC.

I appreciate this opportunity to testify regarding the District’s Citywide Youth
Bullying Prevention Task Force over this past year (Task Force). Since the creation of
the program several years ago,? Children’s Law Center has engaged with its important
work, and our experiences have been consistently positive, despite the small staff for
the program and the magnitude of the task. Through the work of the Citywide Youth
Bullying Prevention Program Director, Suzanne Greenfield, almost all public schools
have compliant bullying prevention policies.®> However, the challenge of addressing
bullying is more complicated than just having policies that are compliant with the law.
We know from research that one of the best ways to prevent bullying is to address
school climate issues, which is why we continue to be engaged with the program’s

school climate improvement work.



SAFE SCHOOL CERTIFICATION PROGRAM

Positive school climate is associated with academic achievement, school success,
effective violence prevention, student’s healthy development, and teacher retention.* In
September 2015, the District was awarded a $3.8 million federal grant to focus on school
climate and violence prevention through implementation of the evidence-based Safe
School Certification Program (SSCP), through the work of the Task Force, the Office of
the State Superintendent of Education (OSSE), and Child Trends.> The three-year model
of the program aims to help schools understand what is and is not working in their
current programming and how to shift their focus to better address the needs of their
communities. The Citywide Youth Bullying Prevention Program successfully recruited
30 middle and high schools to join and receive technical assistance on both
implementing the SSCP and data collection and interpretation. The focus on middle
and high schools is important because of serious school climate-related concerns in
those grade levels.® For example, in 2017, 27.2% of male and 37.6% of female middle
school students reported being bullied on school property.”

Additionally, the federal grant provides funding for schools to enhance their
current programming or implement new evidence-based programs that respond to
their needs.® For example, some schools are utilizing restorative practices to help
strengthen students” ability to positively contribute to a positive school culture.” We are

concerned to see that nearly half of the schools in the program, which included both



DCPS and PCS schools, have discontinued participation in the project since its start.!°
Just this school year, nine schools dropped out.!! It is discouraging to see many schools
turning away a critical source of funding and support that they could use to help
improve their school climates, especially given the high level of school climate needs. If
schools do not use the funds, the District will have to return the money to the federal
government and students will not benefit.
BULLYING & STUDENT DISCIPLINE

I will focus the remainder of my testimony today on the use of exclusionary
discipline in response to bullying.!? It is pertinent to the Student Fair Access to School Act
of 2017, about which this Committee recently held a hearing.’* As we testified during
last year’s oversight hearing on Bullying Prevention, excluding children who bully is
not effective. We are concerned that schools continue to rely on suspensions despite the
evidence and despite the fact that many children who bully are victims of bullying
themselves, warranting a teaching approach.

Bullying is a complex issue and does not respond well to exclusion. In fact, years
of research has shown that exclusionary discipline practices are not effective at reducing
or preventing bullying.’* Despite this, the majority of disciplinary measures used by
public DC schools to respond to bullying incidents are exclusionary.!® In school year
2015-2016, 93 schools reported bullying-related discipline. Of those 93 schools, 68%

reported using exclusionary discipline more than any other form of discipline or



consequence. The current approach is not deterring or reducing bullying experienced
by District children and youth. Data from the Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS)
reports show that despite schools” use of exclusionary discipline to curb bullying
behavior, the level of bullying in our schools remains unchanged.

Additionally, data from these reports supports something else we know to be
true, both anecdotally and from research —children who bully others are often victims
of bullying themselves. For example, the 2017 YRBS report released by OSSE on
Tuesday, shows that “high school students who report having been bullied during the
prior 12 months were 7.8 times more likely to report having ever bullied someone else
on school property during the same 12 months compared to students who did not
report being bullied”'” —an increase from 2015 when it was 6.5 times more likely.!8
When victims of bullying are not taught skills and given new tools, they sometimes
cope by repeating bullying behaviors, which means we need a fundamentally different
response than suspending.

We need to fundamentally look at the issues of bullying and discipline in a
different way. The incidents need to be seen less as infractions to be punished and
more as opportunities for teaching and problems to be solved for both the victim and
the child seen in that particular incident as the bully. This is why Children’s Law
Center continues to support the Student Fair Access to School Act.® However, in addition

to passing the bill, we continue to urge the Council to invest the resources schools need



to make bullying prevention policies and positive discipline policies an active part of
their school culture.
CONCLUSION

Thank you, again, for the opportunity to testify, and I welcome any questions.
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