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In 2007, the Connecticut General Assembly passed
Public Act 07-66, “An Act Concerning In-School
Suspensions,” which, as of July 1, 2009, would raise
the threshold on the types of behaviors that could
result in an out-of-school suspension. In 2009, the
federal government passed the American Recovery
and Reinvestment Act (ARRA), which, among other
things, provides funds to local school districts for
short-term investments designed to improve
academic achievement and school system capacity.
School districts have significant discretion over how
these funds should be spent. Connecticut school
districts should take advantage of these funds to
support their implementation of the 2007 suspension
law by investing these dollars in proven strategies that
improve school climate and student behavior.
Spending funds in this way has the mutual benefit of
meeting the goals of the ARRA and helping
Connecticut schools promote school discipline and
improve academic performance by keeping children
in school.

The intention of the 2007 suspension law is to reduce
schools’ reliance on out-of-school suspensions, which
can lead to reduced student engagement and
achievement. Governor M. Jodi Rell, when signing
the proposal into law, explained:

“Students should be removed from the school
setting only under the most exceptional
circumstances. Student learning takes place
primarily when students are in school... Keeping
children out of school is a direct line to
delinquent behavior. Students get farther behind
in their course work. They lose hope of catching
up. It’s a recipe for failure.”

Connecticut’s 2007 suspension law represents a
common-sense solution to the well-documented
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problem of too many children -- including young
children -- being denied educational opportunity as a
result of minor disciplinary infractions. According to
the 2007-2008 Connecticut discipline data, the
majority (58%) of out-of-school suspensions are
issued for relatively minor offenses, primarily
attendance violations and showing disrespect.”
Connecticut’s school suspension law represents a
more productive discipline policy, one that keeps
children in school and improves behavior.

Connecticut school districts should allocate a portion
of ARRA funds, particularly Title I, Part A or IDEA
(Part B), toward strategies that reduce suspensions.
The passage of ARRA has made available $70.71
million in Title I, Part A and $132.97 million in
IDEA (Part B) federal education funding to
Connecticut school districts.” Title I, Part A and
IDEA federal funds are distributed annually to state
education agencies to ensure that all students meet
certain academic standards. Title I, Part A funds are
intended for districts serving high percentages of
poor children,* while IDEA (Part B) funds are
intended for special education students.” Both of the
populations supported by Title I, Part A and IDEA
(Part B) are overrepresented among Connecticut’s
suspended students. Districts that receive Title I
funds have the highest suspension rates in the state, 6
while special education students are suspended at
disproportionately greater rates than their peers.” The
availability of Title I, Part A and IDEA (Part B)
ARRA grants offers an important opportunity to
address Connecticut’s suspension rates.

Strategies that reduce out-of-school suspension rates
are in accordance with the “supplement, not
supplant” and “maintenance of effort” restrictions
that accompany the federal stimulus funds,” and meet
federal and state guidance on how to spend these
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funds. The U.S. Department of Education has
strongly recommended that the stimulus money not
be invested in ways that will result in unsustainable
continuing commitments after the federal funding
expires, but rather put to uses that will have long-term
benefits, such as “scaling-up” positive behavioral
supports to improve outcomes for students with
disabilities.” Similarly, the Connecticut State
Department of Education (SDE) has suggested that a
portion of the IDEA (Part B) ARRA funds be used to
“implement evidence based practices to curb high
rates of in- and out-of-school suspensions that lead to
significant loss of school time.” " This guidance from
the federal and state education agencies sends a clear
and powerful message about the urgent need to
reduce the practice of out-of-school suspensions.

Positive Behavioral Supports (PBS) is an example of a
strategy that reduces out-of-school suspension rates
and meets federal and state ARRA guidance. PBS is
an evidence-based, data-driven framework shown to
reduce disciplinary incidents, increase a school’s sense
of safety, and support improved academic
outcomes."" PBS is a model of discipline
management that aims to reward positive behavior
and adjust problem behavior without inadvertently
reinforcing it. The theory behind PBS is that poor
behavior is a function of a child’s social skills,
environment, and reinforcement. Therefore, schools
first need to create a system that prevents serious
misbehavior and then create targeted interventions
that address the cause of a student’s disruptive
behavior. The effectiveness of PBS relies on a well-
trained staff of educators who are equipped with the
skills to manage their classroom, de-escalate conflict,
and develop tailored behavioral management plans.

The data on the effectiveness of positive behavior

support programs are well documented. Schools that

effectively implement PBS demonstrate:

e Reductions in rates of office referrals,
suspensions, and expulsions per year;

e Improved attendance rates; and
. . ‘12
e Improved academic achievement.

The Connecticut State Department of Education
(SDE) distributes Title I, Part A funds to school
districts based on a formula accounting for the
percentage of low-income children in the district;
school districts allocate these funds to schools based
on the percentage of low-income children in the
school.” IDEA funds are distributed to students

based on a formula accounting for the number of
special education students and children living in
poverty in the district." SDE received $35.4 million
in Title I, Part A funds and $66.5 million in IDEA
(Part B) ARRA funding on April 2, 2009."” Tt will
receive the other half of these federal stimulus funds
by September 30, 2009." Estimations of ARRA
distributions by district are available at
www.sde.ct.gov/sde/lib/sde/pdf/arra/stimulus.pdf.
School districts must complete applications and
submit them to SDE in order to access the Title I and
IDEA federal stimulus funds. '’ According to federal
guidance, school districts should obligate the majority
of these funds during school years 2008-2009 and
2009-2010, and the remainder during school year
2010-2011." These funds must be obligated by
September 30, 2011."

The need to address Connecticut educators’ persistent
over-reliance on disciplining students with an out-of-
school suspension is great. This type of discipline has
been linked to lowered academic achievement,”
academic disengagement,” and future dropout.”” In
Connecticut, our most academically vulnerable
students—including non-white students, special
education students, and students living in low-income
communities—are suspended at disproportionately
greater rates than their peers.” By leveraging federal
stimulus dollars to fund alternative disciplinary
strategies, schools will be able to improve student
discipline while keeping children in school, where
they learn best.
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