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Although some suspensions are justified as a 
response to dangerous behavior, most are issued 
for minor non-dangerous misbehavior.  There is little 
reason to believe, however, that removing children 
from school will improve their behavior or have a 
deterrent effect on other youth.41   

 

Reason #2:  Today’s suspended and expelled 
youth are more likely to become tomorrow’s 
dropouts. 

Students drop out for a variety of reasons, over 
many of which schools have no control.  But 
schools do have control over how they prevent 
and respond to challenging behavior.   How many 
students abandon school because of a cycle of 
academic and behavioral failure compounded by 
missed instructional time?  Suspension breaks the 
relationship of trust between students and adults in 
the school and reinforces a student’s detachment.  
Students who become disengaged from school 
and develop disciplinary problems are more likely 
to drop out of school altogether.42   

The University of Virginia’s Curry School of 
Education found that Virginia high schools that use 
suspension most frequently tend to have high 
dropout rates, even after controlling for student 
demographics and attitudes.43  Similarly, the 
Virginia Department of Education found that 
students were more likely to drop out if they 
repeated grades, attended multiple schools, or 
were frequently absent.44  By forcing students to 
miss instruction, school exclusion aggravates the 
circumstances most closely linked to dropping out 
in Virginia. 

 

Dropouts are 
expensive. 

 

Using Virginia-specific 
data, The 
Commonwealth Institute 
calculates that each 
new high school 
graduate represents a 
cost savings to the state 
of $111,586 over the 
graduate’s lifetime. 

 

Adding social benefits, 
such as crime rate 
reductions, a more 
educated workforce, 
and increases in private 
income, the total 
benefits to the 
Commonwealth of each 
new graduate is 
estimated to be greater 
than $582,000.* 

 

*Michael Cassidy & Sara Okos, 
“A New Lesson Plan:  How 
Increasing Graduation Rates 
Boosts Virginia’s Economy,” The 
Commonwealth Institute 
(2008)  
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Reason #3:  Poor school climate leads to lower student achievement and increased 
teacher turnover. 

When students miss instruction and have negative perceptions of their schools, their 
achievement suffers.  Moreover, as a recent report by the National Education Policy 
Center surmises, if suspending disruptive students were a successful tool to create an 
improved learning environment for others, we would expect to see higher rates of 
academic achievement in schools where suspension was used more frequently.45  
Research indicates, however, that high suspension rates are related to lower student 
achievement scores, even after controlling for race and poverty.46  States with higher 
suspension rates have lower average scores on the National Assessment of Educational 
Progress (NAEP) in mathematics, writing, and reading.47  A study of Indiana schools 
found that schools with higher suspension rates are associated with lower passing rates 
on the state accountability test, regardless of the demographic, economic, or racial 
makeup of the school.48   

Many studies have found that teacher turnover is related to a school’s behavioral 
climate.  Schools with substantial disciplinary problems are more likely to lose teachers.49   
Poor behavioral climate is second only to low compensation as a reason for teacher 
dissatisfaction.50  A 2004 study of new public school teachers found that “new teachers 
in schools with higher rates of behavioral problems and in which they felt they had less 
influence over their work, less support, and less effective leadership reported lower rates 
of satisfaction with teaching.”51  Positive school climate promotes students’ 
achievement and motivation to learn, reduces disciplinary problems, and increases 
teacher retention.52   
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Reason #4:  Harsh penalties for minor 
misbehavior do not make communities safer. 

When students are suspended or expelled 
without educational alternatives, they have 
unsupervised time to make choices that are not 
positive for themselves or their communities.  
"Time out of school decreases educational 
opportunity and increases a student’s contact 
with the juvenile system, thereby establishing a 
negative development trajectory for America’s 
youth."53  Failure to attend school is linked to 
delinquent behavior, including substance abuse, 
gang involvement, and daytime crime.54  
Between 1999 and 2003, 85% of youth 
committed to the Virginia Department of 
Juvenile Justice were not regularly attending 
school at the time of their commitment.55  
Students who become disengaged from school 
and eventually drop out earn less, pay fewer 
taxes, and are more likely to collect welfare and 
turn to a life of crime.56  “High school dropouts 
are three and one-half times more likely than 
high school graduates to be arrested and more 
than eight times as likely to be incarcerated.”57   

Virginia should also take steps to investigate the 
criminalization of misbehavior at school.  A 2002 
American Bar Association survey of Virginia 
juvenile court judges, prosecutors, defense 
attorneys, probation officers, and other court 
professionals indicated that Virginia’s juvenile 
justice system was overloaded with 
inappropriate referrals, especially mental health 

and school-related cases.  A 2006 study of national data found that court involvement 
has a detrimental effect on educational outcomes, particularly for youth with a low 
level of delinquency.58  “Arrest doubles the probability of dropout even when 
controlling for arrest expectations, college expectations, prior and concurrent 
delinquency, grade retention, school suspension, middle school grade point average, 
and a number of demographic factors.”59   

 

In 2003, Judge Teske, a juvenile 
court judge in Clayton County, 
Georgia, noticed that school-
based arrests had jumped from 
46 arrests to 1,200 arrests in 
eight years.  Judge Teske 
observed that 90% of the 
arrests were for misdemeanors.  
Working with schools, 
community agencies, and law 
enforcement, Judge Teske 
designed a system to divert 
low-level offenses from juvenile 
court to workshops and 
mediation.  As a result, school-
based referrals to juvenile court 
fell more than 70%.  Serious 
weapons incidents dropped 
nearly 80%, probation 
caseloads have decreased 
dramatically, and graduation 
rates have risen more than 20 
percentage points. 

 

Source:  Donna St. George, 
Judge Steve Teske seeks to 
keep kids with minor problems 
out of court, Wa. Post, Oct. 17, 
2011.   
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Solutions & Recommendations 
 

Everyone is negatively affected by school exclusion.  
While students and teachers experience the 
immediate impact, the community ultimately suffers 
the consequences if students disengage, drop out of 
school, and turn to illegal activity.  When students are 
suspended or expelled, we miss an opportunity to 
examine the root cause of their misbehavior and 
teach them replacement behaviors.  Instead, the 
student is likely to repeat the same mistakes upon his 
or her return to school.  Alternatively, everyone 
benefits from positive solutions to challenging 
behaviors.  Schoolwide Positive Behavioral 
Intervention and Support (PBIS) is a framework that 
emphasizes teaching and rewarding positive 
behavior on a schoolwide, classroom, and individual 
basis.  Virginia’s version of PBIS is called Effective 
Schoolwide Discipline. 

 

• Virginia should increase the number of schools 
participating in its Effective Schoolwide Discipline 
Program. 

Effective Schoolwide Discipline (ESD) takes a holistic 
approach to improving school climate for students, 
teachers, staff, and administrators.  Over 20 years of 
classroom research supports ESD’s proven 
effectiveness as a way to improve student behavior 
and academic performance.60  Since 2007, ESD has 
grown from 28 schools in 16 school divisions to 229 
schools in 46 school divisions. 61 

In Virginia, ESD has significantly reduced office disciplinary referrals, in-school 
suspensions, and out-of-school suspensions, and has saved substantial amounts of 
administrative and instructional time.  ESD has also reduced the disciplinary disparity 
between black and white students while lowering disciplinary rates for students overall.  
Schools participating in ESD have also seen increased SOL pass rates in math for 
students with and without disabilities as students missed less instructional time due to 

 

Since 2007, Virginia 
schools implementing 
Effective Schoolwide 
Discipline have: 

- Decreased office 
discipline referrals by 29% 
for general education 
students and 51% for 
special education 
students 

- Decreased in-school 
suspensions by 45.3% for 
general education 
students and 64.8% for 
special education 
students 

- Decreased out-of-
school suspensions by 
75% for general 
education students and 
85.6% for special 
education students 

- Saved 9.2 hours of 
administrative time and 
4.6 hours of instructional 
time weekly 
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suspensions.  ESD has had the greatest direct impact on out-of-school suspensions.  
From 2007 to 2010, ESD schools decreased out-of-school suspensions by 75% for general 
education students and by 85.6% for special education students.    

 

How does it work?  ESD’s approach is based on two common sense premises:  1) all 
students should be taught how to conform their behavior to a common set of 
expectations and 2) students who have greater difficulty meeting those expectations 
should be given a higher and more individualized level of intervention.  Thus, school 
personnel implementing ESD “explicitly teach students what is expected of them, 
acknowledge appropriate behavior in ways that are valued by the students, and 
explicitly provide faculty and staff with staff development on behavioral interventions 
and effective strategies to address behavior problems.”62   

Support is provided in three tiers.  First, all students participate in school-wide, universal 
interventions.  These interventions include unique incentive programs that are tailored 
to the needs of the school.  For example, in Prince William County, one school principal 
noticed that a number of disciplinary incidents occurred on buses, so he provided 
professional development and training for his bus drivers.  He created a bus driver 
homeroom so that students would see their bus drivers during the school day and hear 
about behavioral expectations.  He also recognized well-behaving buses through a 
“Bus of the Month” award in which students received small prizes.   
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In the second tier, smaller groups receive more 
focused evidence-based interventions such as 
social skills groups, group counseling, or 
mentoring programs.  In the third tier, the school 
provides intensive, individualized interventions to 
students who have the highest level of need.   

The cost of implementing ESD is minimal for local 
schools.  The Virginia Department of Education 
provides trainers and consultants supported by 
federal funds.  The school-level cost varies by 
school, but can include the purchase of rewards, 
support for data entry, and substitutes for 
teachers who attend training events and team 
meetings scheduled during the instructional day.  
The initial investment in ESD is more than offset by 
its benefits, which could include decreases in 
teacher turnover, increased time for classroom 
instruction, lower dropout rates, and higher 
academic performance.   

Despite its impressive results, ESD is in only 12% of 
Virginia’s 1,838 schools.   

 

• Virginia schools should expand alternatives for students who misbehave. 

For students who present challenging behaviors, there are a number of positive 
alternatives to school exclusion.  These approaches are unlikely to be successful unless 
implemented as part of a school-wide positive behavior program like ESD.63  Research-
based alternatives to school exclusion include: 

• Restorative justice and peer mediation programs provide direct mediation with 
the persons affected by the students’ behavior. 

• Individual counseling by a qualified practitioner addresses behavioral and 
emotional conditions that indicate psychopathology or limited coping skills. 

• Self-management skills courses and conflict resolution training can reduce 
challenging behavior, particularly if provided before the student is in crisis. 

• Effective classroom management practices that produce positive relationships 
between teachers and students are linked with improved learning and 
behavior.64 

 

 

Positive Behavior Intervention 
and Support (PBIS) programs 
are widely supported by many 
well-recognized organizations, 
including: 

National PTA 

American Bar Association 

American Psychological      
Association 

NAACP 

National Association of Black 
School Educators 

National Education Association 

School Social Work Association 
of America 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

In conclusion, too many students are suspended from school.  Poor behavioral climates 
in schools are associated with low student achievement, high dropout rates, increased 
contact with the juvenile justice system, and high teacher turnover.  We can reduce the 
costs to society of high dropout, crime, and teacher attrition by adopting more 
effective approaches to managing challenging behavior in schools. 

Long-term deprivation of educational services for minor misbehavior is not just 
counterproductive policy; it may be a violation of the right to education under the 
state constitution.  In a 1994 school finance case called Scott v. Commonwealth, the 
Virginia Supreme Court concluded that “education is a fundamental right under the 
[Virginia] Constitution.”  Typically, a fundamental right can only be taken away in very 
limited circumstances.  If there is a way to educate a child safely, either in the home or 
in an alternative setting, withholding educational services completely could be a 
violation of the child’s fundamental right. 

Virginia’s policymakers should take steps to promote effective practices, limit school 
exclusion, reward schools that reduce disciplinary referrals, and collect and report data 
that can inform best practices going forward. 

The General Assembly should: 
• Require schools with high suspension rates to develop evidence-based alternatives 

to school exclusion; 
• Provide the resources necessary to support positive behavioral supports and other 

dropout prevention programs; 
• Require that schools provide educational services during any period of suspension or 

expulsion; and 
• Prohibit out-of-school suspension for minor offenses or limit the length of time 

students may be suspended for such offenses. 

The Board of Education should: 
• Use its Virginia Incentive Program (VIP) to reward schools that implement Effective 

Schoolwide Discipline and/or reduce disciplinary referrals, suspension, and expulsion;  
• Develop a Model School Discipline Policy that emphasizes non-punitive, effective 

practices; limits the use of suspension, expulsion, and referral to law enforcement; 
and establishes a graduated system of reasonable consequences for misbehavior;  

• Require alternative education programs to meet appropriate student achievement 
benchmarks, while maintaining the current requirement that students assigned to 
alternative education be in the accountability system for their home schools; 

• Publicly report disciplinary incident and outcome data disaggregated by 
race/ethnicity, gender, disability, language proficiency, and poverty status; 
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• Collect and publicly report information on all arrests occurring on school property 
and all petitions filed by school resource officers; and 

• Use the individual student tracking system to collect and analyze achievement and 
graduation rate data for students who have been suspended, expelled, or placed 
in alternative education programs. 

Local school boards should: 
• Apply to participate in the Virginia Department of Education’s Effective Schoolwide 

Discipline program; 
• Develop comprehensive evidence-based plans for improving discipline and 

behavior in schools, including improving classroom management and positive 
behavioral supports, providing mental health services, addressing racial and 
disability disparities, and reviewing zero tolerance policies and discipline 
procedures; 

• Enter into agreements with local courts, law enforcement, and other agencies to 
reduce juvenile court referrals for school-based misdemeanors; and 

• Improve data collection and analysis to identify which students are getting 
suspended by whom and for what behaviors. 
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