
Why School Discipline? 
 
Exclusionary school discipline represents the fulcrum of the school to prison pipeline; 
transforming it has the potential to not only stop the flow of young people out of school and 
into prison but to also reset the trajectory of young people of color towards fuller opportunity 
and health. 
 
Transforming school discipline produces multiple layers of impact.  Most directly, it stops young 
people from being pushed out of school and into the streets and hence decreases their risk of 
arrest and involvement with the juvenile justice system.  Research shows that suspension 
triples the risk of contact with the juvenile justice system and juvenile incarceration, in turn, 
increases the risk of adult incarceration by 22 percentage points.1  Thus when we simply stop 
suspending students, we directly turn off the spigot that feeds the pipeline to prison. 
 
The next layer of impact involves increasing educational attainment.  When we don’t push 
students out they have more time to learn, and when we transform school climate, they 
become more attached to school and build stronger relationships with teachers. This results in 
lower dropout rates – and higher graduation rates.  Indeed, research shows that suspension is 
independently associated with a doubling of the risk of repeating a grade and of dropping out 
of high school.2   And when schools bring down their suspension risks, they have seen marked 
improvements in graduation rates.3   
 
The next layer of impact involves improving social emotional health.  When schools replace 
exclusionary discipline regimes with positive discipline approaches they are actively 
strengthening and contributing to the social emotional skills of young people.  These “non-
cognitive” skills have been shown to be as important – if not more important – in determining a 
young person’s future earnings.4 
 
For youth who have been exposed to toxic stress and trauma this work of strengthening social 
emotional skills is particularly essential.  Chronic exposure as a child to toxic stress associated 
with poverty and racism directly undermines the development of these social emotional skills.   
A subset of families – suffering from what is termed complex trauma – are at even higher risk. 
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The term complex trauma describes children’s exposure to multiple traumatic events, often of 
an invasive, interpersonal nature, and the wide-ranging, long-term impact of this exposure.5  
Many children with complex trauma histories suffer a variety of traumatic events, such as 
physical and sexual abuse, witnessing domestic and community violence, parental mental 
health and substance abuse challenges, separation from family members, and re-victimization 
by others. Complex trauma can have devastating effects on a child’s physiology, emotions, 
ability to think, learn, and concentrate, impulse control, self-image, and relationships with 
others. Students, families, and communities dealing with ongoing complex trauma – often 
across generations – experience startlingly high lifetime rates of addiction, chronic physical 
conditions, depression and anxiety, self-harming behaviors, and other psychiatric disorders.  
The impact of both toxic stress and complex trauma on brain development and on social 
emotional health can be altered and mitigated through a variety of trauma informed healing 
strategies.  When educators stop seeing behavior as simple disobedience and begin to see it as 
a sign that other deeper things may be happening that need to be addressed – including 
exposure to toxic stress and complex trauma – schools, teachers, and families can begin to 
build the partnerships needed to begin to heal.  And when healing happens, the 
intergenerational chain of suffering is broken.   
 
The final layer of impact involves academic skills.  We know that suspension hurts the learning 
of those students who are suspended – but recent research shows how exclusionary discipline 
also hurts students who aren’t suspended.  A longitudinal study of 17,000 students showed that 
high rates of school suspensions harmed math and reading scores for non-suspended 
students.6  Transforming school climate plays a pivotal role in creating the kinds of educational 
environments in which low-income students of color achieve at high levels.  A recent study of 
“beating the odds” schools – defined as a school that is doing markedly better than 
demographically similar schools—found that the positive school climate played a pivotal role.7  
The study found that schools that beat the odds had substantially more positive school climates 
than both average and chronically underperforming schools, boasting school climate scores at 
the 82nd percentile, on average, compared to other schools at the 49th percentile, on average. 
The probability of beating the odds for a school with a climate in the top 5 percent was more 
than ten times that of a school with an average climate.   
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