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Senator Coleman, Representative Sharkey, and distinguished Members of the Planning and
Development Committee:

We testify on behalf of Connecticut Voices for Children, an independent, research-based
nonprofit organization dedicated to speaking up for children and youth in the policymaking
process that has such a great impact on their lives.

Connecticut Voices for Children strongly opposes S.B. 197, which seeks to delay
implementation of Connecticut’s 2007 suspension law until July 1, 2012.

I. Introduction

In 2007, the Governor signed Public Act 07-66, which sought to improve student discipline
and academic performance by limiting out-of-school suspensions to cases in which the
school administration determined that excluding a child from school was necessary. The
2007 law passed the General Assembly with overwhelming support.'

The 2007 law was originally scheduled to go into effect on July 1, 2008, but during the 2008
session, the law’s effective date was extended to July 1, 2009, in order to allow the State
Department of Education time to issue guidelines to school districts regarding its
implementation.” The law briefly went into effect on July 1, 2009, but implementation was
later reversed in the budget implementer, which further delayed the implementation date to
July 1,2010.> In the year the law was originally passed, the legislature also passed a budget
that included significant increases in education funding for school districts. The Education
Cost Sharing (ECS) grant increased by more than $180 million for FY2008 over FY2007
levels and grew by an additional $80 million for FY2009. In all, ECS funding for school
districts grew by 16% from FY2007 to FY2009.*

In her signing statement, the Governor cogently explained the reasons for the 2007 law
limiting out-of-school suspensions:

“Students should be removed from the school setting only under the most
exceptional circumstances. Student learning takes place primarily when students are in
school. That is why we need policies like this that keep students in school, not at home.
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.”
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The Governor’s position was grounded in extensive research documenting the harmful
effects of disciplining children by excluding them from school.

Connecticut’s 2007 law represents a measured and thoughtful response to the well-
documented problem of too many Connecticut children (including kindergarteners) being
denied educational opportunity as a result of disciplinary infractions that could best be
handled through alternative means. For the reasons noted below, Connecticut should not
delay further implementation of this common-sense law, but should stay the course.

II.  Research Shows that Excluding Children from School is Counterproductive in
Most Cases

There is a significant educational cost to missing school, particularly for
children most at risk of educational failure. Schools cannot teach children
who are not in school.’ Connecticut has one of the largest achievement gaps in
the nation, whether one compares students from low-income to those in higher-
income families, or black and Hispanic students to white students.” Children in
low-income districts are already working at a tremendous disadvantage compared
to their peers in other districts.® While successful schools have demonstrated
that the gap can be bridged, it is only through extraordinary vision and hard
work. Children in poor districts simply cannot afford to miss even a day of
instruction. As discussed below, data from Connecticut suggest that the children
who are most likely to be excluded from school are also the ones who are least
able to afford to fall behind.” Moreover, studies suggest that disciplinary
infractions, including truancy, often mask underlying learning difficulties."

Suspensions may increase the risk of involvement in the juvenile justice
system, as children and youth who are sent home from school often remain
unsupervised when their parents work."" In 2007, Connecticut’s Court Support
Services Division (CSSD) reported that 89 percent of 16 and 17-year olds
involved in the juvenile justice system had been suspended or expelled from
school."” While the link between school discipline problems and delinquency is
attributable to many factors," police and others have expressed concern about
delinquency when students are unsupervised during school hours."*

Suspension can lead students to drop out.”” Over reliance on exclusion as a
disciplinary technique frays, and sometimes severs, the relationship between
children and adults in the school, particularly when the child’s misbehavior is an
undiagnosed cry for help.'® Excluding children too often, or in the wrong
context (for example, as a punishment for truancy), can make children feel that
they are unwanted and that they do not belong in school.'”” Many of these
children are already struggling academically, and so when they return to school
after missing even a few days, they feel that there is no way for them to catch
up.” Since many of the children who are excluded from school already feel a
tenuous link to their education, even a short suspension from the school can
have a startling and disproportionate impact, becoming the final “push” in a long
process of dropping out.” In a knowledge-driven economy such as



Connecticut’s, the long-term effects of dropping out from high school are
devastating.”’

Over-reliance on exclusionary punishments and disproportionate
suspension of minorities send the wrong message to children and
adolescents and may undermine their confidence in their educational
futures. Public education in Connecticut has never been only about teaching
children to read, write, and solve problems. Traditionally, it also has been about
instilling moral values and capabilities necessary for citizenship, including an
understanding of justice.” How we discipline our children, and which children
we choose to discipline, is an important lesson in justice.”” Children, particularly
teenagers, are keenly attuned to fairness. Most children accept punishment when
the punishment “fits the ‘crime” and when it is fairly administered. But there is
little that can do more to undermine an adolescent’s confidence in the good
intentions of adults than the perception that punishment is disproportionate,
arbitrary, or inconsistent.” Poorly conceived or administered punishments run
the risk of distracting students from reflecting on the wrongfulness of their own
actions and taking responsibility for their own behavior.”* They do not “make
right” the wrong committed, or address the underlying issues responsible for the
misbehavior.”

Children need a safe and respectful school environment in order to learn.
Yet there is little evidence that excluding students is an effective method
of promoting discipline.” Indeed, there is consensus in the literature that
excluding children from school for disciplinary reasons is neither effective nor
appropriate, except in a very limited set of circumstances, and that the long-term
costs of suspending students significantly outweigh the short-term benefits.” In
particular, suspensions can unintentionally reward and reinforce poor behavior,
as students often perceive a few days off from school as a vacation.”® Educators
report that when some students feel socially or academically overwhelmed in
school and wish to avoid a situation that is stressful, they act out in order to be
sent home. Because the threshold for “earning” a suspension is quite low in
some districts, students can manipulate the system without having to do anything
bad enough to weigh on their consciences or risk being disciplined by their
parents. As Professor George Sugai, the Carole ]. Neag Endowed Chair at the
Neag School of Education at the University of Connecticut notes, “The use of
reactive management practices, like out of school suspension, has not proven to
be effective in improving student academic or behavioral outcomes, especially,
for the students with the highest at-risk needs.””

Preventive measures and non-exclusionary punishments are more
effective methods of ensuring a safe and positive learning environment.”
Research has shown that interventions designed to get to the root of a
disciplinary problem and prevent misconduct from escalating (such as positive
reinforcement or peer mediation) and non-exclusionary punishments (such as
detentions, withdrawal of privileges, or restitution) are more effective strategies
for ensuring a safe and positive learning environment than exclusionary



III.

punishments.” Just as some children come to school already knowing how to
read, some children come to school with the social and personal skills necessary
to learn productively in a community. Others do not. The only way to change
these children’s behavior is to teach them the skills they need to maintain self-
discipline and to interact positively with others. Excluding a child from school,

in itself, is rarely a pedagogically or developmentally sound means of teaching
these skills.”

Recent Data on Suspension Practice in Connecticut Schools Show Cause for
Concern

The following data highlights are based on State Department of Education data.”

1. In 2007-2008, over 250,000 school days in Connecticut were lost to out-of-
school suspensions --- the equivalent of 1,400 absences per day.

2. The percent of students suspended in the 2007-2008 school year varied
dramatically among districts, ranging from 1% to 21%, with a state average of
6%. On the positive side, the statewide suspension rate dropped from 7.1
percent in 2006-2007 to 6 percent in 2007-2008 to 5.4 percent in 2008-2009.

3. Students in all grades, including kindergarten, are suspended. In 2005-20006,
kindergarteners in Connecticut lost almost 2,000 school days to school discipline.
Over one in five (22%) ninth grade students were suspended in 2006-2007.

4. In 2006-2007, nearly two-thirds of suspensions were for “school policy
violations” (predominately “insubordination/disrespect,” “obscene language
and/or behavior,” and attendance violations), while the remainder were for
“setious disciplinary offenses” (such as “fighting/battery’” and “physical/verbal
confrontation”).

5. Schools in districts with lower socioeconomic indicators suspend substantially
higher percentages of students than schools in districts with higher
socioeconomic indicators.

6. Black and Hispanic students are suspended at far greater rates than Asian and
white students. In the 2006-2007 school year, black students were more than
four times more likely, and Hispanic students more than three times more likely,
to be suspended than their white peers. The suspension rate among black
students was 18%, the suspension rate among Hispanic students was 13%, and
the suspension rate among white students was 4%.

7. Special education students are suspended substantially more frequently than their
peers. In the 2006-2007 school year, 15% of special education students were
suspended as compared to only 6% of regular education students.



8. Students with low academic performance are suspended more frequently than
their peers.

9. Connecticut ranks 2nd highest in the nation in the percentage of special
education students suspended or expelled for a total of more than ten days, and
within the top ten in the nation in terms of the disproportionate representation
of minority students suspended, according to data from the 2005-2006 and 2004-
2005 school years, respectively.

IV.  The 2007 Law Represents a Thoughtful and Measured Response to a Well-
Documented Problem

The 2007 law is designed in such a way as to:

e Improve student discipline by reducing incentives for students to misbehave in order
to secure a “vacation” from school;

e Afford school administrators appropriate discretion and autonomy to determine
when excluding a child from school is appropriate;

e Improve academic performance and graduation rates by encouraging schools to keep
children in school; and

e Save Connecticut’s towns and cities money by reducing juvenile delinquency.

Under the 2007 law, school administrators may still out-of-school suspend students who are
so disruptive to the learning process or pose such a threat to persons or property that they
need to be removed from school. Moreover, school administrators retain the authority to
determine when that threshold is met. The only thing the 2007 law prevents is the out-of-
school suspending of children for board policy violations or other infractions that
administrators themselves do not think are so disruptive or dangerous as to warrant their
removal. Consistent with Connecticut education law, school officials may not be held liable
for suspending a child inappropriately, except in the rare case in which the action violates the
Constitution.

V. Properly Understood, the 2007 Law Does Not Mandate In-School Suspension
Programs

Nonetheless, this law has been misunderstood by some districts, educators, and legislators to
mandate in-school suspension programs. Properly read, the law does not mandate in-school
suspension programs at all. Indeed, a school could be in complete compliance with the law
without any in-school suspension program.

Rather, the law states merely that if a school chooses to suspend a student, that suspension
must be “in-school” unless the administration determines that “Zhe pupil being suspended poses
such a danger to persons or property or such a disruption of the educational process that the pupil shall be
excluded from school during the period of suspension.” It does not preclude a wide range of more



effective and less costly alternatives (such as after-hours detention, withdrawal of privileges,
parent meetings, referral to services, counseling, peer mediation, restitution, and positive
reinforcements for good behavior) that many Connecticut schools are already implementing.
Preliminary data and interviews with educators suggest that many schools are already doing
an excellent job of promoting student discipline while keeping children in school, often
through a range of creative, but common sense, developmentally-appropriate interventions.
Prompt implementation of the law will encourage these districts to continue their
progressive and research-driven disciplinary policies and encourage other districts to adopt
best practices that improve discipline and achievement.

VI. The 2007 Law Will Save the State of Connecticut and Connecticut Towns and
Cities Money by Reducing Juvenile Delinquency and Improving Academic
Performance and Graduation Rates

As the Governor herself noted, keeping children out of school “is a direct line to delinquent
behavior” and is “a recipe for failure.” Connecticut Voices for Children understands the
severe fiscal crisis facing Connecticut’s municipalities and the state as a whole. However,
denying children educational opportunity will cost even more, in both the short term and the
long term, in the form of increased juvenile delinquency, increased drop out rates, and
weakened academic performance. In 2005-2006 and again in 2006-2007, over 250,000
school days were lost to out-of-school suspensions. Excluding children from school
unnecessarily is a waste of human capital that we cannot afford in the best of times, much
less in a recession. In 2007, Connecticut responded to the well-documented problem of too
many Connecticut children being excluded from school with a measured and thoughtful
response, grounded in research and empirical evidence. Connecticut should stay the course
and resist efforts to further delay or repeal the 2007 law.

Thank you for your consideration of our testimony.
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