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Introduction

Good afternoon Chairman Grosso and members of the Committee. My name is
Judith Sandalow. I am the Executive Director of Children’s Law Center! and a resident
of the District. I am testifying today on behalf of Children’s Law Center. With 100 staff
and hundreds of pro bono lawyers, Children’s Law Center reaches 1 out of every 8
children in DC’s poorest neighborhoods — more than 5,000 children and families each
year. Nearly all the children we represent attend DC public schools.

Thank you for introducing this bill and for holding the first Committee on
Education hearing of this session on the topic of student discipline. Your leadership on
this issue is so important. We very strongly agree with the vision you have articulated
that it is the responsibility of our entire city to put our children in a position where they
can learn and engage.? I also appreciate your emphasizing that the point that tackling
poverty, addressing trauma and ensuring mental health services are accessible and
high-quality is a fundamental part of ensuring academic success.

I am pleased to testify in support of the Pre-K Student Discipline Amendment Act of
2015. I am also here to urge you to amend this legislation so that thousands of other
children in the District in kindergarten through twelve grade, who are currently being
excluded from our schools every year, can also be given the chance to learn and
succeed. My testimony today will explain: 1) my support for ensuring pre-
kindergarteners remain in the classroom; 2) how many of our older students are being
excluded from school; 3) the negative impacts of suspension and; 4) the types of
positive school discipline we need in DC.

The Proposed Legislation is a Great Beginning

This legislation is a good first step towards dismantling DC’s school-to-prison-

pipeline. It prohibits the suspension or expulsion of any student of pre-kindergarten

age from any publicly funded pre-kindergarten program.’ The early years of a child’s

1



life are when their brains are rapidly developing; during these years a child is highly
influenced by his or her experiences with families and caregivers. A child’s earliest
school experiences must set the stage for school success, not failure. Suspension and
expulsion in early childhood settings are extremely stressful and negative experiences
which should be prevented.* Suspending three and four year olds for things such as
temper tantrums, swearing and not being able to properly use the bathrooms (all
documented as reasons why DC schools suspended Pre-K students in past years)®
which are all typical behavior for young children, is clearly inappropriate.

The legislation also establishes annual reporting requirements for each local
education agency which will ensure there is detailed information on suspensions and
expulsions. This information is critically important. I would also urge the Committee
to require that OSSE provide technical assistance to schools that are suspending and
expelling students at a higher rate than their peer schools.

School Exclusion Is a Problem for Students in all Grades

Unfortunately, the negative consequences that come with suspension and
expulsion are as true for older children as they are for our pre-kindergarteners. As you
have noted, Councilmember Grosso “the adverse effects of out of school suspension
and expulsion on a student can be profound. Studies show that suspended/expelled
students are more prone to low achievement — none show that this discipline improves
behavior or safety.”¢ That is why this bill should be amended to help these older
students as well.

In its recent report on suspension and expulsions in the District, OSSE revealed
some highly troubling statistics.” I want to highlight a few of those findings:

e There were 181 pre-K suspensions during the 2012-2013 school year.
e There were 10,000 students of all ages suspended during the 2012-2013

school year.



e Children are suspended throughout the elementary school years, but there
is a big spike in 6th through 9t grade.

e Students under the care of DC’s child welfare system were more than two
times more likely to be disciplined than other students.

e Student who are low-income were also more likely to be disciplined than
their wealthier peers.®

e Students who have disabilities and receive special education services also
experienced higher rates of discipline.

One of the most upsetting statistics that the OSSE report uncovered was that
African-American students in the District were almost 6 times as likely to be suspended
or expelled as white students. School push-out is not just a school discipline issue, it is
very much an issue of racial justice.

Let’s be clear about who these students are who are being disciplined. When the
Every Student Every Day Coalition analyzed additional data from the 2011-2012 school
year (the most recent school year for which should data is currently available), it found
that the vast majority of DCPS suspensions were for nonviolent offenses — situations
involving no weapons, no drugs and no injury to another students. The three most
common behaviors that resulted in school suspension from DCPS were 1) causing
disruption on school property or at a DCPS-sponsored or supervised activity; 2)
tighting involving no injury and no weapon; and 3) engaging in reckless behavior that
could cause harm to self or others.?

Because so many older students are suspended, and because the vast majority of
them are suspended for misbehavior which was not violent, I urge this Committee to
pass a bill which limits the behaviors that can serve as grounds for suspension for any
student — in Pre-K through 12% grade -- to those in which the student poses a danger to

the safety of the school community.



Negative Effects of Suspension and Expulsion

A more inclusive bill is necessary because, as you know, out of school
suspensions and expulsions have an extremely negative impact on the student being
disciplined. Think about the message we send to the District’s majority African-
American children when, instead of teaching them and getting to the root of what is
causing their behavior, we kick them out of school? When we tell them, at eight years
old or twelve years old, that adults don’t care enough to figure out what they need, but
instead we just want to get rid of them? We have to do better for these kids.

Moreover, research shows that suspension does not produce the desired effect —
a student doesn’t learn from his or her behavior and come back to school ready to
behave and learn. In fact, just the opposite is true -- suspension and expulsion is
correlated with decreased academic performance, dropping out, substance abuse and
criminal activity’®. A study of nearly one million students in Texas study found that
31% of students who were suspended or expelled repeated a grade at least one time."
This same study showed that students who have been suspended or expelled were
almost three times as likely to be referred to the juvenile justice system the following
year.?

Not only does school exclusion negatively impact the individual student, it is
also detrimental for the entire school community. One might think that pushing out
students who misbehave would at least be helpful for the well-behaved students in that
it would allow them to learn in a more orderly environment. But this actually is not the
case. Studies have found that higher rates of suspension and expulsion do not increase
school safety or academic performance for the rest of the student body.!> When a school
relies on suspension and expulsion as its means of discipline this can erode the trust
between students and school staff and undermine efforts to create the positive school
climate that is needed to engage students and achieve academic success.!* A study of

almost 20,000 middle and high school students who had not been suspended found that
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their test scores significantly decreased if they attended schools that had high rates of
suspension and expulsion.’®
Alternatives to Suspension and Expulsion

Suspension and expulsions, except for as a last resort for students who pose an
imminent danger to others, are inappropriate tools for holding students accountable. In
order to help all students learn, schools should employ more effective methods for
preventing and addressing misbehavior. This is hard work and we should
acknowledge this. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan said it well in his Department’s
Introduction to Guiding Principles, A Resource Guide for Improving School Climate and
Discipline, “it is difficult work to create schools that are safe and free of violence, where
teachers can concentrate on teaching and, to the greatest extent possible, all students are
in class and focused on learning. But it is possible.”

There are many evidence-based positive disciplinary approaches that keep
students in school while also setting limits, teaching responsibility and appropriate
behavior. DC already has a few of these programs in some of our schools and we need
to bring them to scale. For example, the Department of Behavioral Health (DBH) has a
well-reviewed program,!® Healthy Futures, in 26 child care centers. Healthy Futures
clinicians work with child care providers and coach them on how to work with children
who are exhibiting difficult behavior rather than resorting to suspension or expulsion.
But this program is only in 5% of the District’s child care centers. We need to expand
this program. The same is true for DBH’s school-based mental health program which is
only in 33% of District schools.'” Additionally, there are school wide programs that
work to create a better school climate such as positive behavioral intervention and
supports (currently in nine schools in the District!®) and restorative justice models.?

Other cities and states are leading the way in school discipline and showing us
what is possible. For example, San Francisco Public Schools cut their suspension rate by

50% in three years by expanding support programs for students and adopting a new
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Safe and Supportive Schools policy that favors restoratives practices over suspension.?
Denver Public Schools reduced out-of-school suspensions by 40 percent by replacing
punitive measures with practices like restorative justice.?! Pittsburgh Public Schools
will implement restorative practices in half of its 50 public schools in 2015-17. 22

Along with outlawing suspensions and expulsions the Council should provide
funding for schools to implement these alternatives programs that promote a positive
school climate and provide necessary services to students and teachers. We can’t
simply take away the negative approach too many schools have been using without
replacing it with something positive. This legislation should do both.

Conclusion

Thank you for championing this issue, Mr. Grosso, for introducing this bill and
for bringing us all here today to discuss this important topic. Ilook forward to working
together to ensure our schools are welcoming all students, that our principal and
teachers have the training and resources they need to implement positive disciplinary

approaches and that our students are in school every day and succeeding.
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