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R
eseaRch and data on school discipline practices are clear: 

millions of students are being removed from their classrooms each year, mostly 

in middle and high schools, and overwhelmingly for minor misconduct.1  When 

suspended, these students are at a significantly higher risk of falling behind academically, 

dropping out of school, and coming into contact with the juvenile justice system.2  A 

disproportionately large percentage of disciplined students are youth of color,3  students with 

disabilities,4  and youth who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender (LGBT).5   

There is no question that when students commit serious offenses or pose a threat to school 

safety they may need to be removed from the campus or arrested. Such incidents, however, 

are relatively rare, and school typically remains the safest place a young person can be during 

the day.6  In schools with high rates of suspension for minor offenses, however, students and 

teachers often feel they are not safe or supported in their learning environment.

Trailblazing student and parent groups, advocacy organizations, researchers, professional 

associations, and school districts have raised the visibility of exclusionary discipline practices 

across the nation. In response, individual schools, districts, and state education systems have 

implemented research-based approaches to address student misbehavior that hold youth 

accountable, address victims’ needs, and effectively improve both student conduct and adult 

responses. These approaches also help keep students engaged in classrooms and out of 

courtrooms.

The federal government has also put a spotlight on these issues. As part of the Supportive 

School Discipline Initiative, the U.S. Departments of Education and Justice issued joint guidance 

in January 2014 to assist public elementary and secondary schools in meeting their obligations 

under federal law to administer student discipline without discriminating on the basis of race, 

color, or national origin.*  

The School Discipline Consensus Report builds on this foundation and breaks new ground by 

integrating some of the best thinking and innovative strategies from the fields of education, 

health, law enforcement, and juvenile justice. Leaders in these diverse systems agree that local 

and state governments must not only help schools reduce the number of students suspended, 

expelled, and arrested, but must also provide conditions for learning wherein all

* That guidance was accompanied by three documents—Guiding Principles, the Directory of Federal School Climate and Discipline Resources, and the Compendium 
of School Discipline Laws and Regulations—to help guide state- and locally controlled efforts to improve school climate and school discipline. See U.S. Department 
of Education and U.S. Department of Justice School Discipline Guidance at ed.gov/policy/gen/guid/school-discipline/index.html. 
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students feel safe, welcome, and supported. The central thesis of this comprehensive report 

is that achieving these objectives requires the combination of a positive school climate, tiered 

levels of behavioral interventions, and a partnership between education, police, and court 

officials that is dedicated to preventing youth arrests or referrals to the juvenile justice system 

for minor school-based offenses.

Three aspects of the report distinguish it from earlier work:  

■ It is comprehensive. The comprehensiveness of this report is unprecedented. It 
presents nearly two dozen policy statements to guide multidisciplinary approaches to 
meet the needs of both youth and educators while addressing student misbehavior, and 
60 recommendations that explain how to implement these policies. The ideas offered 
throughout the report come from the field and demonstrate an appreciation of these 
interconnected goals: improving school climate; identifying and meeting students’ 
behavioral health and related needs; tailoring school-police partnerships to mutual 
goals; and minimizing students’ engagement with the juvenile justice system. 

■ It is consensus-based. This report reflects a consensus forged by the many 
professional groups with a stake in how school discipline policy is implemented. 
More than 100 advisors representing school administrators, teachers, behavioral 
health professionals, police, court leaders, probation officials, juvenile correctional 
administrators, parents, and youth from across the country helped to develop the 
recommendations and proposed collaborative processes. Approximately 600 additional 
practitioners, researchers, policymakers, and agents of change were consulted over the 
three-year project that culminated in this report.

■ It is practical. The report’s guidance is grounded in real-world approaches identified 
through extensive outreach to practitioners and policymakers serving youth. It is based 
on the latest research, takes into account the context in which policies and practices 
are developed, and provides examples of how communities are putting into effect 
proposed changes.
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Improving school discipline policy requires addressing the disparate impact that the current approach has on 
particular student populations:    

É  Black, Hispanic, and American Indian students are suspended at much higher rates than their White 
peers—sometimes at double the rate.7    

É  Twenty percent of secondary school students with disabilities were suspended in a single school year, 
compared to fewer than ten percent of their peers without disabilities.8 

É  LGBT youth are up to three times more likely to experience harsh disciplinary treatment than their 
heterosexual counterparts.9 

Even as various jurisdictions celebrate declines in overall suspension rates, they have noted that the disparity 
in some cases has widened and carried forward to expulsions and arrests.10 

Report recommendations do not include—or even collectively constitute—a “silver bullet” for addressing 
issues of bias or disproportionate impact. Nor does this report propose a sweeping mandate to address 
the complex underlying issues that drive disparities. At the same time, many recommendations come 
back to addressing the issues of race and disproportionate impact on students of color and other groups. 
Recognizing that students and parents alike will lack confidence in a school discipline system that is 
perceived to be biased or unfair, school and district officials need to hold at their respective levels difficult 
discussions about the disparate impact of school discipline on particular groups of students, to ensure that 
recommendations are carried out equitably. Quality data collection and transparent reporting to help monitor 
progress must support these efforts. 

Disparities in Discipline rates

The policy statements and supporting recommendations in this report are organized into 

four main chapters: Conditions for Learning, Targeted Behavioral Interventions, School-Police 

Partnerships, and Courts and Juvenile Justice. Additional chapters on information-sharing and 

data-collection issues follow. 

 

Conditions for Learning

Overview of the Issue

The extent to which students are safe, connected, engaged, and supported in their classrooms 

and schools—collectively known as the “conditions for learning”—is critical to their academic 

and personal success. Schools that create welcoming and secure learning environments reduce 

the likelihood that students will misbehave, and improve educators’ ability to manage student 

behavior. 
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Background

Everyone agrees that schools should provide an environment where students and staff 

feel physically and emotionally safe, connected, fairly treated, and valued. Research has 

demonstrated that academic achievement and positive behaviors increase when these 

conditions for learning are in place.11  Unfortunately, promoting a positive school climate often 

takes a back seat to educators’ and administrators’ efforts to address mandates to improve test 

scores and graduation rates, even though strong conditions for learning have been shown to help 

improve academic achievement. Where school leaders have not made school climate a priority, 

disciplinary approaches often rely heavily on the removal of students from school. 

It is important to distinguish between efforts to improve school climate for students and 

educators that can come across as perfunctory—such as hanging student artwork on the walls, 

announcing teacher appreciation days, or convening monthly student assemblies—and the 

strategies that have been shown to improve attendance and student success, engagement, and 

behavior. Although educators, administrators, and the school community universally value a 

positive school climate, they do not always share an understanding of what it takes to achieve it. 

Schools often lack the means to accurately assess their own climates, and to involve the school 

community in developing a vision and corrective plan. School administrators and staff need 

training and professional development opportunities, job-embedded supports, and feedback on 

their performance to carry out these plans. District codes of conduct should also reinforce steps 

to sustain a positive school climate, and be routinely assessed and revised to ensure progress.

Chapter Highlights and Questions Addressed

School leaders should work with staff, students, families, and other stakeholders 
to accurately assess a school’s climate, develop a shared vision for what it should 
be, and design a plan to address areas in need of improvement.

■ What type of data should a school use to assess its existing climate and identify areas 
for improvement?  

■ How do schools ensure that student, staff, and other stakeholders’ perspectives are fully 
considered?

■ How can it be determined whether specific groups of students are disengaged or 
marginalized at school? 

■ How should the vision for improving conditions for learning be developed and 
communicated among educators, parents, students, and other school community 
members to make certain it is embraced?

■ How can school climate improvement efforts that refocus responses to student 
misconduct from primarily reactive approaches to prevention be integrated with a 
school’s other planning work, including academic achievement and safety plans?
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The school district code of conduct should promote positive adult and student 
behaviors, and it should include a graduated system of responses to student 
misconduct that holds youth responsible for their actions but makes clear that 
removal from school is a last resort.

■ What options should be available to consistently apply developmentally appropriate 
consequences for student misconduct; redress the harm done; and provide the necessary 
supports to change students’ problem behaviors and engage them in learning?

■ How are students, their parents/guardians, and adults in the school engaged in 
discussions about how to improve the school code of conduct, and what steps can be 
taken to ensure they are invested in realizing the code’s goals? 

Students removed from the classroom for disciplinary reasons should continue to 
receive quality instruction.

■ What on-campus options exist to respond to students’ misconduct by addressing 
behavioral needs and permitting a cooling-off period?

■ What measures can be taken to minimize any lost instructional time and help students 
removed from class keep pace with their assignments? 

School administrators and educators should have professional development 
opportunities to gain the knowledge and skills needed to create positive 
conditions for learning. 

■ How are effective classroom management approaches integrated into the school, 
including how to de-escalate conflicts with students and use culturally appropriate 
interventions? 

■ How do educator preparation programs address in both coursework and clinical 
experiences classroom management skills and student-teacher relationship building? 

■ How do induction programs for new teachers incorporate training on these issues? 

■ What measures should be included in teacher and principal evaluations to reflect the 
expectation that they will help foster the conditions necessary for students to learn?

Targeted Behavioral Interventions

Overview of the Issue

Some students are repeatedly involved in their schools’ discipline systems, sometimes as a 

result of unmet behavioral health, academic, or other needs. Behavioral interventions must 

be available to target the needs of students for whom a positive school climate and the right 

conditions for learning are not sufficient to keep them in class, to prevent their repeated 

involvement in the school discipline system, and to help them achieve long-term success. 
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Background

Millions of children have experienced a personal trauma (such as the loss of a parent) and/or 

exposure to violence at home or in the community, either as victims or witnesses. In addition, 

one in ten children has a mental illness severe enough to impair how he or she functions in 

school.12  Schools must be sensitive to the needs of these youth and recognize that some 

students with unmet behavioral health needs and youth with disabilities, particularly those 

with emotional disturbances, are more likely to experience high suspension rates and lower 

academic achievement.13  

As local, state, and federal leaders have increasingly focused on helping more youth stay in 

schools where they can succeed, a growing number of school districts are adopting “early-warning 

systems” (EWSs) to identify secondary school students who are chronically absent, failing 

particular courses, experiencing disciplinary actions, or engaging in risky behavior. Although the 

use of these systems is still in the beginning stages in many jurisdictions, and is primarily meant 

to improve graduation rates, the systems can be used to help identify youth in need of behavioral 

interventions (whether related to mental health issues or other underlying causes). 

Whether or not schools employ EWSs, school staff often struggle to meet the needs of students 

they identify who would benefit from additional targeted supports and services. A school-

based team, which ideally includes a counselor or other behavioral health specialist, can help 

determine the right set of responses when a student appears at high risk of involvement or 

reengagement with the discipline or juvenile justice system. 

Many districts have campuses with school-based teams, although the teams typically focus primarily 

on academic progress and improving instruction. Schools also usually have teams or individuals who 

are responsible for developing individualized education programs (IEPs) for students with disabilities 

and complying with provisions in the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). Many schools, 

however, lack student support teams to identify and provide interventions that can help students 

achieve academic success and avoid disciplinary actions. 

Establishing a student support team, or expanding the role of a preexisting team, to include 

addressing school discipline issues does not ensure that team’s success. Support team members 

must be provided with quality training and access to a broad array of services for students. 

Because schools will often lack the internal capacity to meet students’ needs, support teams 

should also be able to draw on a system-of-care through partnerships with various community-

based organizations that can help fill gaps in services.

Even with targeted interventions and services, there are some students who will have to be 

removed from school for disciplinary reasons or who would benefit from being in a different 

learning environment altogether. There is general agreement that there should be alternative 

education pathways for all students who are not succeeding in traditional academic settings. 

There is also recognition that in many places alternative programs lack the rigor, transparency, 
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and quality of instruction and behavioral supports that are found in traditional schools to assist 

these students and prepare them for college and career. 

Responding effectively to students’ behavioral health and related needs to help them succeed 

at school and minimize involvement with the discipline or juvenile justice system requires 

a comprehensive approach. Ideally, schools would have a data system to match and guide 

interventions for students; trained staff to help oversee these services or access to community-based 

service providers; quality alternative education pathways; and the ability to track students’ progress. 

In light of the limited capacity of most schools and communities, designing and implementing such a 

system may require long-term planning for even the most advanced school districts. 

Chapter Highlights and Questions Addressed

Districts, schools, and educators should use data-driven processes to identify 
and support individual students who need targeted behavioral interventions, 
and to guide decisions about how best to allocate limited staff and resources. 

■ How should schools—and school districts—employ EWSs to identify students who might 
otherwise experience repeated involvement with the school discipline or juvenile justice 
system? 

■ How can school and district leaders and state officials also use EWS data to prioritize 
staff training, the allocation of resources for particular strategies, or the placement of 
behavioral health support staff in particular classrooms and schools with high rates of 
exclusionary disciplinary actions? 

School leaders should understand the prevalence of students’ behavioral health 
and related needs in each school and district, each school’s capacity to address 
those needs, and the community resources available to supplement school 
services.

■ How can data from behavioral health surveys, student IEPs, and school discipline 
systems be used to assess the type of services and supports needed to meet the 
behavioral health needs of students in a particular school or school district?  

■ How can gaps in services be identified through a behavioral health assessment, and how 
can schools and districts address those gaps to provide a comprehensive range of services? 

Each school should have a student support team (or teams) to oversee services 
for youth with behavioral health and related needs. 

■ How do student support teams work individually and in collaboration with other school-
based teams to help youth with behavioral health and related needs?

■ How can student support teams use EWSs and systems that monitor the implementation 
of interventions to track students’ progress and determine the effectiveness of services? 

■ How can schools develop a system-of-care approach that involves community partners 
to expand the range of services and interventions for students with behavioral needs?
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Students removed from campus for disciplinary reasons and students not 
succeeding in traditional settings should be provided with a quality alternative 
education placement where there is continuity of instruction and needed services.

■ When students are removed from school for disciplinary reasons for short periods of 
time, how are they engaged in off-campus instruction and provided the necessary social, 
emotional, and behavioral supports? 

■ What improvements should be made to alternative education programs so that students 
removed from school for disciplinary reasons, as well as students not successful in 
traditional education settings, receive quality instruction from qualified educators and 
necessary behavioral health supports?

■ What mechanisms must be in place to ensure that students in alternative education 
programs can, when appropriate, successfully transition back to a traditional education 
setting?

School-Police Partnerships

Overview of the Issue

Although schools are generally safe places, the well-being of students and staff remains of paramount 

concern in every school across the nation. Elected officials, school leaders, and community stakeholders 

frequently look to local law enforcement to address this concern. At the same time, there has 

been increased scrutiny in recent years of the role of officers who serve schools, particularly how they 

address minor offenses committed by students, and how the presence of officers and their activities 

on the school campus impact the extent to which students and adults feel safe, secure, and welcome. 

For the relationship between a school and local law enforcement agency to be successful, police, 

students, parents, and school staff and leaders must employ a collaborative process to design, 

implement, and monitor the interface between officers and the school community. 

Background

During more than six decades, police and school officials in many districts have formed strong 

partnerships in which officers have assumed a broad range of duties.14  How these relationships 

are structured varies significantly from one school district (and sometimes one school campus) 

to the next. In some cases, there are specially trained school-based officers who perform 

enforcement, educational, mentoring, and other activities.15  In other jurisdictions, off-campus 

patrol officers provide a variety of crime prevention services and enforcement responses to 

the school. The involvement of officers is often meant to complement other strategies for safe 

schools and efforts to encourage positive student and adult behaviors.

Even when there is an everyday law enforcement presence in the school, there are various approaches 

to overseeing such officers. They may be supervised by the municipal or county law enforcement agency 

that employs them—or by a police agency under the direct authority of a school district. 
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Just as concerns have grown about the number of students suspended or expelled from school, 

so too have concerns increased about the ticketing and arresting of students for minor offenses. 

In addition, added security measures and a greater police presence in some schools (as often 

happens following a violent school event anywhere in the country) have sometimes had the 

unintended consequence of causing some staff, students, and their families to feel the campus 

is less welcoming or less conducive to learning.16  

Not every school in the nation will request, need, or be able to fund school-based officers. When 

the decision is made at the local level to assign officers to schools, careful thought must be 

given to what role the officers will play, and then police and school leaders will need to ensure 

that the officers are properly selected, trained, supervised, and evaluated.

The research on the impact of officers in schools is mixed and often lacks rigor. Police 

professionals generally agree, however, that when there is an effective school-police 

partnership, students will have more positive views of law enforcement, will make better 

decisions about risky behaviors, will be more often connected to the services they need, and 

arrests for minor offenses will be minimized. 

Chapter Highlights and Questions Addressed

School-police partnerships should be determined locally, through a collaborative, 
data-driven process that engages students, parents, and other stakeholders.

■ What processes should be followed to determine the best school-police partnership model 
for meeting the distinct needs of a school or district and the students and families it serves?

■ When a school or school district is considering whether to place an officer on a particular 
campus, or to use a different response model, what information and data should be used 
to inform this decision?  

■ What data should be used to measure whether the school-police partnership in use is 
meeting its intended objectives?

Police should not be engaged in routine classroom management, and whenever 
possible should use alternatives to arrest for students’ minor offenses that can 
be appropriately addressed through the school’s discipline system.

■ How do schools, police, and the school community determine the appropriate role for 
officers who are assigned to schools? 

■ How is information that clarifies school-based officers’ roles and responsibilities 
communicated to school and police agency staff, and other stakeholders?

■ How can school leaders ensure that staff is following policies about when to involve 
officers in addressing student misconduct?

■ How can police ensure that officers are adhering to policies and guidance on responding 
to minor offenses?
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School-based officers working with students should be properly selected, 
trained, supervised, and evaluated. Off-campus officers should be given 
guidance on how to respond to students and how to access alternatives to arrest.

■ What criteria and process should be used to recruit officers who have the desired 
qualities and experiences for working with youth in school settings?

■ What training should be provided for school-based officers beyond that required of all 
peace officers in the state? 

■ What supervision and oversight of school-based officers will ensure that they are 
effectively supported, and will monitor their progress on shared partnership goals?

School systems and law enforcement agencies should create detailed, written 
memorandums of understanding when placing officers on campuses and for 
other school-police partnerships.

■ What legal issues do school-based officers and other police personnel serving schools 
need to address?

■ What information-sharing principles, as well as safeguards for staff compliance with 
privacy mandates, should be outlined in a school-police partnership agreement?

■ How are other aspects of the school-police partnership formalized, and how are police 
and school personnel educated about its provisions? 

Courts and Juvenile Justice

Overview of the Issue

Although there are youth who engage in serious delinquent behavior for which referral to the juvenile 

justice system is appropriate, youth who commit minor offenses at school should typically not be 

referred to the courts. The long-term consequences for youth who make contact with the juvenile 

justice system include a greater likelihood of dropping out of school and future involvement with 

both the juvenile and adult criminal justice systems.17  When youth are under juvenile corrections’ 

supervision, they must have uninterrupted access to high-quality learning environments; provision of 

supports and services that meet these students’ academic and special needs; and the facilitation of 

their seamless return to the classroom in their communities. 

Background

The number of youth in correctional facilities or in court-ordered community placements has 

declined dramatically over the past decade in many jurisdictions, with juvenile crime rates at 

record lows.18  Even in counties and states where there have been overall reductions in juvenile 

crime, however, leaders are working to decrease referrals to courts further—especially for minor 

and status offenses.*  As part of these efforts, judicial leaders across the nation are increasingly 

*  Status offenses are acts that are only considered criminal if committed by a juvenile (e.g., running away, truancy, curfew law violations, ungovernability or 
incorrigibility, and underage drinking violations).
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working with schools, law enforcement, and other stakeholders to keep away from their dockets 

cases that can be resolved through schools’ discipline systems and diversion programs.19  

Although juvenile justice officials in most jurisdictions strongly believe that the number of school-

based referrals to the juvenile justice system can be significantly reduced, few jurisdictions can 

produce an accurate tally of referred cases. Without reliable data, it is more difficult to make a 

compelling justification for action and to establish the potential for improvement. 

Even without such data, however, evidence of successful diversion programs is emerging 

across the country. The structure of each state’s juvenile justice system is distinct, but each 

has multiple points at which the police, court staff, probation officers, prosecutors, defense 

attorneys, and service providers can collaborate to steer students referred to the courts for 

minor offenses to community-based programs that stress accountability and behavioral change. 

These juvenile justice professionals can make better decisions for each youth when they are 

provided with the results of a risk and needs assessment along with information from the school 

and other agencies serving the student to determine what services, supports, and/or community 

supervision are the best match. Determining under what circumstances such information should 

be shared and used requires extensive conversations and written agreements among various 

stakeholders in the juvenile justice and education systems to ensure compliance with all privacy 

mandates and to uphold shared principles for the use of student and staff information. 

When youth are placed in secure settings, including pre-adjudication detention and longer-

term residential facilities, the quality of education services varies widely and often lacks the 

standards and oversight found in traditional schools.20 This puts these students at greater risk 

on their return to school for academic problems that can lead to disengagement and the kind of 

misbehavior that in turn puts them at risk for another arrest.21 The lack of coordinated transition 

plans for students leaving juvenile confinement makes them vulnerable to loss of academic 

credit, placement problems, and enrollment barriers upon reentry to school that can also 

contribute to recidivism.

Chapter Highlights and Questions Addressed

The frequency with which students are directed to the juvenile justice system 
for minor offenses at school or school-sponsored events should be routinely 
monitored, and guidelines and policies should minimize such referrals.

■ Does data exist—and if not, how can it be assembled and analyzed—to determine the 
number and characteristics of students referred from schools to the juvenile justice 
system, as well as the types of offenses committed?

■ What types of policies and guidelines should be explored to reverse trends in schools and 
districts where students are referred to the juvenile justice system at disproportionately 
high rates for minor offenses? 
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Whenever appropriate, students who are arrested and/or charged with minor 
school-based offenses should be diverted from further involvement with the 
juvenile justice system. 

■ How and in what cases can information maintained by the school be properly shared to 
guide courts’ diversion and disposition decisions?

■ When should assessment tools that are designed to determine a youth’s risk of re-
offending and treatment or service needs be used to inform whether and how a student 
moves through the court process?

■ How can community-based programs and services be better utilized and expanded to 
meet youths’ needs and minimize the need for judicial supervision while addressing the 
needs of any victims?

Whether in short- or long-term confinement, youth should have access to high-
quality educational programming that puts them on a path toward graduation 
and postsecondary opportunities. Each student returning to school should have a 
transition plan that facilitates credit transfers and continuation of services.

■ How can schools within juvenile correctional facilities attract, train, and retain high-
quality educators?

■ How can authorities in a correctional setting create engaging learning environments that 
address students’ academic and special needs?  

■ Are state standards regarding the quality of education in public schools being effectively 
applied to juvenile correctional settings?  

■ What criteria should guide decisions regarding where a reentering youth should enroll in 
school?

■ What can transition coordinators and/or educators do to develop an integrated service 
and academic plan that facilitates reentering youths’ immediate enrollment, credit 
transfers, and successful class placements?

Getting Started

Because the recommendations in this report are comprehensive, the breadth of issues can 

quickly overwhelm any reader looking for a starting point to improve the approach to school 

discipline by a community, district, or state. 

Implementing all the recommendations in the report at once is an impossible assignment. Users 

of the report may therefore wonder which policies or recommendations to prioritize, but the 

truth is there is no right or wrong place to start.  

Recognizing that no two states are alike, every school district is different, and each school has a 

distinct culture and characteristics, there is no one-size-fits-all approach. If there is one takeaway 
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point in The School Discipline Consensus Report that readers must embrace, it is that successful 

implementation of any recommendation in the report requires the involvement of students and 

parents, and of individuals serving and supervising students across multiple systems. 

A working group of committed individuals—whether at the school, district, or state level—should 

be created or expanded to include diverse perspectives and broad expertise. This group will 

likely have many thoughts about where the greatest opportunities and needs exist in their 

jurisdiction, and, consequently, what policy areas and recommendations should be prioritized. 

Regardless of where the working group decides to focus its attention, there must be a plan to 

collect and analyze relevant data to provide a baseline establishing where things stand. This 

information also provides a benchmark against which progress can be measured. 

As the working group looks to assemble data, members should keep in mind four steps, which 

are explained more fully in the Data Collection and Information Sharing chapters of the report:

1. Determine how many students are removed from their classrooms for 
disciplinary reasons and identify the additional data needed to analyze 
these numbers thoroughly and effectively.

Individual schools, districts, and statewide school systems should be able to report how many 

students have been suspended or expelled, but this information alone is not sufficient to 

develop a nuanced understanding of discipline trends. To support the kind of analysis needed 

to develop a strategic plan, the working group will need to ask for additional data and its 

routine collection if not readily accessible. For example, a school may track the total number 

of suspensions, but not report how many of these represent multiple suspensions by the same 

student. 

The data should be, but often is not, sufficient to support an analysis to distinguish between in-

school and out-of-school suspension, the duration of each suspension, and the type of misconduct 

that prompted the suspension or expulsion. Suspension and expulsion data collected at the 

school, district, or state level must be disaggregated, at minimum, by race, disability, age, gender, 

and type of offense. 

2. Examine data beyond suspensions and expulsions to inform strategies 
for improving school climate, behavioral interventions, and partnerships 
between police and the school community, and for minimizing student 
arrests and referrals to the juvenile justice system.

Equipped with existing information about school discipline actions, a working group will need to 

turn its attention to additional questions about data related to school safety and the learning 

environment. The group will need to know, for example, what data is available that measures school 

climate; assesses behavioral health needs; tracks school-based arrests and reported crimes; and 

monitors other student referrals to the juvenile justice system in a particular school or school system. 
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Establishing an objective assessment of current conditions and practices in each of these areas 

is essential. For example, if the working group is interested in increasing security measures at 

a school, it should first consider school climate survey results of how students and staff gauge 

their feelings of safety at school and whether security measures make them feel less welcome 

or more secure. Additional data such as the numbers of students arrested and/or ticketed and 

the numbers of calls for police service must also be monitored to ascertain what, if any, impact 

has been made by changes in security measures. 

As the working group considers school climate, behavioral health issues, school partnerships 

with police, and the role of the juvenile justice system, it will become apparent that multiple 

data collection efforts need to be launched. There are several measures that can help make 

these efforts more manageable: the working group can identify a coordinator to facilitate 

data collection; work with school-based teams or individuals already engaged in data analysis 

and improvement planning; and ensure that surveys on school climate, behavioral health 

needs, safety, and other topics are efficiently administered. The assembled data can then 

help guide the working group’s efforts to improve policies and practices.

3. Develop information-sharing agreements that reflect a clear 
understanding of privacy mandates and shared principles.

The efforts described above may involve collecting and analyzing students’ education, health, 

juvenile justice, and other systems’ information. A thicket of local, state, and federal laws and 

regulations protect students’ privacy by controlling the release and use of that information. 

A working group that is assembling information from individuals and agencies serving their 

students will need to establish a clear understanding of what can be shared, with whom, and for 

what purposes. 

There are still often misconceptions about what data and information can be shared within 

and among schools and external partners. Too often, a lack of understanding of these legal 

provisions leads to unnecessary barriers to sharing useful information. Although it is appropriate 

and necessary to protect the confidentiality of students’ information, it is possible to design 

agreements that spell out appropriate disclosure procedures and help address perceived barriers 

to information sharing. These agreements may also include guiding principles such as using 

information in ways that reduce the stigmatization or labeling of students, advance the best 

interests of identified students, promote school safety, and ensure that data is secured and used 

only for appropriate purposes. 

4. Define success and agree on how to measure it.

If a working group is truly diverse in its composition, the full membership will likely develop 

a shared commitment to an action plan only when they are convinced that they are working 

toward an approach that benefits all students in the classroom. To that end, it is important 
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that the working group’s objective not be limited to reducing the frequency with which students 

are removed from the classroom for disciplinary reasons. No one wants to see misconduct and 

disorder increase in the classroom just to lower the school’s suspension rate. 

For every proposed measure of success, it is important to recognize the potential for simply 

trading one problem for another. Researchers are testing approaches that may ultimately 

help working groups better understand the dynamics among multiple measures, such as 

how improvements in school climate indicators are related to improvements in academic 

achievement or reductions in disciplinary actions.22 These approaches may provide a good 

starting point for working group members as they determine which outcome measures to 

track that define overall success. Such an approach binds stakeholders to a common set of 

goals and promotes the integration of efforts that otherwise might have limited effect or 

even work at cross-purposes. 

Conclusion

The broad, bipartisan support from experts and stakeholders in the education, health, law 

enforcement, and juvenile justice systems involved in the development of The School Discipline 

Consensus Report makes clear that improving school discipline systems should be a priority for 

local, state, and federal leaders alike. 

This report is a roadmap—and essential reading—for anyone who wants to make young people 

feel welcome, nurtured, and safe in school; anyone who is working to close the achievement gap 

between White students and students of color; anyone who is focused on improving high school 

graduation rates; and anyone whose goal is to reduce the number of youth locked up in juvenile 

correctional facilities for minor offenses. 

The need to achieve multiple goals is reflected in the multidisciplinary nature of the report’s 

recommendations and underscores why such a diverse national group was needed to chart 

changes to school discipline policies and practices. The report is designed to be a guide for 

officials in education, health, law enforcement, and juvenile justice, and their partners in schools 

and communities across the nation who are committed to using truly collaborative approaches 

to provide safe, engaging learning environments for all students. Together, these critical 

stakeholders can engage in the strategic efforts necessary to take school safety and student 

success efforts to new heights, ultimately keeping more students in classrooms and out of 

courtrooms.

To view the full report, visit csgjusticecenter.org/youth/school-discipline-consensus-report.

csgjusticecenter.org/youth/school
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