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Introduction and summary

The term “school-to-prison pipeline” has become a powerful metaphor to capture 
the processes by which children—typically low-income children of color—are 
pushed out of school and into the criminal justice system. While exact definitions 
of suspension and expulsion vary across states and school districts, it is clear that 
what were intended to be last resort and occasional disciplinary tools have become 
wildly overused and disproportionately applied to children of color, resulting in 
dramatically negative long-term effects.1 

Data from the U.S. Department of Education show that African American school-
children of all ages are more than three times more likely to be suspended and 
expelled than their non-Hispanic white peers.2 American Indian/Alaska Native, 
or AI/AN, youth are similarly overrepresented in school discipline data: They 
account for 0.5 percent of total enrollment but 3 percent of total expulsions.3 
While all boys account for two out of three suspensions, girls of color are also 
overrepresented in the remaining one-third of suspensions. African American girls 
are suspended at a rate that surpasses boys of nearly every racial group with the 
exception of African American and AI/AN boys. Likewise, the suspension rate of 
AI/AN girls outpaces that of non-Hispanic white boys.4 

At the same time that many states and communities across the country are 
committing to expanding high-quality early learning opportunities, alarming 
statistics suggest that early childhood learning environments are a point of entry 
to the school-to-prison pipeline, particularly for African American children. 
Preschoolers—children ages 3 to 5—are especially vulnerable to punitive and 
non-developmentally appropriate disciplinary measures. A national study by 
Walter S. Gilliam found that preschoolers are expelled at a weighted rate of more 
than three times that of K-12 students.5 Furthermore, while African American 
children make up only 18 percent of preschool enrollment, they account for 42 
percent of preschool suspensions.6 Comparatively, non-Hispanic white preschool-
ers make up 43 percent of enrollment but 28 percent of preschool suspensions.
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The practice of suspending and expelling children—particularly those younger 
than age 5—from early childhood settings can have profound consequences. 
These punitive measures come at a time when children are supposed to be form-
ing the foundation of positive relationships with peers, teachers, and the school 
institution. Instead, they are experiencing school as a place where they are not 
welcome or supported, which serves as a troubling indicator of what is to come. 
Research shows that when young students are suspended or expelled from school, 
they are several times more likely to experience disciplinary action later in their 
academic career; drop out or fail out of high school; report feeling disconnected 
from school; and be incarcerated later in life.7

This report highlights the trends around preschool discipline. It first details the 
interconnected factors that augment these trends, including the rise of zero-
tolerance policies and mental health issues in young children while also exploring 
some of the factors that cause suspensions and expulsions. These factors include 
the implicit biases of teachers and school administrators and how these biases 
affect their perceptions of challenging behaviors; the lack of support and resources 
for teachers; and the effect of teacher-student relationships. Finally, this report will 
provide recommendations and approaches to increase the protective factors avail-
able to ensure that young children stay in school and reap the full benefits of early 
learning while simultaneously supporting schools and teachers to actively resist 
the criminalization of African American youth. 

The specific recommendations include:

•	 Prohibiting suspensions and expulsions across early childhood settings

•	 Improving teacher preparation and education with an eye toward cultural 
responsiveness and racial equity

•	 Expanding access to in-school behavioral and emotional support services, 
including early childhood mental health consultation, or ECMHC

•	 Increasing funding for the Maternal, Infant, and Early Childhood Home Visiting 
Program, or MIECHV

•	 Supporting a diverse teacher workforce and pipeline

•	 Promoting meaningful family engagement strategies
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High-quality early childhood education has the potential to improve long-term 
life outcomes for all children—particularly those born into challenging circum-
stances such as poverty.8 In order for students to learn, however, they have to actu-
ally be in the classroom. As such, it is time to change the nation’s approaches and 
actions related to school discipline.
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Background

 Although suspensions and expulsions have long been a part of school-based 
approaches to discipline, the recent rise in students being pushed out of school 
began in earnest with the proliferation of zero-tolerance policies. This terminol-
ogy was originally coined to describe a method of exacting severe punishment 
for major offenses—a method that does not take into account the context of the 
offense or a student’s previous disciplinary record.9 The Gun-Free Schools Act of 
1994 signaled an unprecedented era of zero-tolerance policies aimed at making 
schools safer from violence and drugs. Over time, the definition of what con-
stitutes a major offense has grown more nebulous and includes relatively minor 
violations—typically at the discretion of school administrators. In some cases, 
schools utilize zero-tolerance policies for infractions such as perceived disrespect 
of authority figures and—rather counterintuitively—truancy.10 At the same time, 
schools have shifted to rely on law enforcement officials to enforce such policies.11 
The result has been a rapid movement toward the criminalization of youth at all 
levels of their educational careers.

Beginning in the early 2000s, the distinct relationship between zero-tolerance 
school policies and the life trajectories of too many African American children was 
identified. Policymakers who discussed the school-to-prison pipeline charged that 
schools were complicit in the overrepresentation of people of color—who primar-
ily were African American and Hispanic—in the criminal justice system. By 2005, 
the Children’s Defense Fund had written extensively about a “cradle-to-prison” 
pipeline, both shedding light on the disparities that exist before children even 
enter a school building and exploring what happens to them when they get there.12 

Prevalence and disproportionality of suspensions and expulsions

Zero-tolerance policies typically result in an out-of-school suspension for the first 
offense, which has led to an explosion in the national suspension rate. In the 2011-
12 school year alone, more than 3 million children were suspended—double the 
1974 suspension rate.13 Of these suspended children, more than 250,000 were 
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referred to law enforcement officers. While all children are vulnerable under such 
policies, children of color are more often targets of enforcement. The suspension 
rate of non-Hispanic white students grew from 6 percent to 7.1 percent in the 
same school year, but for African American and Hispanic students, it more than 
doubled—rising from 11.8 percent to 24.3 percent and from 6.1 percent to 12 
percent, respectively.14 

Meanwhile, approaches to discipline that center on removal—now commonplace 
for older school children—are now known to affect children at younger ages. 
While there are few studies that quantify the problem of suspensions and expul-
sions for young children, taken together, they provide some indicator of the scope 
of the issue. A Connecticut study of the 1999-00 kindergarten school year was 
one of the first to explore the issue.15 That year, more than 40,000 kindergartners 
in Connecticut were suspended, most for a period of as many as 10 consecutive 
school days.16 Nearly four out of five of these suspended kindergarteners were 
male, and 87 percent of the suspended schoolchildren were African American 
or Hispanic. In addition, most of the suspended children came from low-income 
areas. Prior to this analysis, the overrepresentation of children of color in school 
discipline data was documented for middle and high school students. Results 
from this study helped signal for researchers that school discipline policies might 
be affecting children long before they reached high school.17 It was not until a 
2014 analysis from the U.S. Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights 
that early local findings were confirmed across the nation. The study found that 
while African American children make up 18 percent of enrollment in preschool, 
they account for 42 percent of out-of-school suspensions and 48 percent of those 
receiving multiple suspensions.18 

FIGURE 1

Who is getting suspended?

Suspension rates of preschoolers compared with enrollment, by race

Source: O�ce for Civil Rights, Civil Rights Data Collection: Data Snapshot (Early Childhood) (U.S. Department of Education, 2014), available 
at http://www2.ed.gov/about/o�ces/list/ocr/docs/crdc-early-learning-snapshot.pdf.
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The first nationwide study to focus specifically on preschool expulsion found that 
preschoolers were expelled at more than three times the rate of K-12 students, with 
1 percent of all preschool teachers reporting an expulsion in their class over the pre-
ceding year.19 Overall, two-thirds of states with preschool programs either explicitly 
allowed students to be expelled or gave the provider the discretion to do so.20 In 
this case, African American children were more than twice as likely to be expelled 
than both Hispanic and non-Hispanic white children. In total, the study identified 
10 states where more than 10 per every 1,000 preschool students were expelled.21 

What happens when children are suspended or expelled?

While much more research is needed on the effects of early childhood disciplinary 
practices, suspension and expulsion during this time period are associated with 
suspension and expulsion in later grades.22 Research into the effects of preschool 
suspension and its links to expulsion in later years points to early childhood 
suspension as the first of many issues with school—including soured teacher and 
peer relationships, decreased academic achievement, truancy, and school dropout. 

The breakdown of positive relationships between schools and their students can 
begin in a number of ways. For example, some children are identified early on as 
difficult. A 2004 study showed that by the time they had entered kindergarten, 
students had learned to identify certain peers who fell on a spectrum of behaviors 
from poor sharing skills to externalized aggression.23 Peer perception of problem 
behaviors has been shown to be relatively consistent with teacher perception.24 
When a child is identified early on as exhibiting problem behaviors, it becomes 
clear why their actions are likely to be perceived that way in the future. This label-
ing and sorting can be counterproductive to creating a safe and supportive edu-
cational climate. A growing body of research over the past few decades connects 
school climate to student self-perception, absenteeism, and suspension.25

A data analysis of chronic absenteeism in early learning settings found that—as 
with suspension and expulsion—low-income African American children are 
overrepresented. Suspension and expulsion are often components of chronic 
absenteeism. When a child is truant or consistently absent for reasons that include 
suspension in the early years of their education, he or she is more likely to expe-
rience these problems in later years as well. For low-income children, truancy 
that begins in kindergarten is correlated with poor academic performance all the 
way through the fifth grade.26 By the time a child is in sixth grade, truancy is the 
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most reliable predictor of whether he or she will graduate from high school.27 
Unsurprisingly, students with the highest truancy rates also have been shown to 
have the lowest academic achievement rates, as well as greater school disciplin-
ary histories. They are also most at risk of dropping out.28 In effect, suspensions 
are the most important initial indicator of longer-term life outcomes that include 
unemployment, adult earnings potential, and incarceration.

The long-term consequences of suspension and expulsion are well documented. 
Students who experience out-of-school suspension and expulsion are 10 times 
more likely to drop out of school than students who do not experience these 
punishments.29 High school dropouts can expect to make $400,000 less over their 
lifetimes compared to their peers who graduate.30 They are also eight times more 
likely to be incarcerated later in life.31 It is no surprise then that African American 
boys—the group suspended and expelled at the highest rates—are also most likely 
to drop out of school, be incarcerated later in life, and experience longer breaks in 
labor force participation as adults.32 Similarly, African American girls and women 
are the fastest-growing population in the juvenile and criminal justice system. In 
the juvenile justice system, they are more likely to receive harsher sentences than 
any other group.33 The roots of this disproportionality can be seen in the high 
disparity between African American girls’ suspension rates and those of their non-
Hispanic white female peers, who are almost six times less likely to be suspended.34 

For parents and caretakers, suspension and expulsion present a different chal-
lenge. Public preschool settings in particular often act as affordable, high-quality 
child care for families. Given that 65 percent of children have all available parents 
in the workforce, many parents need access to these programs.35 When students 
are suspended or expelled, parents are left scrambling to find alternative child care 
options, often with no assistance from schools. 

Why are children suspended and expelled? 

In order to change the trends and address the disparities, policymakers must first 
understand them. Why are children suspended and expelled, and why do these 
disciplinary actions disproportionately affect African American children? 
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Implicit bias and addressing challenging behaviors 

School discipline is often carried out based on whether a child appears to exhibit 
so-called challenging behaviors, which can be interpreted to mean anything from 
defiance to physically harming oneself or peers.36 These terms and behaviors can 
take on particular meaning when applied to African American children. Child and 
family psychologist Richard Weissbourd notes that “popular images and stereo-
types have obscured the strong or exemplary moral qualities of many poor chil-
dren and of immigrant and African-American children across economic classes.”37 
In particular, Weissbourd writes that his research “suggests that African-American 
kids have moral strengths that have been obscured by the stereotypes.”38 

Many non-Hispanic white children describe African American children as more 
honest, less hypocritical, more independent-minded, more willing to assert their 
views, and less concerned about popularity than about respect in comparison with 
their peers.39 Yet teachers may perceive behavior such as independent-mindedness 
and a willingness to assert one’s views as being disruptive, defiant, or aggressive 
instead of recognizing these traits as leadership strengths and opportunities.40 
These attributes, when fostered appropriately, are indeed beneficial, and they 
should be recognized as such in the context of early childhood, where children are 
forming their educational outlook. In fact, developmental psychology tells us that 
young children in general appropriately push boundaries and learn how to prop-
erly navigate social interactions.41 Thus, such qualities should be expected. 

In many cases, it is not clear whether children actually exhibit behavior that neces-
sitates emotional and developmental support or if they are being unfairly labeled. 
Indeed, African American students who exhibit disruptive behavior—even if 
it is the same behavior exhibited by their non-Hispanic white peers—might be 
perceived as more disruptive because of teachers’ biases.42 A 2014 study published 
in the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology looked into whether identifiers 
typically associated with children, such as “innocent” and “in need of protection,” 
are extended to African American children in equal measure as non-Hispanic 
white children, using boys as an index.43 Overall, African American children were 
seen as less innocent and more deserving of punishment than their white peers.44 
In addition, participants in the study—the majority of whom were white adults—
continually overestimated the age of African American children relative to their 
white and Latino peers.45 Essentially, this tells us that African American children 
are uniquely denied the benefit of being seen as innocent children, which might 
explain some of the harsher and more inappropriate treatment. 
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Lack of access to high-quality early learning experiences 

Over the past decade, the number of children enrolled in state-funded preschool 
programs doubled to include 29 percent of 4-year-olds in the 2013-14 school 
year.51 At the same time, there has been a widespread push among early child-
hood advocates to improve the quality of instruction and learning environments.52 
Comprehensive early learning criteria, specialized teacher training, and small 
class sizes are typically considered indicators of quality. Looking at a nationally 
representative sample of students, African American preschoolers were the most 
likely to be enrolled in low-quality preschool and the least likely to be enrolled in 
high-quality preschool.53

One of the most important predictors of high-quality education, meanwhile—and 
of long-term positive outcomes for children—is the teacher-student relationship.54 
A 2001 study found that the quality of child-teacher interactions in preschool 
shaped academic and behavioral outcomes through the eighth grade.55 According 

While many schools across the country are meeting the legal 

requirements necessary to ensure a diverse population, only a hand-

ful of schools are actively developing substantive, race-conscious 

policies and practices with students, parents, teachers, and admin-

istrators. Recently, however, educational administration researchers 

Jean Madsen, Mario Torres, and Jessica Yue of Texas A&M University 

launched an in-depth survey and research project to explore the 

effect of demographic change on the classroom and the various op-

portunities for improvement different stakeholders could produce by 

working together.46 

Surveying began with a number of Texas school districts, which are 

important bellwethers for the nation since people of color already 

drive population growth in Texas.47 Children of color make up more 

than two-thirds of the state’s population, a demographic shift that is 

not projected for many other parts of the country until at least 2040.48 

In one of the survey districts—Austin Independent School District—

children of color accounted for nearly 75 percent of total enrollment 

in the 2012-13 school year.49 Considering that the majority of teachers 

are white, this demographic gap between students and their teachers 

will only become more meaningful as time goes on.50 The research-

ers—who focused on identifying and developing administration-

level champions of race-conscious school policy—hope that their 

work will encourage the emergence of workable school engagement 

models. The urgency of rapidly shifting demographics could be the 

push that school districts need in order to institute strong social-

emotional curricula for students, as well as teacher preparation 

that involves working through biases to achieve traditional markers 

of school success. These markers include lower teacher turnover, 

reduced absenteeism, improved school climate, and higher achieve-

ment rates for students overall.

Toward equity in the classroom
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to another study, for children of color in particular, “teacher-reported closeness 
with students was positively related to growth in children’s receptive vocabulary 
and reading abilities from preschool to second grade.”56

FIGURE 2

Who has access to quality?

Proportion of preschoolers who have access to high-quality programs

Source: Authors' calculations are based on data from National Center for Education Statistics, Early Childhood Longitudinal Study: Birth 
Cohort (U.S. Department of Education, 2009).

White

38%

Black

28%

Asian

31%

Hispanic
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Low-income students are less likely to have high-quality interactions than their 
higher-income peers.57 Most children of color younger than age 6 belong to low-
income families, including 69 percent of African American children, 69 percent of 
American Indian/Alaska Native children, and 66 percent of Hispanic children.58 
This is consistent with other research that has found that preschools that serve 
greater proportions of high-poverty children of color are less likely to expose their 
students to practices that yield social, emotional, and academic growth.59 These 
trends suggest that the children for whom early learning could be most transfor-
mative run the highest risk of not being able to fully reap its benefits.

Inadequate resources and support for teachers

Teachers often deal with a number of structural factors that make it difficult to pro-
vide high-quality instruction and support for each student. Preschool teachers are 
notoriously underpaid, which can lead to rapid turnover and low job satisfaction. 
Even though preschool teaching is one of the most rapidly growing professions, 
these teachers’ median salary was $32,040 in 2014.60 Comparatively, in 2014, kin-
dergarten and elementary school teachers made a median salary of $56,830.61 

As the number of preschool students increase, it is important to note that when 
preschool teachers are overwhelmed by larger class sizes, the effectiveness of 
instruction can be compromised. The National Institute for Early Education 
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Research, or NIEER, recommends a staff-to-child ratio of 10-to-1 or better.62 In 
2005, almost 13 percent of teachers reported expulsions when the staff-to-child 
ratio was greater than 12-to-1; the number of teachers reporting expulsions fell by 
about 5 percent when the staff-to-child ratio was 8-to-1 or smaller.63 In 70 percent 
of the states that expel more than 10 preschool students out of every 1,000 stu-
dents per year, state preschool programs were not meeting the staff-to-child ratio 
and other benchmarks that NIEER identified. 

Finally, children exist in a constellation of family, school, and their broader com-
munity—all of which affect their social and emotional development. Children in 
low-income households, for example, often experience the stress that comes with 
family economic instability. Repeat exposure to such adversity without posi-
tive supports can interrupt healthy cognitive development.64 The effects of this 
stress can play out in a child’s behavior and academic performance at school.65 
Unfortunately, most preschool programs lack the resources and mechanisms to 
provide the emotional support that would help children cope with additional 
family and community stressors. Therefore, when teachers identify behavioral 
issues in their students, most have a limited number of options for recourse—and 
students are faced with suspension or expulsion as a result.66 
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Policy recommendations

The nation’s early childhood education system must do more to actively resist 
suspensions and expulsions at the outset of a child’s educational experience. 

Yet when seeking to eliminate the number of preschoolers pushed out of school, 
there must be a balance between mitigating factors that contribute to teacher and 
student stress and equipping teachers with the skills and resources necessary to 
avoid reinforcing or contributing to the marginalization of students. In 2014, the 
U.S. Department of Education and the U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services developed a policy statement aimed at reducing the amount of suspen-
sions and expulsions in early childhood programs.67 With so much evidence on 
the negative effects of zero-tolerance policies in early childhood settings, it is 
time to reimagine the concept of school discipline and commit to supporting the 
healthy development of children and families inside and outside of the classroom. 
This can be achieved by implementing the following policy recommendations.

Prohibit suspensions and expulsions across early childhood settings

Ensuring the effectiveness of early childhood education means making sure that 
children are consistently in a supportive classroom environment where they are 
safe, healthy, happy, and learning. While removing a child from a classroom might 
seem to provide immediate classroom control benefits, overwhelming evidence 
points to the fact that suspended or expelled children—who are often already 
experiencing adversity—are worse off. 68 For young children, there are more devel-
opmentally appropriate courses of action.69 Teachers, principals, and directors 
should be equipped with more positive and effective tools for intervention when a 
behavioral problem is identified. 

Some states and districts are leading the way in this work. The District of 
Columbia’s City Council Committee on Education, for example, unanimously 
passed the Pre-K Student Discipline Amendment Act of 2015, which would ban 
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the suspension or expulsion of students from all publicly funded pre-K programs 
in Washington, D.C., and require annual reporting of data on suspensions and 
expulsions from each local education agency.70 In 2014, Chicago Public Schools 
prohibited suspensions from preschool through second grade and eliminated cate-
gories that prompted suspensions based on behaviors such as “persistent defiance,” 
a label that has been disproportionately applied to African American children.71 

In addition, the newly reauthorized Child Care and Development Block Grant 
includes a focus on reducing expulsions and allows the use of federal quality 
improvement dollars to address the issue.72 While this bill is a step in the right 
direction—and one that has bipartisan support—it does not include the neces-
sary funding to take the steps that would reduce suspensions and expulsions, 
including instituting support services for families and teachers. 

Improve teacher preparation and education with an eye  
toward equity 

Studies of diversity requirements in undergraduate early childhood teacher 
education programs across the country have shown that the majority of programs 
require limited coursework on diversity issues, and only 7 percent require students 
to be taught in settings with ethnic, racial, or language diversity.73 In addition, a 
literature review of existing state early childhood educator competencies found 
a general weakness in the areas of competencies in cultural diversity and dual- or 
second-language learning.74

At the same time, there is growing evidence to support the belief that children’s 
development and learning benefit from culturally competent teaching, which 
reduces misunderstandings between students and teachers; provides a bridge 
between what students know and what they are expected to learn in school; and 
may contribute to the development of trust—which is crucial to the social-emo-
tional learning climate.75 To build toward a fully culturally competent staff, schools 
and preparation programs need to prioritize professional development opportuni-
ties and conversations that support difficult discussions about race and culture. 
This will help teachers learn the roles that institutional forms of racism and bias 
play in children’s school experience. Schools and teachers must do more to under-
stand this process as central—rather than tangential—to the academic outcomes 
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for which they strive. Teachers, with the support of administrators, must be able 
to create a school climate where it is comfortable to talk about and address these 
issues as a core component of the learning process.76

It is important to understand that the learning process cannot and should not be 
a one-size-fits-all approach. Much of Howard University psychology professor A. 
Wade Boykin’s research has focused on cultural factors that help shape African 
American students and how schools might develop to assist them. One of his 
studies found that 70 percent of African American children reported preferring 
school contexts that support communal learning, music and movement, and 
high-energy pedagogical and learning strategies.77 As schools attempt to reduce 
and eliminate suspensions and expulsions, it is more important than ever that 
early childhood educators are able to identify and engage comfortably in a range 
of classroom management and relationship-building strategies that support the 
learning of African American students—and, indeed, the diverse range of all stu-
dents and their families. 

Expand access to in-school behavioral and emotional  
support services 

It would be ill advised to prohibit suspensions and expulsions without also 
increasing the support services available to teachers and schools. The University 
of California, Los Angeles’ Center for Mental Health in Schools estimates that 
anywhere from 4 percent to 10 percent of young children exhibit emotional and 
behavioral disabilities.78 While some states and schools have started to invest in 
effective behavioral consultation programs in order to deal with this heightened 
need, more than two-thirds of preschool teachers do not have consistent access 
to these resources.79 This is highly significant: 2005 research by Walter S. Gilliam 
found the lowest expulsion rates in cases where preschool teachers had sustained 
access to classroom-based behavioral consultants.80 

Early childhood mental health consultation is an evidence-based alternative to 
suspension and expulsion. When ECMHC programs offer high-quality consul-
tants and services, the outcomes are clear: They decrease expulsion rates, reduce 
externalized behavior, increase pro-social behavior, and improve child-teacher 
interactions.81 Preschool programs in every state should have access to consulting 
and, where possible, on-site support services.
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Increase funding for the federal Maternal, Infant, and Early 
Childhood Home Visiting Program 

In addition to providing support for children in schools, more should be done 
to support children’s development before they enter a classroom—and in some 
cases, before they are even born. Since 2010, the federal Maternal, Infant, and 
Early Childhood Home Visiting Program has done just that by focusing on 
improving the life outcomes of new mothers and families with young children 
through voluntary home-based services.82 By connecting at-risk families with 
social workers, nurses, and other professionals—as well as services such as health 
care and counseling—MIECHV gives parents the tools they need to support their 
children’s healthy development.

MIECHV funds a total of 17 evidence-based models for service delivery.83 Some 
of these include the Early Intervention Program for Adolescent Mothers, which 
helps pregnant teenagers develop positive maternal habits, as well as Nurse Family 
Partnership, a nurse-led program that helps first-time mothers have a healthy 
pregnancy and improve their children’s health and development.84 These programs 
have been shown to improve maternal and newborn health; school readiness and 
education outcomes for children; and family economic security.85

MIECHV-funded programs have been instituted in all 50 states, the District of 
Columbia, and 25 tribal communities.86 States use social and demographic infor-
mation in order to target resources at the most at-risk populations. In many states, 
this includes young African American parents in poverty. Funding for the program 
was set to expire in 2014 but was extended for two years at an annual level of $400 
million.87 Despite its proven effectiveness, the program is still relatively small, and 
the Center for American Progress encourages its expansion along with the cre-
ation of an evaluation pipeline that incentivizes innovation at the community level 
and helps new programs earn the right to become evidence-based. 

Support a diverse teacher workforce and pipeline 

In 2014, for the first time ever, a majority of public school students were stu-
dents of color.88 In states such as California and Texas, children of color already 
comprise more than 60 percent of all children.89 Conversely, 80 percent of public 
school teachers are non-Hispanic whites.90 While anywhere from one-third to half 
of all preschool teachers are people of color, school directors and lead teachers—
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or teachers with teaching assistants and paraeducators working under their direc-
tion—are more likely to be white English speakers. This gap can be considered 
even larger when one includes the fact that, since 2011, the majority of children 
born have been children of color.91 While there is not much to suggest that simply 
shifting teacher demographics is a silver bullet, there is evidence that teacher 
diversity is beneficial to students of color. According to findings from a 2001 
National Bureau of Economic Research evaluation of reading and math scores, 
when students were matched to a teacher of their own race, scores improved by 4 
percentage points and 3 percentage points, respectively.92 Similar findings point 
to the importance of children seeing themselves reflected in examples of career 
success and authority.93 

Promote meaningful family engagement strategies 

Psychologist Walter S. Gilliam, one of the initial researchers to identify the 
problem of suspensions and expulsions in early childhood, notes that programs 
should work to pull parents and families in rather than push students away.94 
Family engagement is not only a highly effective strategy for improving schools 
and increasing achievement but also a critical component of decreasing the use of 
suspensions and expulsions in early childhood and beyond.

As the nation collectively looks to implement policies that embody the oft-quoted 
maxim that parents are their children’s first and most important teachers, it must 
operationalize a definition of family engagement as a “systemic and sustained 
commitment that occurs across time, spans many settings, and requires shared 
responsibility from all parties.”95 In addition to home visiting, policies also should 
explicitly support the provision of and funding for two-generation strategies and 
comprehensive wraparound services and supports for families. 

Evaluation strategies and state quality-rating systems set the standard by which 
programs can be held accountable for offering multiple opportunities for engage-
ment; addressing structural and cultural barriers to that engagement; and pro-
moting culturally relevant and responsive activities and programs in order to 
ensure that family engagement is defined by significant investment, meaningful 
relationships, and an ongoing series of aligned and comprehensive supports. These 
supports should help families and children build on strengths and create a deep 
foundation of connection with teachers and schools in the early years of education. 
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Conclusion

Evidence clearly shows that the overuse of suspension and expulsion, particularly 
for early childhood students, results in negative consequences for the student 
receiving the punishment, as well as for their community as a whole. Studies have 
shown that these practices stunt children’s development, lower their likelihood of 
academic success, and increase their likelihood of becoming entangled in the crimi-
nal justice system. Additionally, evidence shows that African American students 
are disproportionately affected by the disciplinary use of suspension and expulsion.

It is important that policymakers understand the harmful consequences of sus-
pensions and expulsions so that they can implement the proper policy solutions to 
ensure that the nation’s youth are in a position to succeed—both in education and 
later in life.
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