DISTRICT DISCIPLINE:
THE OVERUSE OF SCHOOL SUSPENSION AND
EXPULSION IN THE DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Recent research has drawn attention to the role of classroom discipline in the
“school-to-prison pipeline,” the set of policies and practices that push kids out of
school and into the adult criminal justice system.1 Data from the federal Office of Civil
Rights show that 7.4% of American K-12 students (over 3 million children) were
suspended during the 2009-10 school year,2 with far higher rates of suspension
among students who are in high school, male, members of minority groups, in special
education, or English language learners.3 Students who are suspended from the
classroom show weaker academic skills,4 higher dropout rates,5 and higher rates of
involvement with the juvenile justice system.6
This report builds on the foundation of such national research and explores
similar practices in the District of Columbia. Using data provided by the District of
Columbia Public Schools (DCPS) and the Public Charter School Board (PCSB) for
school year 2011-12,7 the report highlights school discipline trends in DC. Key
findings include:
1. Across all DCPS and public charter schools, 13% of students were suspended

at least once during the 2011-12 school year, with certain schools suspending
their students at rates far higher than the District average.
2. At DCPS middle schools, 35.1% of students were suspended at least once, and

some DCPS middle schools recorded more suspensions than students.
3. The most common behaviors for which DCPS school staff issued suspensions

involved no weapons, no drugs, and no injury to another student. Suspensions
for these behaviors are not required by statute, regulation, or DCPS policy.
They were issued under school officials’ discretionary authority.
4. Students in special education and students attending school in high-poverty

wards were suspended at higher rates than their peers.
5. Expulsions were rare in the DCPS system, but relatively common among the

charter schools, and extremely common at a select few charter schools.
Based on these findings, the report makes the following recommendations to
decrease the use of exclusionary school discipline in the District:
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Research, fund, and implement improved classroom management programs
and alternative disciplinary practices. The DC Council has directed the Office of
the State Superintendent of Education (OSSE) to submit a “Suspension and Expulsion
Report” within the next sixth months.8 In compiling this report, OSSE should detail
how the District could expand its use of evidence-based elementary school classroom
management strategies, school-wide Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports
(PBIS), and restorative justice programs. DCPS and PCSB should offer technical
assistance to schools interested in expanding their use of these tools.
Investing in effective classroom management in elementary schools will help keep
young students in the classroom and lay the foundation for better behavior during
students’ middle school years. Developing capacity for alternative disciplinary
practices will decrease the pressures to use suspension and expulsion and provide
additional tools to teachers and school officials for addressing disruptive behavior.
Increase transparency and accountability. DCPS and PCSB should report
disaggregated suspension and expulsion data at the end of each school semester in a
standardized format. If the agencies are unwilling to report the data, the DC Council
should direct them to do so.
Improved data collection and reporting will allow stakeholders to better understand
the impact of disciplinary policies and hold school administrators accountable.
Limit the behaviors that can serve as grounds for suspension. OSSE should
revise the DCPS school disciplinary code so that incidents not involving injury, drugs,
or weapons are not grounds for suspension. If OSSE does not independently make
such revisions, the DC Council should direct it to do so. PCSB should publish a model
school disciplinary code that similarly restricts the behaviors that are grounds for
suspension and encourage its adoption through the Performance Management
Frameworks.
Given the negative effects of being excluded from the classroom, District regulations
and school rules should ensure that suspensions are only imposed in response to
extraordinary misbehavior.
Remove incentives for schools to expel students. When a student is expelled,
whether that school is overseen by DCPS or PCSB, the school should be required to
return the per-pupil funding allotment for that student to the District.
Such a policy would decrease the current incentives that schools have to push out
their students.
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SCHOOL DISCIPLINE IN DC
Data Note
Throughout this report, unless otherwise cited, all DCPS figures are from the
2011-12 “Student Behavior Tracker Principals Report” and all PCSB figures are from
“School Year 2011-12 Suspension and Expulsion Rates by Public Charter School.”
Further details about the data sets employed can be found in the statistical appendix.
Introduction
During school year 2011-12, DC imposed 18,950 total exclusions from the
classroom9 – 11,226 in the DCPS system and 7,724 in the charter schools. In both
systems together, 10,156 students (13%) were suspended at least once. Table 1
summarizes the 1-10 day suspensions, 10+ day suspensions, and expulsions in DCPS
schools and charter schools.
Table 1: DC’s Use of Suspension and Expulsion, School Year 2011-12

Students
1-10 day suspensions
10+ day suspensions
expulsions

DCPS
46,048
10,836
387
3

PCSB
31,557
7,170
327
227

The following subsections explore how suspensions are distributed across schools
within the DCPS and PCSB systems.
Distribution of School Suspensions in DCPS
In DCPS, middle schools suspended the highest percentages of their student
body (35.1%), followed by high schools (22.5%), education campuses10 (12.0%), and
elementary schools (5.2%). In addition, there is substantial variation within these
categories. Table 2 highlights the schools of each type that reported the highest and
lowest rates of suspension during the 2011-12 school year.
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Table 2: The Highest- and Lowest-Suspending Schools in DCPS, by School Type11
School Name

Highest-Suspending
Elementary Schools
Lowest-Suspending
Elementary Schools
Highest-Suspending
Middle Schools
Lowest-Suspending
Middle Schools
Highest-Suspending
High Schools
Lowest-Suspending
High Schools
Highest-Suspending
Education
Campuses
Lowest-Suspending
Education
Campuses

Ward Avg. # of Suspensions Suspensions per # of Students % of Students
Students
100 Students
Suspended
Suspended
Aiton ES
7
274
142
52
75
27%
Amidon-Bowen ES
6
257
153
60
67
26%
Malcolm X ES
8
251
93
37
52
21%
Eaton ES
3
452
0
0
0
0%
Murch ES
3
554
0
0
0
0%
Janney ES
3
559
0
0
0
0%
Jefferson MS*
6
180
382
212
129
72%
Shaw MS*
1
169
397
235
119
70%
Johnson, John Hayden MS
8
260
455
175
175
67%
Sousa MS
7
351
143
41
80
23%
Ron Brown MS
7
266
81
30
53
20%
Deal MS*
3
1,013
147
15
74
7%
Wash. Metropolitan HS*
1
217
191
88
116
53%
Eastern SHS
5
297
335
113
154
52%
Dunbar SHS
5
547
463
85
247
45%
School Without Walls HS
2
525
4
1
4
1%
Ellington School of the Arts
2
505
1
0
1
0%
Dunbar Pre-Engineering
6
79
0
0
0
0%
Walker-Jones EC
6
438
347
79
136
31%
Browne EC
5
424
175
41
96
23%
Noyes EC
5
356
139
39
75
21%
Burroughs EC*
5
303
17
6
9
3%
Takoma EC
4
323
4
1
2
1%
Brightwood EC
4
580
0
0
0
0%

The trends in middle schools are particularly striking. Of the 14 DCPS middle
schools, only one suspended fewer than 20% of its students, and the highestsuspending schools suspended well over half of their students. In fact, the highestsuspending middle schools each recorded more total suspensions than students,
indicating that many students are suspended repeatedly. In many DC middle schools,
suspension has become commonplace, rather than an extraordinary punishment for
serious misbehavior.
There was more variation in the other types of schools. For example, nine
elementary schools reported no suspensions during school year 2011-12, but there
were three elementary schools that suspended approximately a quarter of their
students. Similarly, some high schools and education campuses reported practically
no suspensions, while others suspended over 30% of their students.
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Distribution of School Suspensions in DC Public Charter Schools
Data for PCSB schools are difficult to analyze in the same manner because the
charters serve a variety of different age ranges that do not correspond with
traditional elementary, middle, and high school designations. Therefore, Table 3
simply presents the ten PCSB schools that suspended the highest percentages of their
students. As in DCPS, it seems that students in grades 6-12 are at a higher risk of
suspension than elementary school students.
Table 3: The Top 10 Highest-Suspending PCSB Schools12
School Name
Maya Angelou PCS - Middle
KIPP DC PCS - College Prep
SEED PCS
Friendship PCS - Tech Prep
Maya Angelou PCS - - Evans
D.C. Prep PCS - Edgewood Middle
KIPP DC PCS - WILL
Howard Road Academy PCS- MLK Middle
William E. Doar, Jr. PCS - Edgewood Middle/High
Cesar Chavez PCS - Capitol Hill

Grades

Ward

06 - 08
09 - 11
06 - 12
05 - 09
09 - 12, Adult
04 - 08
05 - 08
06 - 08
06 - 08
09 - 12

7
8
7
8
7
5
6
8
5
1

Audited Suspensions Suspensions per # of Students % of Students
Enrollment
100 Students
Suspended
Suspended
210
442
210
140
67%
330
425
129
194
59%
340
253
74
166
49%
378
395
104
173
46%
296
204
69
123
42%
280
269
96
111
40%
328
316
96
122
37%
129
110
85
48
37%
67
62
93
25
37%
392
202
52
124
32%

However, some schools serving younger children also employed suspensions
at an alarmingly high rate. Table 4 presents the five PCSB schools serving prekindergarten and young elementary school children that suspended the highest
percentages of their students. At KIPP DC Heights Academy, which serves kids ages
seven and younger, one in four students was suspended.
Table 4: The Highest-Suspending PCSB Schools Serving Only Grades 3 and Below
School Name
KIPP DC PCS - Heights
D.C. Prep PCS- Benning
AppleTree Early Learning PCS - Oklahoma
D.C. Prep PCS- Edgewood Elementary
KIPP DC PCS - Promise

Grades

Ward

01
PK, 01 - 02
PK
PK , 01 - 03
01 - 03

8
7
7
5
7

Audited
Suspensions Suspensions per # of Students % of Students
Enrollment
100 Students
Suspended
Suspended
106
60
57
30
28%
332
201
61
81
24%
158
49
31
19
12%
410
111
27
48
12%
311
66
21
35
11%

These data demonstrate that school suspension is a commonly used
disciplinary technique in the District, and that certain schools have especially high
rates of suspension.
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Behaviors Resulting in School Suspension
The vast majority of DCPS suspensions are for offenses involving no weapons,
no drugs, and no injury to another student.13 Further, the majority of these
suspensions are not required by law or by school regulation, but carried out under
discretionary authority.
DCPS disciplinary policy classifies negative student behaviors into five tiers,
with Tier 1 being the least serious (e.g. attending class without the required
materials, noncompliance with approved dress code, running in the hall) and Tier 5
being the most serious (e.g. fighting that results in a serious injury, drug distribution,
weapons possession).14
During the 2011-12 school year, the three most common behaviors that
resulted in school suspension from DCPS were 1) causing disruption on school
properties or at a DCPS-sponsored or supervised activity, 2) fighting involving no
injury and no weapon, and 3) engaging in reckless behavior that could cause harm to
self or others.15 Among the behaviors reported by schools as the most common
reasons for suspension, none of them were classified as Tier 5.
In broad strokes, the data indicate that suspensions are most often issued for
Tier 3 behaviors. Under the DC Municipal Regulations that govern DCPS discipline,
school personnel are not permitted to impose an off-site suspension for behaviors
rated Tier 1 or Tier 2 and are only required to impose an off-site suspension for
behaviors rated Tier 4 or Tier 5.16 It is under the discretionary scope of Tier 3 that
the vast majority of suspensions are imposed.
Tier 3 encompasses a wide variety of behaviors, from possession of tobacco to
hazing and bullying. In total, 28 separate behaviors are classified as Tier 3. By
comparison, the average number of behaviors in each of the other four categories is
16. Also, the regulations permit a wide variety of responses to Tier 3 behaviors,
ranging from verbal redirection to a nine-day suspension.17
The stated goals of the regulations include providing “a fair and consistent
approach to student discipline.”18 However, the wide scope of Tier 3 is producing a
high number of discretionary suspensions. When student behavior is classified as a
Tier 3 offense, school staff can make a choice to suspend students or to use
alternatives to suspension. The following section will show that certain subsets of the
student population are disproportionately receiving suspensions.
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Disproportionate Impact of Suspension on Certain Populations
The available data demonstrate that suspensions disproportionately affect
students in special education and students attending school in high-poverty wards.
Members of both of these student groups are suspended at a higher rate than the
student population as a whole.
First, DCPS students in special education are suspended at almost three times
the rate of students who are not in special education. There were 5,615 students
enrolled in special education during the 2011-12 school year, and collectively they
received 3,204 suspensions. By comparison, the 40,433 students not in special
education collectively received 8,019 suspensions. Figure 1 shows these figures as
relative rates, demonstrating the disproportionate impact of suspension on students
in special education.
Figure 1: Rate of Suspension, by Special Education Status

Second, school suspension is used as a disciplinary tool far more often in
certain wards than in others. Across the District, including both DCPS and PCSB
schools, there were 18,720 individual suspensions, 24 suspensions per 100 students.
However, the rate of suspension was far higher or lower in certain wards. In Ward 7,
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for example, there were 35 suspensions per 100 students, while in Ward 2, there
were only 7 suspensions per 100 students. As a result of this geographic
disproportionality, students in Ward 7 were suspended at a rate five times that of
their peers in Ward 2.
Figure 2: Rate of Suspension, by Ward19

Though the publicly reported DCPS data did not contain information on the
socio-economic background of suspended students, these geographic trends suggest
that school suspension is disproportionately affecting students from low-income
households. Using data from DC’s wards, Figure 3 demonstrates the relationship
between child poverty and school suspension. Students attending school in wards
with higher levels of child poverty are suspended at higher rates than their peers in
more affluent wards.
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Figure 3: Suspensions and Child Poverty, by Ward20

Expulsion: A Tool Favored by Some Charter Schools
There were 230 expulsions across the District in the 2011-2012 school year.
Almost all of the school expulsions in the District are from charter schools, and there
is a small subset of schools within the charter sector that produces the vast majority
of these expulsions. By contrast, DCPS schools expel students extremely rarely.
Expulsion occurs less often than suspension; for every student expelled across
DCPS and the charter schools, 44 were suspended. However, this average conceals
the fact that a small subset of charter schools is responsible for the vast majority of
the expulsions. Of the 230 expulsions during the 2011-12 school year, only 3 were
from DCPS schools. Even among the charter schools, there is wide variation in the
reported frequency of expulsion. Just 11 charter schools accounted for 75% of the
expulsions. The most extreme cases were YouthBuild PCS (30 expulsions),
Friendship PCS – Collegiate Woodson (56 expulsions), and KIPP DC PCS – College
Prep (17 expulsions), which all expelled over 5% of their students during the 201112 school year. At these schools, if you were a member of a 20-student classroom, it
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is likely that one of your classmates was expelled.21 Figure 3 illustrates the
contributions of these sets of schools to the total number of expulsions, and Table 5
lists the 11 highest-expelling schools.
Figure 4: 11 Charter Schools Account for 75% of All DC Expulsions

Table 5: The 11 Highest-Expelling DC Schools
School Name
YouthBuild PCS
KIPP DC PCS - College Prep
Friendship PCS - Collegiate Woodson
SEED PCS
KIPP DC PCS - WILL
Center City PCS - Trinidad
Friendship PCS - Tech Prep
National Collegiate Preparatory PCS
Cesar Chavez PCS - Parkside
Capital City PCS - Upper
KIPP DC PCS - AIM

10

DISTRICT DISCIPLINE

Ward Grades Served Audited Enrollment
1
Adult
105
8
09 - 11
330
7
09 - 12
1110
7
06 - 12
340
6
05 - 08
328
5
PK , KG, 01 - 08
215
8
05 - 09
378
8
09 - 11
203
7
06 - 12
674
4
06 - 12
391
8
05 - 08
330

# of students % of students
expelled
expelled
30
28.6%
17
5.2%
56
5.0%
13
3.8%
11
3.4%
7
3.3%
11
2.9%
5
2.5%
13
1.9%
7
1.8%
5
1.5%

EFFECTS OF MISSED SCHOOL DAYS
It is firmly established that chronic school absence correlates with decreased
academic performance, dropping out, substance abuse, and criminal activity.22
However, research conducted over the past ten years has demonstrated that similar
effects are evident for students who are suspended or expelled.
In 2011, the Council of State Governments Justice Center and the Public Policy
Research Institute at Texas A&M University released their Breaking Schools’ Rules
report, which examined the relationship between school discipline and student
achievement. This rigorous empirical study analyzed data for nearly 1 million Texas
students, following them from seventh grade through the following six years. 23 Using
multivariate analysis to control for 83 variables – including student characteristics
such as race, special program enrollment, attendance, and test scores, as well as
campus characteristics such as resources and expenditures, drop-out rates, and
student-teacher ratios24 – the study found that students who had been suspended or
expelled were twice as likely to repeat a grade25 and almost three times as likely to be
referred to the juvenile justice system the following year.26
These research results are echoed in a variety of studies showing that students
excluded from school for disciplinary reasons are more likely than their unsanctioned
peers to receive poor grades,27 commit future disciplinary violations,28 drop out,29
and be referred to the juvenile justice system.30
Additionally, higher rates of suspension and expulsion do not increase school
safety or academic performance for the rest of the student body. A key assumption of
many disciplinary policies is that troublemakers need to be removed from school in
order to provide a safe learning environment for the remaining students. However, a
review of quantitative research conducted by the American Psychological Association
found that more frequent usage of suspension and expulsion was associated with
lower academic achievement across the school’s entire student body, even when
controlling for demographic factors and socioeconomic status.31 More recently, a
policy statement from the American Academy of Pediatrics concluded, “Research has
demonstrated . . . that schools with higher rates of out-of school suspension and
expulsion are not safer for students or faculty.”32 There is no evidence that high rates
of suspension help the remaining students, and some evidence that it may actually
impede their learning.
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ALTERNATIVES TO SUSPENSION AND EXPULSION
Although suspension and expulsion have significant negative effects, teaching
students the importance of good behavior remains an essential role of our public
schools. To that end, there are a number of evidence-based alternatives available that
keep students in school while setting limits and teaching appropriate behaviors. The
most widely used is school-wide Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports
(PBIS), a program which has been implemented in over 16,000 US schools.33 PBIS
utilizes a three-tier structure of universal supports and targeted interventions to
produce decreased levels of problem behavior and increased perception of school
safety.34 Related approaches include professional development for teachers and
school administrators focused on classroom management and effective school
discipline35 and social-emotional practices designed to improve student engagement
in classroom activities.36
Restorative practices, sometimes called restorative justice, are another
alternative to exclusionary school discipline. According to the International Institute
for Restorative Practices, the restorative justice framework engages all key
stakeholders to hold the offender accountable, repair the harm done to the victim,
and facilitate the offender’s reintegration into the community.37 In the school
discipline context, this may take the form of a restorative conference in which the
offender, victim, and others discuss their motivations, how the offense affected them,
and what outcome they think would be appropriate, thus providing a mechanism to
hold the offender accountable while also facilitating emotional growth.38 Many
schools have begun implementing restorative practices,39 and a growing body of
research indicates that these initiatives have produced decreases in school
suspension rates and helped strengthen school communities.40
Case Study: Maryland
One of DC’s neighboring jurisdictions has recently taken action to decrease the
use of suspension and expulsion in its schools. During summer 2012, the Maryland
State Board of Education approved a report that found 8% of the state’s K-12
students had been suspended during the previous school year.41 Based on the data,
the Board concluded that the state needed to reduce the number of suspensions for
non-violent offenses. The Board then published new regulations intended to achieve
such a reduction and produce a school discipline system based on rehabilitation, not
retribution.42
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Similar efforts have been successful at the local level. In 2008, the Baltimore
City Public Schools implemented a new code of conduct that included a variety of
alternative disciplinary interventions, including community conferencing, mentoring,
referral to community-based organizations, and restorative justice strategies.43 Since
the implementation of the new code, suspensions have nearly decreased by half. 44 In
the four years following the code of conduct reforms, graduation rates increased by
10% overall and by 12.6% for black students.45
Maryland’s recent regulatory
changes demonstrate that nearby policymakers are recognizing the harm caused by
exclusionary school discipline, and the achievements of its largest city indicate that
practitioners who pursue alternatives can decrease their use of suspensions while
improving student outcomes.
Case Study: Los Angeles
During May 2013, the Los Angeles Unified School Board voted to disallow
suspensions for “willful defiance,”46 defined as “disrupt[ing] school activities or
otherwise willfully def[ying] the valid authority of supervisors, teachers,
administrators, school officials, or other school personnel engaged in the
performance of their duties.”47 The new restriction was supported by Los Angeles
Unified School District Superintendent John Deasy; he noted the link between
suspensions for minor offenses and future delinquent behavior, saying “We want to
be a part of graduating, not incarcerating, [students].”48
Willful defiance was the reason given for 48% of suspensions issued in
California during the 2011-12 school year,49 so eliminating the entire category
represents a major change in disciplinary policy that has the potential to dramatically
decrease Los Angeles Unified’s overall suspension rate. Beginning in the 2013-2014
school year, teachers will still be able to remove disruptive students from the
classroom, but schools will be required to hold students accountable through oncampus sanctions50 and encouraged to begin implementing positive behavior
incentives and restorative justice programs.51
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RECOMMENDATIONS
Given the negative effects associated with school suspensions and expulsions,
the District should decrease the use of disciplinary exclusion in its schools and
promote alternatives that work.
Research, fund, and implement improved classroom management programs
and alternative disciplinary practices.


The DC Council recently passed the Attendance Accountability Amendment Act
of 2013, which directs OSSE to submit a “Suspension and Expulsion Report”
within the next sixth months.52 In compiling this report and issuing
recommendations for minimizing the use of suspension and expulsion, OSSE
should:
o Consider evidence-based elementary school classroom management
strategies focused on preventing disruptive behavior such as
Promoting Alternative Thinking Strategies (PATHS), The Incredible
Years, and the Good Behavior Game.53
o Outline how school-wide Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports
(PBIS) could be replicated in all DCPS schools.
o Detail how the District could fund and operationalize a comprehensive
school-based restorative justice program.



DCPS and PCSB should offer technical assistance to schools interested in
expanding PBIS, evidence-based classroom management tools, and restorative
justice programs.

Investing in effective classroom management in elementary schools will help keep
young students in the classroom and lay the foundation for better behavior during
students’ middle school years. Developing capacity for alternative disciplinary
practices will decrease the pressures to use suspensions and expulsions and provide
teachers and schools with additional tools for addressing disruptive behavior.
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Increase transparency and accountability.


DCPS and PCSB should report suspension and expulsion data at the end of
each school semester in a standardized format, including the number of
suspensions and expulsions and the reason for disciplinary action. Data
should be disaggregated by school, grade, gender, race, ethnicity, special
education status, English language learner status, and free and reduced price
lunch status.



If the agencies are unwilling to report the data, the DC Council should direct
them to do so.

Improved data collection and reporting will allow policymakers, advocates,
communities, and parents to better understand the impact of disciplinary policies in
DC schools. Further, requiring public reporting will enable stakeholders to hold
school administrators accountable for their use of disciplinary exclusions and enable
mid-year corrections for schools relying too heavily on exclusionary disciplinary
practices.
Limit the behaviors that can serve as grounds for suspension.


OSSE should revise the DCPS disciplinary code (5-B DCMR § 2502) to narrow
the range of behaviors for which students can be suspended. Incidents that do
not involve injury, drugs, or weapons should not be grounds for suspension. If
OSSE does not independently make such revisions, the DC Council should
direct it to do so.



PCSB should publish a model school disciplinary code that similarly restricts
the behaviors that are grounds for suspension. Further, PCSB should
encourage the adoption of the model code, or other policies that limit
suspensions, through the use of the Performance Management Frameworks
(PMFs) or through the chartering process. Currently, the PCSB PMF task
forces are considering replacing average daily attendance with in-seat
attendance as a leading indicator in the PMFs.54 The Board should encourage
this change, as it would hold school leaders accountable for the fact that
suspended students are not in their classrooms learning.

Given the negative effects of being excluded from the classroom, District regulations
and school rules should ensure that suspensions are only imposed in response to
extraordinary misbehavior.
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Remove incentives for schools to expel students.


When a student is expelled, whether that school is overseen by DCPS or PCSB,
the school should be required to return the per-pupil funding allotment for
that student to the District.

Funding is provided to schools on a per-pupil basis. If the school is no longer
educating the student, it should no longer be paid to do so. Such a policy would
decrease the current incentives that schools have to push out their students.
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education, juvenile justice, child welfare, youth empowerment, special education, and
civil rights. We envision a public education system in which every child is in school
every day, learning the skills necessary to become a successful adult.
Our mission is to promote social, economic, and racial justice by advocating for
policies and programs that increase school attendance, enhance school engagement,
promote student achievement, and decrease the District’s reliance on suspension,
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