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The school-to-prison pipeline
is one of the most important
civil rights challenges facing
our nation today.

e The school-to-prison pipeline refers
to the national trend of criminalizing,
rather than educating, our nation’s
children.

e The pipeline encompasses the grow-
ing use of zero-tolerance discipline,
school-based arrests, disciplinary alter-
native schools, and secured detention to
marginalize our most at-risk youth and
deny them access to education.

Zero-tolerance disciplinary
policies are often the first step
in a child’s journey through
the pipeline.

e Zero-tolerance policies impose severe
discipline on students without regard to
individual circumstances. Under these
policies, children have been expelled for
giving Midol to a classmate, bringing
household goods (including a kitchen knife)
to school to donate to Goodwill, and bring-

ing scissors to class for an art project.

¢ Even the American Bar Association has
condemned zero-tolerance policies as
inherently unjust: “zero tolerance has
become a one-size-fits-all solution to all
the problems that schools confront. It has
redefined students as criminals, with unfor-
tunate consequences...Unfortunately, most
current [zero-tolerance] policies eliminate
the common sense that comes with discre-
tion and, at great cost to society and to
children and families, do little to improve
school safety.”

e There is no evidence that zero-tolerance
policies make schools safer or improve stu-
dent behavior. On the contrary, research
suggests that the overuse of suspensions
and expulsions may actually increase the
likelihood of later criminal misconduct.?

Schools today rely on law
enforcement, rather than teachers
and administrators, to handle
minor school misconduct.

e Growing numbers of school districts
employ full-time police officers, or “school
resource officers,” to patrol middle and
With little or no
training in working with youth, these offi-

high school hallways.

cers approach youth as they would adult
“perps” on the street, rather than children
at school.

e Children are far more likely to be arrest-
ed at school than they were a generation
ago. The vast majority of these arrests are
for non-violent offenses such as “disruptive
conduct” or “disturbance of the peace.”

e Children as young as five years old are
being led out of classrooms in handcuffs for
acting out or throwing temper tantrums.
Students have been arrested for throwing
an eraser at a teacher, breaking a pencil,
and having rap lyrics in a locker. These

children do not belong in jail.

e The explosion of school-based arrests
cannot be attributed to an increase in youth
violence. Between 1992 and 2002, school
violence actually dropped by about half.
Despite the fear generated by a handful of
highly publicized school shootings, schools

remain the safest places for young people.*

¢ Resources that could be put towards
improving under-resourced schools are
instead used for security. School districts
spend millions of dollars for police officers
and security personnel,” despite the fact
that these very schools are the ones lack-
like

ing basic educational resources

textbooks and libraries.

Therise in suspensions,
expulsions, and school-based
arrests may be due, in part, to the
rise of high-stakes testing.

¢ As a result of test-based accountability
regimes such as the No Child Left Behind
Act, schools have an incentive to push out
low-performing students to boost overall
test scores. One study found that schools
meted out longer suspensions to students
who performed poorly on standardized tests
than to high-performing students for simi-
lar offenses. This “punishment gap” grew
substantially during the period of time when
standardized tests were administered, indi-
cating that schools may use “selective
discipline” to keep low-performing students
out of school during testing days.*

We must demand accountability
for the education of all students.

¢ In some states, students who have been
expelled or suspended have no right to
education at all. These children are left to
fend for themselves, while the government
and school districts are absolved of any
responsibility for educating their most at-
risk children.

(continued on reverse)



e |n a growing number of jurisdictions,
struggling students are sent involuntarily to
These
alternative schools—sometimes run by pri-

disciplinary alternative schools.

vate, for-profit companies—are not subject
to traditional school accountability stan-
dards
curriculum requirements), and frequently

(such as minimum hours and

fail to provide meaningful educational serv-
ices to the students who need them the
most. Some lack even the basics, such as
teachers and textbooks, and many do not

offer high school diplomas upon graduation.

e Students confined in juvenile detention
facilities have access to few, if any, educa-
tional services.

e Students who enter the juvenile justice
system face many barriers blocking their
re-entry into traditional schools, and can be
haunted by their criminal records later in
life. The vast majority of juvenile justice-
involved students never graduate from high
school, and may be denied student loans,
public housing or occupational licenses

because of their prior criminal records.

Endnotes

Students of color are
disproportionately represented
at every stage of the
school-to-prison pipeline.

e African-American students are far more
likely than their white peers to be suspend-
ed, expelled, or arrested for the same kind
of conduct at school.”

e In 2003, African-American youth made
up 16% of the nation’s overall juvenile pop-
ulation, but accounted for 45% of juvenile

arrests.®

e There is no evidence that students of
color misbehave to a greater degree than
white students. They are, however, pun-
ished more severely, often for behaviors
that are less serious.’

Students with special needs are
disproportionately represented
in the school-to-prison pipeline,
despite the heightened
protections afforded to

them under law.

e Children who have unmet special learn-
ing or emotional needs are particularly
likely to be pushed out of mainstream
schools and into the juvenile justice system.

e While approximately 8.6% of public
school children have been identified as
having disabilities that impact their ability
to learn,’ a recent survey of correctional
facilities found that students with disabili-
ties are represented in jail at a rate nearly
four times that."

e Minority students with disabilities are
particularly vulnerable, since many schools
regard jail as the default special education
placement for poor and minority children.
African-American students with disabilities
are three times more likely to receive
short-term suspensions than their white
counterparts, and are more than four times
as likely to end up in correctional facilities.™
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