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	“CHILDREN LEFT BEHIND:

SERIES SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Indiana’s schools face a difficult challenge in meeting two equally important mandates. First, schools have a right and a responsibility to ensure the safety of students and teachers, and to preserve the integrity of the learning climate, so that students can learn and teachers can teach. Second, best practice suggests, and No Child Left Behind mandates, that all schools must maximize opportunity to learn for all children, regardless of their background. Thus, schools using suspension and expulsion are faced with what appears to be a difficult choice between safety and student learning. This series of briefing papers has been an attempt to explore that apparent contradiction, addressing three questions about out-of-school suspension and expulsion:

• Does the literature support the need for and effectiveness of zero tolerance suspensions and expulsions?

• What is the status of out-of-school suspension and expulsion in Indiana?

• Are there alternatives that can maintain safe and productive school climates while preserving students’ opportunity to learn?
Briefing Paper 1. Zero Tolerance: Assumptions vs. Facts

The use of zero tolerance in schools is predicated upon a number of assumptions about school violence and the types of responses necessary to address it. In this paper, we examined available national data to assess how well these assumptions hold up. That review shows that:

• Violence and disruption are extremely important concerns that must be addressed, but there is no evidence that violence in America’s public schools is out of control, nor that school violence is worsening.

• Higher rates of out-of-school suspension are associated with poorer school climate, higher dropout rates, and lower achievement, making it difficult to argue that zero tolerance is an important tool for creating effective school climates.

• Despite claims that zero tolerance sends an important deterrent message to students, there is no credible evidence that out-of-school suspension or expulsion is effective methods for changing student behavior.

• Disproportionate representation of minorities in suspension and expulsion has been consistently documented and seems to be increasing with the use of zero tolerance.

• A wide range of alternatives to zero tolerance have emerged and are available to promote a productive learning climate and address disruptive behavior. 

We must all be concerned about the safety of students and the ability of teachers to teach them in a climate free of disruption. Schools have the right and responsibility to use effective tools that enable them to reach that goal. Yet, No Child Left Behind mandates that we use only those educational interventions that provide evidence of effectiveness. The national data suggest serious questions about whether the philosophy of zero tolerance in general, or the use of school suspension and expulsion in particular, can be considered to be effective interventions for maintaining school safety.” P. 6)
“Briefing Paper 3. Discipline is Always Teaching: Effective Alternatives

A number of programs and interventions have been identified as effective or promising for reducing the threat of youth violence and promoting safe school climates. But the presence of available research does not guarantee that those approaches can be used effectively at the local level. In the third briefing paper, we reported on our conversations with Indiana principals about innovative programs for maintaining both school discipline and maximizing educational opportunity. We found no hint of compromise in the approach used by these principals. They maintained high academic and behavioral expectations and were not afraid to remove a student if safety demanded it. But they also:

• Clarify expectations regarding office referrals and train staff in classroom management strategies.

• Actively teach appropriate behavior through school philosophy and preventive programs.

• Communicate and collaborate with parents.

• Seek to reconnect alienated students through mentoring and anger management.

• Develop creative options in the school and community to keep even those students who are suspended and expelled engaged in learning.

Such efforts are not free, but require significant commitments of time and resources. Recent efforts to pass a statewide bullying bill suggest, however, that Indiana is prepared to make a commitment to support the state’s schools in finding approaches that are effective in promoting school climates that are safe and conducive to learning for all children. 

Recommendations

Together, these results show that it is possible to maintain a safe and productive school climate without removing a large number of students from the opportunity to learn. Innovative programs described by principals and Youth Service Bureaus suggest that schools can maintain orderly environments with high expectations, while at the same time making an active commitment to the continuing education of all children. These results suggest that zero tolerance, out-of-school suspension, and school expulsion can become a less central part of school discipline by actions in a number of areas:

1. Reserve zero tolerance disciplinary removals for only the most serious and severe of disruptive behaviors, and define those behaviors explicitly.

2. Replace one-size-fits-all disciplinary strategies with graduated systems of discipline, wherein consequences are geared to the seriousness of the infraction.

3. Improve data collection strategies on school discipline at the state level, and assist educators in using disciplinary data to better understand and address safety and disciplinary concerns at their schools.

4. Improve collaboration and communication among schools, parents, juvenile justice, and mental health to develop an array of alternatives for challenging youth.

5. Implement preventive measures that can improve school climate and reconnect alienated students.

6. Expand the array of options available to schools for dealing with disruptive or violent behavior. In particular, ensure that teachers receive training in classroom management strategies that provide them with the tools they need for handling misbehavior at the classroom level.

7. Evaluate all school discipline or school violence prevention strategies to ensure that all disciplinary interventions, programs, or strategies are truly impacting student behavior and school safety.

As our knowledge of available options for promoting a safe and effective school climate increases, it becomes apparent that there is no contradiction between the need to keep schools safe and the mandate to maximize educational opportunity for all children. The good news is that a variety of strategies have been validated at the national level that can help schools reach those goals. The better news is that courageous and innovative Indiana educators have begun to demonstrate success with those and other creative strategies. Our schools and our children deserve nothing less than full support for those efforts.” (p. 7)
“A New Perspective: From Zero Tolerance to Graduated Discipline

By no means were the principals we talked with inclined to, in any way, relax their expectations for appropriate behavior:  

‘We will not put up with misbehavior. …You are here to learn and we’re going to do everything we can to provide the proper education. Your teachers are here to work with you. We’re doing everything we can to support you but then again we will not deal with any misbehavior. That’s the bottom line.  If you hit somebody, you’re going to be suspended.’  

Yet, they also rejected a one-size-fits all disciplinary approach: 

‘We don’t have a zero tolerance policy … In the office we really seek to understand what’s going on and have consequences that make sense. [We] try not to use out-of-school suspensions unless we’re at our wits end because we want them here.’ 

Some schools have even found ways to modify expulsion so that it does not end a student’s contact with school. One high school uses what they term ‘probationary expulsion’ for non-dangerous offenses:

‘We absolutely do not believe in zero tolerance policies… If we’re going to expel a student, probably 90% of the time we will expel him or her technically, but we allow the student to return to school on what’s called a continuing education agreement… What we’re trying to do is make a commitment to try to help kids, to allow them, even though they’ve made a pretty major mistake, for example possession of drugs or alcohol, … to return to school on a probationary basis. It is very proactive because for the student’s benefit we require drug testing and counseling as a part of that.’

The principals reported that this combination of high expectations and support for students can be effective even for the toughest kids:

‘We’ve had several really tough kids enter this school and after going through and being surrounded by kids who have embraced the class and the culture of the school they’ve turned it around. We’re not seeing that aggressive behavior. Because they know this is a nurturing place. That the teachers care about them as individuals. Other classmates care about them…that has helped eliminate many of the problems.’

WHAT WORKS IN SCHOOL DISCIPLINE: EFFECTIVE RESPONSES TO SCHOOL DISRUPTION OR CRISIS

Alternatives to Suspension and Expulsion

Schools that are safe and responsive have plans and procedures in place to deal with violent and disruptive behaviors that do occur. These schools look beyond a program of stiffer consequences to an array of effective responses geared toward the seriousness of the offense. A number of such alternative responses might be made available including:

• Restitution policies in which consequences are geared to the nature of the offense, such as a student who has vandalized the school is required to clean up the vandalism or participate in a project to improve the school’s physical environment.

• Individual behavior plans, which tend to be used with students having a disability, may also be useful in addressing the underlying function of concerning behavior of non-disabled students.

Functional Behavior Assessment

http://www.air.org/cecp/fba/default.htm

• Alternative disciplinary methods such as teen court or restorative justice, which shift the burden of discipline from administrators to peers.

National Teen Courts of America

http://firms.findlaw.com/teencourt/index.htm

• Alternative settings that are well planned, coordinated, and used only for those students whose behavior is so severe that they cannot function in a general setting.

• Community team approaches such as wraparound services or wraparound teams which foster community inter-agency coordination to address the behaviors of a student in multiple settings.

Wraparound

http://www.air.org/cecp/wraparound/default.htm” (p. 8-9)
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