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APPENDIX A: METHODOLOGY 
 
The methodology for this PAE included a literature review, stakeholder interviews, analysis of 
Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (ESE) school discipline 
data, sampling of Massachusetts district-level and school-level discipline policies, cross-district 
variation analysis, and stories about “bright spots” and unintended consequences. 
 

• Literature Review/Secondary Research: There is a growing body of work addressing 
zero tolerance school discipline policies, both in Massachusetts and nationally.  I 
reviewed both local and national sources to develop a baseline understanding of the zero 
tolerance philosophy, as well as the current state of Massachusetts school discipline 
policies and requirements.  A selected list of particularly helpful sources includes: a 
review of relevant Massachusetts general laws; a review of relevant federal laws; the 
Rennie Center’s policy brief, Act Out, Get Out?  Considering the Impact of School 
Discipline Practices in Massachusetts; the Massachusetts Appleseed Center for Law and 
Justice’s report Keep Kids in Class: New Approaches to School Discipline; and the 
American Psychological Association’s Zero Tolerance Task Force report.   

• Stakeholder Interviews:  I conducted a series of interviews with policy leaders, school 
personnel, juvenile justice practitioners, academics, and community advocates in order to 
inform my research; guide my understanding about Massachusetts discipline policy, 
practice, and data; and develop working hypotheses about potential high-leverage 
opportunities for intervention for the coalition.  

• Analysis of Massachusetts School Discipline Data:  Schools in Massachusetts are 
currently required to report annually on disciplinary incidents, and this information is 
available from the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education 
(ESE).  I reviewed and analyzed data from two sources: the 2009-10 Massachusetts 
Department of Elementary and Secondary Education Indicators Report (available at 
http://profiles.doe.mass.edu/state_report/indicators.aspx) and the 2009-10 Massachusetts’ 
Department of Elementary and Secondary Education’s School Safety and Discipline 
Report (SSDR, available for download on request).  Further details about the data sources 
are included in Appendix D, 2009-10 Massachusetts School Discipline Data.  

• Review of Massachusetts District-Level and School-Level Discipline Policies:  In order 
to better understand and collect tangible examples of school discipline policies in 
Massachusetts, I sampled existing discipline policies from several districts, identifying 
indicators of zero tolerance approaches (or lack thereof) contained within district policies, 
and selecting a cross-section of additional districts to sample.  

• Cross-District Variation Analysis:  With the support of the Massachusetts Appleseed 
Center for Law and Justice, I led a team of two law students in reviewing 19 districts’ 
discipline policies—coding for several factors that indicate the presence of a zero 
tolerance approach to the district policy.  The districts represent a range of geographies, 
sizes, and student demographics.  This analysis is described further in Appendix C, 
District Policy Variation Analysis. 

• Case Studies—Bright Spots and Unintended Consequences:  Although I did not 
interview students directly, I collected several secondary anecdotes about bright spots and 
unintended consequences of zero tolerance from those who worked with students and 
families directly impacted.  
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 APPENDIX B: ALTERNATIVES TO ZERO TOLERANCE   
 

To complement the Coalition’s advocacy work, it will likely pursue opportunities to facilitate 
peer learning among districts and schools regarding effective alternatives to zero tolerance 
approaches to school discipline.  As the term “alternatives” is broadly used and can sometimes 
mean different things to different people, the following charts seek to define and contextualize 
the idea of alternatives:   

• The first chart describe what alternatives are in the context of school discipline. 
• The second chart contextualizes alternatives within the “opportunities for intervention” 

framework referenced in this PAE.  
• The third chart describes two key ways that alternatives can be approached at the school 

level (sometimes used separately and sometimes used together).   
 
 
Figure 14: Alternatives to Zero Tolerance School Discipline Approaches—What are They? 
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Figure 15: Alternatives to Zero Tolerance—Where do they Fit In? 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 
Figure 16: Alternatives to Zero Tolerance—School-Level Approaches 
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 APPENDIX C: VARIATION IN DISTRICT DISCIPLINE POLICIES 
 
Overview 
 

Although all districts in the state are subject to the same state and federal requirements regarding 
school discipline, there is still considerable variation in how districts reflect these requirements 
in their policies.  This appendix summarizes the findings from a detailed comparison of 19 
district policies and their approaches to school discipline and zero tolerance. Thank you to 
Maureen Meridith and Joan Meschino of the Massachusetts Appleseed Center for Law and 
Justice, and to law students Josh Fairchild and Alex Northcutt for their support in this review. 
 
Although this PAE did not undertake a systematic review of the variation in school-level 
discipline policies or individual school personnel approaches to school discipline, there is 
significant evidence (based on an initial review of school-level discipline policies and anecdotal 
evidence about individual approaches) that similar variation exists.  This is an area in which the 
Coalition may wish to conduct a more structured analysis in the future.  
 
Methodology 
  

An initial review of district discipline policies suggested that the differences in discipline 
practices in schools across the state are a product of both variation in school discipline policies 
and variation in the implementation of these policies.  To test the policy-based variation, we 
reviewed the discipline policies of 19 districts for specific parameters contributing to or 
mitigating zero tolerance approaches to school discipline. The districts represent a sample from 
the state’s 315 districts, ranging in geography, size, rural/urban, student demographics, and 
approaches to school discipline policy.     
 
Districts:  Barnstable, Boston, Brockton, Cambridge, Dover-Sherborn, Fall River, Framingham, 
Franklin, Gloucester, Holyoke, Lawrence, Lowell, Lynn, Newton, Pittsfield, Quincy, 
Springfield, Weymouth, Worcester. 
  
Parameters:  District discipline policies vary in a number of ways, including in their 
philosophy/mission, approach to alternatives/progressive discipline, and detail/specificity.  To 
evaluate the school climate described and the policies set forth, we assessed the following:21 
 

• What “philosophy” do the policies convey regarding school discipline?  For example, 
does the district’s code of conduct recognize the need to balance the creation of a safe 
school environment with the desire to use disciplinary exclusion only as a last resort? 

• What are the zero tolerance offenses listed in the district’s policy?  That is, which 
offenses will automatically result in school exclusion? 

• Does the district recognize alternatives to school exclusion? 
• Does the district have a stated policy clarifying/specifying that these alternatives should 

be used prior to exclusion?  

                                                        
21 In addition to the four areas listed here, information was also compiled on three additional areas that are not discussed here: (1) 
rights of students, (2) roles and responsibilities of students, parents, and administrators, and (3) due process protections afforded 
to students facing disciplinary action.  This information is available upon request. 



 
32 

This information was compiled in an Excel template tracking the following fields:  
 

1.  District Name 
2.  Philosophy/Statement of Purpose  

•   What “philosophy” does the policy convey? For example, does the district’s 
code of conduct recognize the need to balance the creation of a safe school 
environment with the desire to use disciplinary exclusion only as a last resort? 

3.  Zero Tolerance Offenses  
4.  Alternatives to Zero Tolerance  

•   Does the district recognize alternatives to school exclusion? If so, what are the 
alternatives mentioned? 

•   Does the district have a policy/procedure stating that these alternatives should be 
used prior to exclusion?  

5.  Student Rights  
6.  Roles & Responsibilities  

•   Students 
•   Parents 
•   Administrators 

7.  Due Process Protections 
•   Suspension     
•   Expulsion  

 
This appendix summarizes key findings regarding the philosophy/purpose set forth in the 
policies, zero tolerance offenses, and the policies’ approaches to using alternatives.  The Excel 
file and additional information on student rights, roles/responsibilities, and due process is 
available upon request.  (Key findings are discussed first.  Detailed charts including exerts from 
the districts’ policies are included at the end of the appendix.) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

Zero Tolerance Offenses:  Similarly, there is significant variation in how districts treat zero 
tolerance offenses in their discipline policies.  A few districts do not specify any zero tolerance 
offenses.  Rather, they state that students may be expelled at the principal’s discretion, or that the 

Philosophy:  The philosophies and tone of 
the district discipline policies vary 
substantially.  Four of the 18 districts 
sampled (Boston, Cambridge, Newton, and 
Pittsfield) explicitly describe a “dual 
mission” policy of balancing a safe and 
orderly school environment with the desire 
to reserve school exclusion as a last resort.  
Some districts discuss the collective 
responsibility of school personnel and 
students in creating an environment 
conducive to learning without mentioning 
exclusion at all.  Still others are more 
punitive in tone. 
 

Figure 17: Percent of Sampled District Discipline 
Policies that Expressed a “Dual Responsibility” 
Philosophy, Massachusetts (2009-10)  
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principal has the authority to recommend expulsion for certain offenses (usually weapons, 
possession of illegal substances and/or assault).  These policies are a more “pure” reflection of 
state requirements; however, they are the minority among the 18 districts sampled.  Most 
districts explicitly state a zero tolerance policy for possession of a gun or other firearms under 
the Gun Free Schools Act.  Interestingly, several district policies also dictate mandatory 
minimum suspensions (e.g. a list of offenses that will incur a mandatory minimum 10-day 
suspension, another list of offenses that will incur a minimum 5-day suspension, and another list 
that will incur at least a 1-day suspension) for other types of behaviors/offenses, including 
infractions such as obscene language to failure to identify oneself to school personnel.  The chart 
at the end of this section includes detailed lists of such offenses.  There are vast differences in the 
level to which schools include long, detailed lists of offenses and recommended/required 
punishments in their policies: while some districts only list a few of the most serious offenses 
(e.g. weapons, drugs, and assault), others list upwards of 20, 30, or ever 40 different 
behaviors/offenses.  
 
Recognition of/Policy Regarding Alternatives to Disciplinary Exclusion:  The majority of the 
districts sampled recognized at least some alternatives to disciplinary exclusion, such as 
parent/teacher/student conferences, counseling, detentions, community service, or reflective 
activities.  Sixteen of the 18 districts (all except Newton and Weymouth) recognized at least 
some alternatives besides disciplinary exclusion.  However, this ranged from districts that 
mentioned only a handful of other punishments (e.g. demerits and detention) to those that listed 
upwards of 20 alternatives, including student support services and restorative justice approaches.  
While nearly all districts included some mention of alternatives, only XX districts (Boston, 
Cambridge, Fall River, and Pittsfield) have discipline policies that provide explicit 
guidance/policies regarding employing alternatives prior to using disciplinary exclusion. 
 
Figure 18: Number of Sampled District Policies that       Figure 19: Number of Sampled Districts Policies 
Recognize Alternatives to Disciplinary Exclusion             that State Alternatives should be used before 
Massachusetts (2009-10)    Exclusion, Massachusetts (2009-10) 
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The following tables provide a detailed description of each district policy reviewed on each of 
the dimensions discussed above: philosophy; zero tolerance offenses and other grounds for 
exclusion; and alternatives to disciplinary exclusion. 

 
Philosophy 

 
What “philosophy” does the policy convey? For example, does the district’s code of conduct 

recognize the need to balance the creation of a safe school environment with the desire to keep 
students in school whenever possible and use disciplinary exclusion only as a last resort? 

 
Barnstable Barnstable High School’s primary concern is that students who wish to learn can do so in 

an environment conducive to learning and that every available disciplinary and 
prescriptive means be employed to deter those who would destroy or deny such an 
environment. 

Boston It is the policy of the Boston Public Schools to attempt to resolve disciplinary 
problems by every means short of exclusion from school.   

Brockton There are times, however, when student conduct interferes with the school's academic and 
discipline standards. When student behavior is unacceptable, a discipline code is enforced. 

Cambridge Section 13.1, page 32: It shall be the policy of the School Committee and of all school 
personnel to help students to resolve conduct problems without resorting to extreme 
disciplinary measures.  Suspension action is recommended only as a last resort.  To 
that end, school personnel are encouraged to pursue and exhaust all other available and 
appropriate disciplinary actions to foster the education and good conduct of a student 
before resorting to suspension.   

Dover-
Sherborne 

Inappropriate attitudes and behavior will be dealt with in a manner that will encourage 
change.  A system of warnings and procedures is built into the overall approach to 
changing behavior in the high school. AT 69. 

Fall River B.M.C. Durfee High School strives to maintain an atmosphere in which all members of 
the community are treated with respect, and thoughtful, civil behavior is the norm. The 
purpose of this Discipline Code is to maintain this atmosphere by promoting self-
discipline and an ability to behave appropriately and responsibly in school. AT 45. 

Framingham No philosophy/statement of purpose expressed. 
Franklin Respect is at the heart of Franklin High School, respect for yourself, respect for the staff, 

and respect for your school. Every student has a right to an education that is free of duress, 
and every teacher has a right to expect respectful, prepared students in his/her classroom. 
Accordingly, the following rules and regulations will be administrated fairly and 
consistently to all students. 

Gloucester The mission of Gloucester High School is to produce graduates with integrity, knowledge 
and skills necessary for productive citizenship.  Social Expectations of Students: works 
effectively as a member of a team, demonstrates personal responsibility and integrity. 

Holyoke The purpose of the Holyoke Public Schools is to enable students to become educated to 
their potential and to prepare them to become contributing and responsible members of the 
community. Page 7. 

Lowell From headmaster letter to students, pp vi: The rules are not demanding or difficult; yet, 
by adhering to them Lowell High School will continue to be a place where students can 
learn and be actively involved in the life of the school. 

Lynn The following list of school-related problems is presented at this time to indicate the 
possible effect on your child’s education.  A cooperative effort by pupils, parents, teachers 
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and school administrators in following these rules and regulations will lead to a high 
standard of behavior and will result in excellence in the education of Lynn’s children.  The 
administrator in charge of discipline shall determine which option to select." 

Newton From NSRR pp 8:  Schools provide supports and behavioral interventions to help students 
to behave as positive members of the Newton Public Schools community. School officials 
will attempt to help students solve behavioral problems without interrupting the 
daily program of studies. However, certain types of behavior may require disciplinary 
action including suspension or expulsion. 

Pittsfield From PPSPM pp 496-498: In all disciplinary actions, teachers and administrators shall be 
mindful of the fact that they are dealing with individuals. What may be an effective 
disciplinary action for one child may not be for another.  Disciplinary action is to be fair, 
dignified, reasonable, and in good temper.  In order for disciplinary action to be truly 
effective it must be educational and corrective, not just punitive.  Removal of the student 
from the classroom or school learning environment should not be undertaken unless 
absolutely necessary.  Out-of-school suspension is the last resort short of expulsion 
and therefore should be restricted to the following problems: (a) Physical violence (b) 
Seriously disruptive and/or destructive behavior (c) Drug or alcohol possession or abuse 
(d) Chronic misbehavior situations which have not responded to lesser disciplinary actions 
(e) Possession of a weapon. From Pittsfield Parent Student Handbook p.34: 
Discipline, the need to identify constructive limits and controls in order to develop 
positive behaviors in all students, is an essential ingredient in every student’s learning 
experience. The goal of discipline is to help students develop wise decision-making skills 
so that they may learn to make responsible choices in their interactions with others. 

Quincy As a microcosm of a democratic society, a school system has many responsibilities to a 
community which provides its support.  Not the least of these should be the development 
of an understanding and appreciation of our rights and responsibilities of the individual, 
and the procedures whereby necessary changes are brought about.  The school system and 
the schools which make up that system are a community, and the rules and regulations of 
the community are the laws by which it is governed.  All who enjoy the right of 
citizenship in that community must also accept the responsibilities of citizenship.  A basic  
responsibility of those who enjoy the rights of citizenship is to respect the laws of the 
community. 

Springfield "It is the policy of the Springfield Public Schools to resolve discipline problems by using 
all appropriate and meaningful Interventions to address the misbehavior. The discipline 
code establishes clear behavior expectations that are fair and equitable." 

Weymouth The purpose of disciplinary action is to restore acceptable behavior.  When disciplinary 
action is necessary, it shall be administered with fairness and shall relate to the individual 
needs and the individual circumstances.  Students violating any of the policies on student 
conduct and control will be subject to disciplinary action.  The degree, frequency, and 
circumstances surrounding each incident shall determine the method used in enforcing 
these policies. Most of the situations which require disciplinary action can be resolved 
within the confines of the classroom or as they occur by reasonable but firm reprimand, 
and/or by teacher conferences with the student and/or parents or guardians.  If a situation 
should arise in which there is no applicable written policy, the staff member shall be 
expected to exercise reasonable and professional judgment. 

Worcester A key aspect of a student's education is the acquisition of social and behavioral skills, 
since effective learning can only occur when students obey basic rules of conduct. 
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Zero Tolerance Offenses and Grounds for Exclusion 
 

First, what are the zero tolerance offenses listed in the district’s policy?  That is, which offenses 
will automatically result in school exclusion?  Second, what other offenses are specified as 

possible grounds for exclusion? 
 
Barnstable Zero Tolerance:  The principal has the authority to expel for possession of a dangerous 

weapon (2 day minimum suspension), controlled substance (10 day minimum suspension) 
or a student who assaults school personnel, as well as students who have been convicted, 
adjudicated, or admitted guilt with respect to a felony charge (no required minimum 
number of days exclusion).  Page 31, 40. 
Other Grounds for Exclusion:  Expulsion for other reasons under the authority of 
Barnstable School Committee.  Page 31-32.  See Rules of Conduct at Page 40 listing 
possible expulsionary conduct: extortion, stealing; gambling, card playing; 
distribution/possession of obscene/offensive materials, unauthorized use of internet, 
computers/photocopiers; vandalism; skateboarding; verbal abuse, threats, use of vulgarity; 
etc. Page 40-43. 

Boston Zero Tolerance:  Possession of any firearm will result in expulsion of not less than one 
calendar year, to be determined by the Building Administrator." §7.3.1 

Brockton Zero Tolerance: Offenses subject to a minimum of 5 day suspension to maximum of 
referral to Superintendent with recommendation for expulsion: Arson; gang-related 
behavior; assault on staff; assault; sexual harassment; theft; extortion; false fire alarm; 
fighting; habitual offender (4 suspensions in a semester or 6 in a year); Hazing; Bomb 
threat; Possession of any weapon; Possession/distribution of drugs/alcohol; Violating civil 
rights of others (racial, religious or sexual) through verbal remarks/display. AT 26-27. 

Cambridge Zero Tolerance: If the Principal finds the student to be in violation of the weapons policy 
the Principal will IMMEDIATELY SUSPEND THE STUDENT FOR TWO (2) TO TEN 
(10) DAYS DEPENDING UPON THE STUDENT'S GRADE LEVEL and further 
disciplinary action will be taken, as described below (Grades K - 1 2 days; Grades 2 – 4 4 
days; Grades 5 - 6 8 days; Grades 7 - 8 10 days).  Section 19.6.1 (g).  If the Principal finds 
the student to be in violation of the weapons policy, the Principal will IMMEDIATELY 
SUSPEND THE STUDENT FOR TEN (10) DAYS. Section 19.6.5(g).  Pages 55 and 57. 
Other Grounds for Exclusion: Section 19.3 – Any student who is found on school 
premises or at school-sponsored or school related events, including athletic games, in 
possession of a controlled substance as defined in Chapter 94C including, but not limited 
to, alcohol, marijuana, cocaine or heroin, may be subject to expulsion from the school or 
school district by the Principal.  Page 53. Section 19.5 – Any student who assaults a 
Principal, Assistant Principal, Dean, teacher, teacher's aide or other staff, may be subject 
to expulsion from the school or school district by the Principal.  Section 21.2 – a. the 
student's continued presence in school represents a danger to the physical safety of others; 
or b. the student's conduct constitutes a continual, material and substantial disruption of 
the educational process; and c. all other appropriate disciplinary alternatives have been 
tried and deemed unworkable. 

Dover-
Sherborn 

Zero Tolerance:  Second and subsequent drugs and alcohol offences or any alcohol 
distribution/selling will result in a two-week suspension.  Students selling controlled 
substances subject to expulsion.  Any student who strikes or causes bodily harm to a staff 
member will be subject to expulsion. AT 69, 72. 
Other Grounds for Exclusion:  Minimum 1 week suspension for possession, use of drugs 
and alcohol; violating another's civil rights; inappropriate consensual physical contact; one 
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sided attack (5 day suspension minimum); assault with a weapon; possession of a 
"dangerous weapon"; fighting; outside conduct (emails, posting on websites, text 
messages, etc.); bullying; theft; vandalism; climbing (the face of the building, onto roofs, 
or trees); snowball throwing; cursing/comments directed to students and/or teachers; 
insubordination/insolence; physical intimidation; verbal threat of violence. AT 78-79. 

Fall River Zero Tolerance:  Any student who brings a gun, bomb, grenade, rocket or missile to 
school will be immediately expelled for a minimum of one year. 
Other Grounds for Exclusion:  The principal has the authority to expel a student that 
assaults a school staff member, or are in the possession of a dangerous weapon or of a 
controlled substance.  All other suspension cases will be heard by the school committee, 
such as: harassment on the basis of race, sex, creed, color, national origin, sexual 
orientation, religion, marital status or disability; retaliating against another student because 
they filed a harassment complaint. 

Framingham Zero Tolerance: Mandatory 5-day suspension—Possession of a dangerous weapon, or 
threatened use of any object as a weapon; Assaulting a teacher or any other school 
personnel; Possession, sale, distribution, use, or manufacture of illegal drugs or alcohol; 
Setting fires; The unauthorized sounding of a fire alarm.  Mandatory 1-day suspension— 
Fighting or any assault; Violence, intimidation, or extortion, or threat of directed toward 
another student or school personnel; Being under the influence of illegal drugs or alcohol, 
or in the possession of any drug Paraphernalia; failure to identify oneself; violating civil 
rights; stealing or destruction of property; persistent or excessive truancy; cheating or 
forgery; obscene or profane language or gestures; giving off strong odor of marijuana or 
alcohol; unauthorized possession of school materials. AT 29-30. 

Franklin Zero Tolerance:  No offenses framed as zero tolerance.  Principal may expel for the 
offenses listed below at his/her discretion. 
Grounds for Exclusion: Student found in possession of a dangerous weapon or controlled 
substance or any student who assaults a educational staff member may be expelled. 

Gloucester Zero Tolerance:  No offenses framed as zero tolerance.  Principal may suspend/expel 
students for the offenses listed below at his/her discretion. 
Grounds for Exclusion: Use, possession, and/or distribution of alcohol, drugs or 
controlled substance, including paraphernalia; defiance/profanity (second offense); 
instigating, initiating or provoking violence; assault against faculty; conviction or pleading 
guilty to a felony charge; serious hazing violation; tampering with fire equipment. 

Holyoke Zero Tolerance:  The Principal may recommend expulsion for the offenses listed below: 
Grounds for Exclusion: Grounds For Long-Term Suspension/Expulsion – 1. Possession of 
dangerous weapon, 2. Assault upon a school staff member or individual, 3. Possession, 
use and/or distribution of a controlled substance, 4. Bomb threat, 5. Possession, use and/or 
distribution of alcohol.  6. Felony, provided after a hearing the student's continued 
presence poses a substantial detrimental effect, 7. Gang related activity, 8. Serious 
offenses 5-20 for short-term.  Page 26-27 

Lowell Zero Tolerance:  Assault or Battering school personnel, possession or use of a dangerous 
weapon or reasonable facsimile thereof, sale of and/or possession and/or transfer of illegal 
drugs or alcoholic beverages.  May also be expelled if charged with a felony. 
Other Grounds for Exclusion:  The violations listed below are considered major 
violations.  All major violations warrant suspension at the discretion of the housemaster.  
Depending on the seriousness of the offense or the frequency of the violation, the 
housemaster may refer the issue to the headmaster for further action, which could include 
an expulsion hearing before the headmaster or school committee.  Any one of these 
violations could result in a suspension/expulsion hearing: 1. Aiding or abetting an 
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unauthorized access to school, 2. Any action, which tends t endanger the health and safety 
of the offender, other students, or staff members, impedes the teacher-learning process or 
disrupts the orderly operation of the school; 3. Assaulting and/or battering students; 4. 
Assaulting and/or battering school personnel; 5. Causing personal or public property 
damage; 6. Cheating and/or knowingly using and/or copying the academic work of 
another and presenting it as one’s own/plagiarism; 7. Cutting classes; 8. Destruction of 
school property; 9. Disturbing classroom work or any function/activity in the school; 10. 
Drugs and/or alcohol: sale and/or possession and/or transfer and/or being in the presence 
of illegal drugs and/or alcohol; 11. Fighting; 12. Harassment, including verbal abuse and 
inappropriate jokes, or use of offensive material in a class assignment; 13. Harassment 
(sexual), including verbal abuse and inappropriate jokes, or use of offensive material in a 
class assignment; 14. Hazing; 15. Improper and/or unauthorized use of any medication; 
16. Inappropriate use/abuse of computer software/hardware; 17. Incurring a series of 
repeated infractions of major or minor rules; 18. Leaving school grounds during school 
hours; 19. Misuse of fire equipment, fire alarms, 911 calls; 20. Non-compliance with 
school rules during a fire drill; 21. Other-any major violation not listed or repetitive minor 
violations; 22. Possession and/or use of a dangerous weapon, including but not limited to 
a gun or knife; 23. Possession and/or use of any implement, which is a reasonable 
facsimile of a dangerous weapon, including but not limited to a gun or knife; 24. Use of 
profanity; 25. Present in school, however, not reporting to homeroom for attendance; 
26. Repeatedly and intentionally defying the valid authority of supervisor, teachers, or 
administrators; 27. School bus infractions; 28. Showing defiance, disrespect, or 
threatening any member of the school staff; 29. Smoking/use of tobacco products; 30. 
Stealing (over $250 is a felony); 31. Tampering with school documents or providing false 
information; 32. Threatening another student; 33. Trespassing on the grounds of another 
public school where the student is not enrolled, or of his or her own school when under 
suspension; 34. Truancy; 35. Violation of law-local, state, federal; 36. Violation of school 
rules and procedures. 

Lynn Zero Tolerance: Possession of a dangerous weapon, controlled substance, or assault of 
principal, assistant principal or education staff are grounds for possible expulsion. 
Principal may also suspend or expel a student for criminal complaints or convictions. 
Grounds for Exclusion: Expulsion or possible expulsion—Firearms; Assault on principal 
asst. principle, education staff; Criminal complaints or conviction; Harassment or threat to 
person and property; Sexual harassment; Drugs and alcohol offense; Continual delinquent 
behavior. Full Suspension—Intentional vandalism; Destruction of personal property; 
Assault and/or assault and battery on an employee; Fighting or assault with third person 
involved; Harassment or threat to person and property; Hazing; Sexual harassment; 
Improper use of fire extinguisher; Larceny; Drug and alcohol offense; Continual highs or 
intoxication.  Conditional Suspension—Drug and alcohol offense; Illegal gambling; 
Assault/battery on a student; Fighting between students; Harassment or threat to person 
and property; Swearing at school employee; Sent to office twice in one day; Continual 
misbehavior; Tardiness; Use of automobile during school hours; Failure to report to 
homeroom; Failure to report to office upon arriving late to school; Forgery of school 
document; Refusal to meet minimum standards of class; Insubordination or disrespect; 
Fireworks; Smoking on school property; Stealing.  Possible Suspension—Off-campus 
incidents; Unauthorized demonstration; Dangerous operation of vehicles on school 
property not limited to cars, trucks, motorcycles, bicycles, rollerblades; Unintentional 
vandalism; Graffiti/defacing property; Harassment or threat to person and property; 
Truancy; Skipping class; Tardiness. 
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Newton Zero Tolerance: Mandatory minimum 5-day suspension—1. Possession of firearms 
(mandatory police notification); 2. Striking or assault of teacher or other school personnel 
(grades 6-12, possible police notification); 3. Possession, sale, distribution, use or 
manufacture of illegal drugs or alcohol (mandatory police notification); 4. Setting fires 
(grades 6-12, mandatory police and fire department notification); 5. Use of, or threatened 
use of a knife, including a pocket knife, as a weapon (grades 6-12, mandatory police 
notification); 6. Possession of a dangerous weapon, or use of, or threatened use of any 
object as a weapon (grades 6-12, mandatory police notification).  Mandatory minimum 1-
day suspension—7. Fighting or any assault or act of violence committed against another 
student or any school personnel (grades 9-12, possible police notification); 8. Failure to 
identify one's self truthfully upon request of any school personnel (grades 6-12); 9. Setting 
fires (grades K-5) (mandatory police and fire department notification); 10. Use of, or 
threatened use of a knife, including a pocketknife, as a weapon (grades K-5, mandatory 
police notification); 11. Unauthorized sounding of a fire alarm (grades 6-12); 12. Being 
under the influence of illegal drugs or alcoholic beverages, or in possession of any drug 
paraphernalia (mandatory police notification for possession of drug paraphernalia); 13. 
Violence, intimidation or extortion, or threat of hazing, violence, intimidation or extortion, 
directed toward another student or school personnel (grades 6-12, possible police 
notification); 14. Hazing directed toward another student (grades 6-12, possible police 
notification). 
Grounds for Exclusion: 1. Violation of any Newton Public Schools policy, including, but 
not limited to, the Drug/Alcohol and Internet Safety Policy for Technology; 2. 
Discrimination against or harassment of another student or school personnel on the basis 
of, but not limited to race, color, sex, national origin, religion, handicap or sexual 
orientation (possible police notification); 3. Stealing and/or willful destruction of school or 
personal property (possible police notification); 4. Persistent or excessive truancy and/or 
tardiness to class and class-cutting; 5. Cheating, plagiarism or forgery; 6. Fighting or any 
assault or act of violence committed against another student or school personnel (grades 
K-8, possible police notification); 7. Use of obscene, abusive or profane language or 
gestures, or rude or defiant behavior, either of which disrupts the educational process or 
school activity; 8. Failure to identify one's self truthfully upon request of any school 
personnel (grades K-5); 9. A pattern of defiant behavior towards any school personnel or 
policy; 10. Behavior which endangers persons or property or substantially disrupts the 
educational process or school activity (possible police notification); 11. Giving off a 
strong odor of alcohol or marijuana (possible police notification); 12. Presence in 
unauthorized area; 13. Smoking in any school building or bus or on school grounds; 14. 
Unauthorized sounding of a fire alarm (grades K-5); 15. Violation of any criminal law of 
the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, including, but not limited to, gambling or stalking, 
not already covered by these rules (possible police notification); 16. Possession of a 
dangerous weapon, or use of, or threatened use of any object as a weapon (grades K-5, 
mandatory police notification); 17. Unauthorized use of school materials, equipment or 
property; 18. Violence, intimidation or extortion, or threat of hazing, violence, 
intimidation or extortion directed toward another student or school personnel (grades K-5, 
possible police notification); 19. Hazing directed toward another student (grades K-5, 
possible police notification); 20. Being present in the company of a person the student 
knows is using or selling illicit drugs or alcohol, or is otherwise violating an item on the 
discipline code and who fails to remove themselves from the situation (possible police 
notification).  P. 14-15. 

Pittsfield Zero Tolerance: Any student in possession of dangerous weapon, or controlled 
substances, or who assaults a principal, teacher, teacher's aide or other educational staff on 
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school premises or at school-related activities may be subject to expulsion. 
Other Grounds for Exclusion: Major Violations: The following violations are considered 
particularly serious offenses and may result in school exclusion and/or referral to the 
police. The following behaviors will not be tolerated and, therefore, are subject to serious 
disciplinary action: 1. Physical attack, 2. Extortion, 3. Stealing, 4. Vandalism, 5. 
Possession or under influence of unlawful drugs, 6. Possession or under influence of 
alcoholic beverages, 7. Possession of weapons. 

Quincy Zero Tolerance:  A student who is determined to have brought a firearm to school shall be 
expelled from school for a period of not less than one year. Possession of dangerous 
weapons, controlled substance, and assault may result in suspension or expulsion 
(inconsistency in document re: may vs. shall be excluded).   
Other Grounds for Exclusion: Students may be expelled from school by the principal  
for possession of a dangerous weapon, possession of a controlled substance, assault on 
educational personnel, or committing a felony.  SPS Code PP 9: Students can be 
suspended or expelled for criminal conduct outside of school, other delinquency, or 
outside behavior that would have substantial effect on the general welfare. 

Springfield Zero Tolerance:  Any student who is determined to have brought a firearm to school or to 
a school-related function shall be excluded from the Springfield Public 
Schools for a period of not less than one year, except as determined by the Superintendent 
on a case-by-case basis.  Expulsion may be recommended for criminal acts inside or 
outside of school such as battery, weapon possession, bomb threats, or other felonies. 
Other Grounds for Exclusion: 3-5 days suspension—Assault, defiance, disruption 
gambling, indecent or obscene material/proposition, theft, provocative language, tobacco 
use, false fire alarm, fighting, simulated weapons, vandalism, bullying, harassing, 
violation of civil rights, hazing, trespassing. 5-10 days suspension—Repeat violations, 
battery, extortion, grand theft, fireworks, chemical weapons intent to harm, robbery, 
vandalism over $250, gang activity. 10-30 days suspension—Assault on staff, hate crime, 
concealed weapon, drug possession or sale, mayhem, sexual misconduct. Possible 
expulsion for assault on staff, possession/concealment of weapons, possession/use/sale of 
drugs. 

Weymouth Zero Tolerance:  There are no listed zero tolerance offenses. 
Grounds for Exclusion:  Possession of a dangerous weapon or controlled substance or 
assault of school staff may be subject to expulsion. 

Worcester Zero Tolerance:  Acts or Language of hate and intolerance. P. 26. 
Other Grounds for Exclusion:  Students may be expelled for conduct such as assault, 
vandalism, hazing, or any other conduct disruptive to the education of students in the 
Worcester Public Schools or which threatens the safety of students, staff or visitors. See 
p.28-33 for detailed list and explanation of other offenses that may lead to suspension or 
expulsion. 
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Alternatives to Disciplinary Exclusion 
 

Does the district recognize alternatives to school exclusion? If so, what are the alternatives 
mentioned?  Does the district have a policy/procedure stating that these alternatives should be 

used prior to resorting to suspension or expulsion? 
 

Barnstable Alternatives Listed:  Conference with student, teacher and/or support services; Detention 
or referral; Temporary class removal (not more than 2 days); Probation); Saturday School.   
Stated policy regarding use of Alternatives?  No. 

Boston Alternatives Listed:  Contracting; Student Support Services; Detention; Loss of School 
Privileges; Long-term Adjustment of Class Schedule; Probation; Restitution; Denial of 
School-Provided Transportation; Student Planning Centers; Behavior Management 
Systems; Restorative Justice Programs; Reminder and or re-direction; Re-teaching of 
expectations and skills; Student/teacher conference; Written Apology; Training conflict 
resolution, anger management, social skills, and appropriate behavior; Reflective essay/ 
activity; Parental outreach; Saturday School (SMART Program); Self Charting of 
Behaviors; Community Service; Mentoring; Referral to community-based services.  
Stated policy regarding use of Alternatives?  Yes.  BPS has a stated policy of attempting 
to "resolve disciplinary problems by every means short of exclusion from school."  
Regarding expulsion in particular, BPS has a stated policy that "[e]xcept for specific 
infractions that warrant expulsion, no student shall be expelled unless all disciplinary 
measures short of expulsion have been tried and have not corrected the  behavior." 

Brockton Alternatives Listed:  Verbal reprimand; Detention; Demerits. P. 26. 
Stated policy regarding use of Alternatives?  No. 

Cambridge Alternatives Listed:  Work with the student on a one-to-one basis, attempt to ascertain the 
source of the problem, and recommend an alternative; Confer with the parent/guardian 
(home visit, if necessary), or friend(s), if necessary; Refer to the school counselor or 
psychologist; Refer to outside social agencies; Refer to the Principal; Counsel individually 
or with a group of students; Assign a tutor; Assign additional work; Require additional 
work after regular hours; Refer the student for core evaluation as a child in need of special 
education. Section 13.2, page 33. 
Stated policy regarding use of Alternatives?  Yes.  School personnel are encouraged to 
pursue and exhaust all other available and appropriate disciplinary actions to foster the 
education and good conduct of a student before resorting to suspension. Section 13.1,p 32. 

Dover-
Sherborn 

Alternatives Listed:  Office detentions; Removal from courses; Denial of credit. See 78. 
Stated policy regarding use of Alternatives?  No. 

Fall River Alternatives Listed: Teacher detention; Office detention; Saturday school. 
Stated policy regarding use of Alternatives?  Yes.  Described as a progression of 
disciplinary action, with exclusion being the last stage. 

Framingham Alternatives Listed:  Teacher detention; Saturday school; Revocation of the privilege to 
attend school activities including graduation ceremonies. 
Stated policy regarding use of Alternatives?  No. 

Franklin Alternatives Listed:  One or more office detentions; Parental conferences; Loss of 
Technology Center privileges; Community Service; Temporary or permanent removal 
from an academic class; Loss of attendance privileges at school functions including but 
not limited to dances, athletic events, socials (including loss of attendance privileges at 
away sites as well as home sites, including senior week and commencement activities); 
Loss of use of automobile on school grounds; Mandatory parental visit to school or 
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function to remove a student; Extended Detention; Alternative Discipline Program 
(A.D.P); Saturday Detention; Social Suspension; Academic Suspension (in-school). P. 37. 
Stated policy regarding use of Alternatives?  No. 

Gloucester Alternatives Listed:  Detention. 
Stated policy regarding use of Alternatives?  No. 

Holyoke Alternatives Listed: Restitution; School-based community service; Referral for 
counseling; Referral for risk assessment; Letters of apology; Suspension of driving 
privileges on school property; Creation of a discipline contract; Exclusion from extra-
curricular activities.  An administrator may also, at the request of the parent or guardian 
and with the permission of the parent or guardian, do random testing for illegal drugs, 
controlled substances, and/or alcohol.  Page 23-24. 
Stated policy regarding use of Alternatives?  No. 

Lowell Alternatives Listed: Behavioral/classroom management plan; Counseling in classroom or 
with district professionals; Detention; Assignment to Behavior Modification Center. 
 Stated policy regarding use of Alternatives?  No. 

Lynn Alternatives Listed:  No alternatives specified. 
Stated policy regarding use of Alternatives?  No.  “The administrator in charge of 
discipline shall determine which option to select.” 

Newton Alternatives Listed:  No alternatives specified. 
Stated policy regarding use of Alternatives?  No.  

Pittsfield Alternatives Listed: Verbal reprimand; Parent contact or conference; Detention; 
Assignment of clean-up jobs; Withdrawal of privileges (clubs, sports, cafeteria, bus); 
Subject to funding, the middle and high schools will also use the Juvenile Resource Center 
program site as an alternative to out of school suspensions lasting three or more days.  
Stated policy regarding use of Alternatives?  Yes.  Progressive discipline strategies are to 
be used by the teachers and administrators of the Pittsfield Public Schools (counseling 
beginning at the classroom level, then proceeding to the principal; written assignments; 
detention, etc. should be used before proceeding to in-school suspension, referral to the 
Juvenile Resource Center, if available, and then out-of-school suspension and expulsion).  

Quincy Alternatives Listed:  Conference with student; Conference with parent; Conference with 
Department Head; Conference with Dean, Assistant Principal, Principal and/or Counselor; 
Referral to Student Support Service Team; Mediation/ Conflict Resolution; Detention.  
Stated policy regarding use of Alternatives?  Not generally, but regarding expulsions for 
infractions other than weapons/drugs/assault /felony: “Expulsion is an extreme measure to 
be used generally after alternative measures to remedy the behavior have failed.  
Expulsion will occur only upon the recommendation of the Superintendent and approval 
of the School Committee.  

Springfield Alternatives Listed:  There is a detailed set of tables for each of 6 groups of increasingly 
serious offenses corresponding to disciplinary action plans and bridging/reintegration 
strategies.  Examples include: Mediation; Conflict resolution; Behavioral counseling.  
Stated policy regarding use of Alternatives? Measures are incremental with the goal of 
using the least extreme measure that can resolve the discipline problem. 

Weymouth Alternatives Listed:  None listed. Code emphasizes using discretion in individual 
circumstances, but no specific alternatives/procedures are listed. 
Stated policy regarding use of Alternatives?  No. 

Worcester Alternatives Listed: Demerits; Detentions; Parent/Guardian conference.  
Stated policy regarding use of Alternatives?  No. 
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 APPENDIX D: MASSACHUSETTS SCHOOL DISCIPLINE DATA 
 
Overview 
 

This Appendix summarizes findings from the 2009-10 Massachusetts Department of Elementary 
and Secondary Education’s Indicators Report and Student Safety and Discipline Report 
(SSDR).22  It builds upon past data analyses—including the Rennie Center’s 2010 policy brief, 
Act Out, Get Out,23 and Massachusetts Appleseed Center of Law and Justice’s report, Keep Kids 
in Class24—assessing trends over time and analyzing the newest available data (2009-10) with an 
eye towards data that will be useful for advocates.  
 
The data presented in this section includes:  

1. Estimates of unreported data (on unassigned/non-serious offenses) and the expected 
actual number of disciplinary removals;  

2. Trends from 2006-2010 in suspension rates, number of expulsions reported, and number 
of serious offenses reported; 

3. Number of disciplinary removals reported, and breakdown by: 
a. Serious versus non-serious offenses 
b. Grade level 

4. Number of school days missed due to disciplinary exclusions; 
5. Types of behaviors/offenses committed and corresponding sanction (suspension, 

expulsion, etc.); and 
6. Segments of the student population removed at disproportionally high rates. 

 
 

Limitations of the Data 
 

Analyzing school discipline data can help illuminate the issue in important ways.  However, 
there are also several limitations worth noting: 
 
Reporting Requirements:  First, schools are not required to report short-term exclusions (10 
days or less) resulting from unassigned offenses for regular education students.  This is a 
significant missing piece of information, which likely results in the current data vastly 
underreporting the actual number of disciplinary exclusions that occur.  Estimates of the actual 
number are discussed in this appendix. 
 
Data Accountability:  Currently, there is little oversight or accountability for reporting school 
discipline data to the Department of Early and Secondary Education.  Significant variation is 

                                                        
22 The Indicators Report is available online at: http://profiles.doe.mass.edu/state_report/indicators.aspx.  The Student 
Safety and Discipline Report is available to download upon request at: 
http://www.doe.mass.edu/infoservices/research/download_form.aspx 
23 The Rennie Center’s 2010 policy brief, Act Out, Get Out? analyzed in detail the 2007-08 Student Safety and Discipline Report, 
as well as highlighting trends for suspension rates, expulsion rates (Indicators Report) and enrollment statistics from 2005-2009.  
This PAE adds the most recent year’s data to continue examining these trends, and analyses the 2009-10 SSDR data in depth.  
24 Massachusetts Appleseed’s report, Keep Kids in Class, used a FOIA request to access headcount data for all serious offenses 
(violence, criminal activity, and illegal substances—the dataset does not include unassigned offenses) for 2008-09, a total of 
approximately 32,000 students. 



 
44 

sometimes seen from year to year, with schools reporting hundreds of disciplinary exclusions 
one year and zero the next.  
 
Incident Data versus Headcount Data:  The SSDR data (upon which the majority of this 
analysis is based) show the number of incidents reported, rather than the number of students 
affected.  It does not indicate how many repeat offenses there are.  Unfortunately, headcount 
data—while accessible through a FOIA request—is not regularly reported and made publicly 
available.  However, the Indicators Report does give some indication of the number of students 
impacted, as it reports the actual number of in-school and out-of-school suspensions reported (for 
2009-10: 31,669 and 51,466 respectively).  It is reasonable to expect that there would be some 
overlap—that is, some of the students who received an in-school suspension are likely to have 
also received an out-of-school suspension25.  The total number of students represented by the 
reported data (which, as previously stated, likely under-represents the actual number excluded) is 
most likely approximately 50,000 to 60,000.26 
 
Subjectivity—Warranted versus Unwarranted Exclusions:  The data can tell us the number 
reported disciplinary exclusions (SSDR), the number of students excluded (Indicators Report), 
and the offenses for which they were excluded.  However, the datasets do not provide any 
commentary on whether the exclusion was warranted or unwarranted; or any indication of 
whether the student was excluded for loosely defined or subjective behaviors.  The data can be 
broken out into serious (“red light” or “yellow light” offenses) versus unassigned, non-serious 
offenses (“green light” offenses) since unassigned offenses are coded and tracked.  However, 
there is no way—from these datasets—to tease out “red light” versus “yellow light” offenses.  
Thus, the data can give us an indication of the magnitude of the problem of students being 
excluded for non-serious, unassigned offenses (“green light” offenses).  However, it cannot give 
us an objective measure of the magnitude of the problem of students being “unnecessarily” 
excluded for yellow light offenses that, while serious according to the letter of the law, are 
unlikely to pose a safety threat.  This data would have to be gathered through qualitative 
research, including case studies, interviews, and/or surveys. 
 
 

Description of the Data Source 
 

Indicators Report:  The Indicators Report includes school-level, district-level, and state averages 
for a set of indicators.  The report includes in-school suspensions and out-of-school suspensions, 
as well as dropout, attendance, retention, and truancy data.  Both number and rate are indicated 
for each school and each district, as well as for the state overall.  The website includes data for 
                                                        
25 If there were 100% overlap between the students receiving in-school suspensions and those receiving out-of-school 
suspensions, there would be approximately 51,446 students excluded.  Conversely, if there was no overlap between these two 
groups, there would be approximately 83,135 students excluded—not accounting for changes in enrollment during the school 
year.  Thus, the total number of students excluded could be between 51,446 and 83,135 according to the Indicators Data.  
However, because the total number of incidents reported was only 60,610 in 2009-10, the number of students excluded 
(according to the reported data) is necessarily equal to or less than 60,610.  Thus, a reasonable estimate for the total reported 
number of students excluded is between 51,446 and 60,610.  As discussed later in this section, that number likely underestimates 
the actual number impacted.  But it does suggest that the difference between incident data and headcount data is moderate rather 
than severe—with between 51,446 and 60,610 students driving this year’s 60,610 incidents (rather than, for instance, 20,000 
students driving 60,000 incidents). 
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each school year back to 2002-03 (http://profiles.doe.mass.edu/state_report/indicators.aspx).   
 
School Safety and Discipline Report:  As in past years, the 2009-10 Student Safety and 
Discipline Report includes two datasets: 
 

• One dataset is comprised of the 60,610 records of all reported disciplinary incidents from 
2009-10. It lists the district, school, grade, offense, disciplinary action taken, and number 
of days of school missed.  This dataset helps us understand the types of disciplinary 
actions taken, school days missed, distribution of incidents by grade level, and number of 
incidents in each school and district.  It does not include demographic information.      

• The second dataset also contains the 60,610 records, but it does not list the school or 
district that the students attend.  It does, however, provide demographic information for 
each incident (the student’s grade level, special education status, race, gender, low-
income status, and English language learner status).  A number of analyses (including the 
Rennie Center, Massachusetts Advocates for Children, and Massachusetts Appleseed 
Center for Law and Justice) have previously shown that minority students, special 
education students, and males are disproportionately impacted by disciplinary exclusion.  
The 2009-10 data confirm that these trends have continued.   

 
Estimates of Unreported Data and Actual Number of Disciplinary Removals  
 

Since schools are not required to report unassigned offenses resulting in disciplinary removals of 
10 days or less for regular education students, the actual number of unassigned offenses—and 
school days missed due to non-serious offenses—is likely much higher than reported. 
 
Figure 20: Massachusetts Reporting Requirements for School Discipline Data 
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following charts show the actual reported numbers versus estimated numbers: the estimates 
project what the numbers might look like if schools were required to report short-term exclusions 
for unassigned offenses.  These estimates are based on the proportion of serious offenses 
reported for special education versus regular education students (since schools are required to 
report all disciplinary exclusions resulting from serious offenses for both regular education and 
special education students).27  
 
For 2009-10, unlike in past years, the data indicate that schools did report a substantial number 
of unassigned offenses resulting in short-term exclusions of 10 days or less for regular education 
students (even though they were not required to do so).  These numbers are significantly different 
than in past years, and suggest a potential coding error (that is, the Yes/No designation in the 
2009-10 dataset under “special education status” may have been transposed).28  Therefore, 
Figure 23 reverses the numbers of non-serious incidents reported for special education vs. 
regular education students to represent the estimated numbers if this “swap” did in fact occur, 
which DESE suspects is the case.  If so, the estimated number of disciplinary exclusions for 
2009-10, if schools had been required to report short-term exclusions for unassigned offenses for 
all students, is approximately 174,000 disciplinary exclusions, rather than the 60,610 
reported.  This does not take into account the low accountability for reporting and the fact 
that some schools do not report any exclusions in a given year.  Therefore, the actual 
number could in fact be much higher than even the 174,000.29 
 
Figure 21: Reported versus Estimated Actual Disciplinary Exclusions, Massachusetts (2008-09) 
 
Reported Disciplinary Exclusions, 2008-09, by Offense Type and Special Education Status 
 

Offense 
Type 

Special Education Students Regular Education Students Total Incidents 

Serious 10,051 17,444 27,495 
Non-Serious 27,235 7,133 34,468 
Total 37,286 24,577 61,863 

 
Estimated Actual Offenses, 2009-10, by Offense Type and Special Education Status 
 

Offense 
Type 

Special Education Students Regular Education Students Total Incidents 

Serious 10,051 17,444 27,495 
Non-Serious 27,235 73,608 100,843 
Total 37,286 91,052 128,338 

 

                                                        
27 The methodology and calculations for the estimates are described following the charts. 
28 At the time this PAE was printed, the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education’s Data Analysis and 
Reporting division suspected that the numbers had been transposed, and were in the process of confirming whether this is the 
case. 

29 In order to pursue this line of inquiry, the Coalition could identify look at several indicators, including the number of 
schools that did not report any exclusions in 2009‐10, and the number of schools that reported exclusions in 2008‐09 but 
not in 2009‐10. 



 
47 

Figure 22: Reported versus Estimated Disciplinary Exclusions, Massachusetts (2009-10) 
Special and Regular Education Numbers as Reported 
 
Reported Offenses, 2009-10, by Offense Type and Special Education Status 
 

Offense 
Type 

Special Education Students Regular Education Students Total Incidents 

Serious 5,504 23,620 29,124 
Non-Serious 8,335 23,151 31,486 
Total 13,839 46,771 60,610 

 
Estimated Actual Offenses, 2009-10, by Offense Type and Special Education Status 
 

Offense 
Type 

Special Education Students Regular Education Students Total Incidents 

Serious 5,504 23,620 29,124 
Non-Serious 8,335 35,533 43,868 
Total 13,839 59,153 72,992 

 
Figure 23: Reported versus Estimated Disciplinary Exclusions, Massachusetts (2009-10) 
Special and Regular Education Numbers Transposed to Correct Suspected Coding Error 
 
Reported Offenses, 2009-10, by Offense Type and Special Education Status 
 

Offense 
Type 

Special Education Students Regular Education Students Total Incidents 

Serious 5,504 23,620 29,124 
Non-Serious 23,151 8,335 31,486 
Total 28,665 31,955 60,610 

 
Estimated Actual Offenses, 2009-10, by Offense Type and Special Education Status 
 

Offense 
Type 

Special Education Students Regular Education Students Total Incidents 

Serious 5,504 23,620 29,124 
Non-Serious 23,151 121,847 144,998 
Total 28,665 145,467 174,122 

 
 

Methodology: The Estimated Actual Offenses tables above show a projection of what unassigned 
offenses for regular education students, as well as the corresponding total expected disciplinary 
exclusions, might have been in 2008-09 and 2009-10 if schools had been required to report short-
term disciplinary removals for regular education students.  The estimates are calculated based on 
the proportion of special education versus regular education students represented in the serious 
offenses reported.  The explanation below shows the methodology for Figure 22.  The same 
methodology was used for Figure 23, except inverting the numbers for special vs. regular 
education students for non-serious offenses.  For Figure 21, special education students comprised 
37 percent of all reported serious incidents in 2008-09, so 37 percent was used (rather than 19 
percent for 2009-10) to calculate the estimates.  The methodology is as follows:  



 
48 

• Schools are required to report all disciplinary removals for serious offenses.   
o In 2009-10 there were a total of 29,124 serious incidents.   
o Special education students accounted for 5,504 (or 19 percent) of the serious 

incidents.   
• This calculation makes the assumption that special education students and regular 

education students are disciplined for non-serious offenses in the same “ratio” as 
they are disciplined for serious offenses—that is, that special education students 
account for 19 percent of offenses and regular education students account for 79 
percent of offenses, for both serious and non-serious offenses.   

• If we apply this ratio to the non-serious offenses, using the raw number incidents of 
special education students excluded for non-serious offenses (8,335) then:  

o The total number of students disciplined for non-serious offenses would be 
43,868 (8,335 = 17 percent of 43,868), and 

o The number of regular education students disciplined for non-serious offenses 
would be 35,533—12,382 more, or 53 percent higher, than the number 
currently reported. 

o This would bring the total number of non-serious/unassigned offenses to 
43,868 (rather than 31,486) and the total number of incidents to 72,992 (rather 
than 60,610). 

 
Suspension Rates, Number of Expulsions Reported, and Number of Serious Offenses 
Reported: Trends from 2005-2010 

 
 Figure 24: Statewide Suspension Rates (2005-2010) 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
     
    Figure 25: Number of Expulsions, Massachusetts (2005-2010) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The in-school suspension rate 
continues to hover around 5.8 
and the in-school suspension 
rate around 3.4 percent. 
 
In 2009-10, the out-of-school 
suspension rate was 6 percent 
and the in-school suspension 
rate was 3.7 percent a slight 
increase over 2008-09. 

The number of incidents 
resulting in an expulsion has 
declined steadily, from 471 
incidents in 2005-06 to 219 
incidents in 2009-10. 

While the ratio of expulsions to 
student enrollment has declined 
(from .04 percent to .02 
percent, it is important to 
consider headcount data in 
order to fully understand 
expulsion and exclusion rates. 
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Figure 26: Statewide Student Enrollment, Massachusetts (2005-2010) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Figure 27: Number of Disciplinary Removals Resulting from 
Serious Offenses, Massachusetts (2005-2010) 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Number of disciplinary removals reported, and breakdown by: (a) serious versus non-
serious offenses, and (b) grade level 
 
In 2009-10, Massachusetts schools reported a total of 60,610 disciplinary exclusions.  Of those, 

 

    Figure 28: Disciplinary Exclusions, Massachusetts (2009-10) 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

Massachusetts school enrollment 
continues to decline steadily.  In 
2009-10, statewide student 
enrollment was 955,563 students.  
The declining student population 
should be kept in mind in analyzing 
school discipline data, so as to note 
whether any declines in school 
exclusion over time are simply 
proportional to declining student 
enrollment.   
 
The number of reported disciplinary 
removals for serious offenses 
(incidents involving violence, 
criminal activity, and illegal 
substances) declined between 2007-
08 and 2008-09 after hovering 
around 30,000 incidents for three 
years.  However, in 2009-10, the 
number of reported disciplinary 
removals resulting from serious 
offenses actually increased from 
27,496 incidents in 2008-09 to 
29,141 incidents in 2009-10, even 
while the size of the Massachusetts’ 
student population decreased.  
 
 

over half (31,486 incidents) were 
for non-serious, unassigned 
offenses— which can include 
behaviors such as tardiness, 
skipping class, talking back, 
swearing, and classroom 
disruption.  Only 48 percent 
(29,124 incidents) of the 
disciplinary removals resulted 
from serious offenses involving 
violence, criminal activity, or 
illegal substances.   
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Figure 29: Distribution of Disciplinary Exclusions by Grade, Massachusetts (2009-10) 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

As has been seen in past years, the 2009-10 data shows the continuing trend of students being 
removed from school (suspended or expelled) for disciplinary reasons beginning as early as pre-
kindergarten.  The number of disciplinary exclusions rises through the middle school years, and 
peaks at 9th grade with 13,072 disciplinary removals.  The number of disciplinary removals 
declines after 9th grade in 10th, 11th, and 12th grades—the same grades in which students drop out 
of school at higher rates. 
 
When we isolate only serious offenses—which schools are required to report for all students 
regardless of special education status—the distribution of disciplinary exclusions by grade 
remains very similar, with the number of incidents peaking in 9th grade.  The distribution in 
2009-10 mirrors that of 2007-08. 
 
Figure 30: Distribution of Disciplinary Exclusions for Serious Offenses, Massachusetts (2007-08/2008-09) 
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In addition to tracing the distribution of disciplinary exclusions by grade level, the data also 
suggest that the prevalence of different types of disciplinary removal strategies (e.g. suspension 
versus expulsion) vary by grade level. 
 
The data suggest that young children are more likely to receive out-of-school suspensions (rather 
than another form of disciplinary removal) than older students.  On average, out-of-school 
suspensions are used 76 percent of the time.  But among disciplinary incidents occurring in 1st to 
4th grade, students receive out-of-school suspensions between 83.5 and 85.9 percent of the time.  
These differences are statistically significant at the 5 percent level.30  All differences noted in this 
section are statistically significant at the 5 percent level. 
 
 
Figure 31: Percent of Disciplinary Removals Resulting in Out-of-School Suspensions, by Grade 
Massachusetts (2009-10) 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
Conversely, in-school suspensions are used less often for disciplinary incidents among 1st to 4th 
grade students (compared to the average rate of 23 percent), while older students (grades 9, 10, 
and 11) receive in-school suspensions more frequently than the average.  As might be expected, 
older children are expelled more frequently than younger children.  Finally, children in 1st to 3rd 
grade are removed to alternative settings more often than older children.31  
 
 
 

                                                        
30 All differences referred to in this section are statistically significant at 5 percent level, if not the 1 percent level. 
31 Note, the graph below includes only removal by school personnel to an alternative setting—there are too few incidents, n = 13, 
of removal by an impartial hearing officer to be conclusive. 
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Figure 32: Percent of Disciplinary Removals Resulting in In-School Suspensions, by Grade 
Massachusetts (2009-10) 

 
 

 
 
 

Figure 33: Percent of Disciplinary Removals Resulting in Expulsions, by Grade, Massachusetts  
(2009-10) 

 
 
 
 
 

Figure 34: Percent of Disciplinary Removals Resulting in Removal by School Personnel to an 
Alternative Setting, by Grade, Massachusetts (2009-10) 
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Number of School Days Missed due to Disciplinary Exclusion 
 
In 2009-10, Massachusetts students missed a total of 199,056 days of school due to disciplinary 
exclusions—the equivalent of 1,076 years of school.  The distribution of the amount of school 
time students missed while suspended or expelled is described below.  
 
Figure 35: Distribution of School Days Missed due to Disciplinary Exclusions, Massachusetts (2009-10) 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
Figure 36: School Days Missed due to Disciplinary Exclusions, Massachusetts (2009-10) 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Even after isolating only the 31,486 unassigned (non-serious) offenses, students still missed 
53,715 days to school due to disciplinary removal for relatively minor behaviors—or the 
equivalent of missing 290 years of school.  Of the unassigned offenses:  
 
Figure 37: School Days Missed due to Unassigned Offenses, Massachusetts (2009-10) 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 

•   30,350 incidents, or 50 
percent, resulted in students 
missing one day of school; 

•   26,353 incidents, or 44 
percent, resulted in students 
missing 2-9 days of school; 
and 

•   3,901 incidents, or 6 percent, 
resulted in students missing 
10 or more days of school. 
 

• 21,000 incidents, or 67 percent 
resulted in students missing one day 
of school;  

• 10,093 incidents, or 3 percent%, 
resulted in students missing 2-5 days; 

• 302 incidents, or one percent, 
resulted in students missing 6-10 
days of school; and  

• 90 incidents resulted in student 
missing more than 10 days of school. 
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Types of Behaviors/Offenses Committed and Types of Disciplinary Removals  
 
As in past years, the most frequently used type of disciplinary removal strategy is out-of-school 
suspension.  Approximately 76 percent of all disciplinary removals reported in 2009-10 (or 
46,137 incidents) resulted in out-of-school suspensions.  Approximately 24 percent (14,167 
incidents) resulted in in-school suspensions.  In addition, there were 219 permanent expulsions 
reported, as well as 73 incidents in which a student was removed by school personnel to an 
alternative setting, and 13 incidents in which a student was removed by a hearing officer to an 
alternative setting. 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

Similarly, of the 305 incidents in which a student was permanently removed from their school, 
72 percent were expelled.  Only in 28 percent of incidents was the student removed to alternative 
educational setting. 
 
Figure 39: Type of Disciplinary Exclusion: Expulsion vs. Referral, Massachusetts (2009-10) 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
  
 
 
 
By separating serious versus non-serious offenses, we can see that out-of-school suspensions are 
used slightly less often in response to non-serious behaviors/offenses.  However, out-of-school 

Anecdotal evidence suggests that 
some schools would like to use 
in-school suspensions more 
often, but face funding and space 
constraints.  Nonetheless, the 
high percentage of students 
“punished” by being removed 
from the school setting indicates 
the need for more schools to 
explore alternative strategies that 
address students’ behavioral and 
discipline issue while keeping 
them in school whenever 
possible. 

Figure 38: Type of Disciplinary Exclusion, Massachusetts (2009-10) 



 
55 

suspensions are still used 67 percent of the time for unassigned offenses, with in-school 
suspensions used the other 33 percent of the time.  Expulsion (n = 4) and removal to an 
alternative setting (n = 13) were rarely used for unassigned offenses. 
 
 
Figure 40: Type of Punishment, Serious Offenses           Figure 41: Type of Punishment, Non-Serious Offenses  
Massachusetts (2009-10)     Massachusetts (2009-10) 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In addition to breaking out the serious (n = 29,124 incidents) versus non-serious offenses (n = 
31,486 incidents), it is possible to disaggregate the different types of offenses that make up the 
“serious offenses” category.  Because of the current reporting, this is not possible with non-
serious offenses, as they are all simply coded as “unassigned offenses” without further 
description of the behavior/offenses. 
 
In 2009-10, the largest single category of offenses was unassigned (non-serious) offenses.  After 
that, the next largest driver of disciplinary removals is physical fights/physical assault, 
comprising 24 percent of all reported disciplinary removals.  Other violence and substance-
related offenses each make up 7 percent, while property-related offenses, weapons, and other 
criminal activities each comprise 3 – 4 percent of reported disciplinary removals. 
 
Figure 42: Type of Offenses Reported, Massachusetts (2009-10)  
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The chart below shows a detailed breakdown of each type of disciplinary incident (e.g. 
unassigned offenses, physical fights, alcohol use, etc.) and frequency with which each type of 
incident was punished with different types of disciplinary removal (in-school suspension, out-of 
school suspension, expulsion, or removal to an alternative setting). 
 
Figure 43: “Crime and Punishment”—Type of Disciplinary Removal by Type of Offense/Behavior 
Massachusetts (2009-10) 
 

 
 
Segments of the Student Population Removed at Disproportionally High Rates 
 
Low-income students, special education students, male students, Black/African American 
students, and Hispanic students continue to be removed at disproportionately high rates (not only 
compared to other population segments, but also relative to the percentage of the student 
population these groups comprise).32  The gap seems to have narrowed considerably between 
2007-08 and 2009-10 for low-income students and special education students, but has increased 
for Black/African American Students and Hispanic Students.33  The data showed no change for 
male students.  It is unclear whether these shifts between 2007-09 and 2009-10 reflect changes in 
school practices or changes reporting practices. 
                                                        
32 This analysis looks at only serious incidents resulting in disciplinary removal—not unassigned offenses—since schools are 
required to report disciplinary removals resulting from serious offenses for all students.  Thus, isolating only serious incidents for 
this analysis provides a more accurate picture for comparing student sub-groups. 

33 As previously discussed, there may have been a coding error in special education status in the 2009-10 SSDR dataset.  The 
numbers presented in these charts reflect the numbers in the dataset (they do not attempt to correct for a potential coding error, 
and should be updated if DESE confirms that there was a coding transposition). 
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Figure 44: Population Segments Removed at Disproportionately High Rates for Serious Offenses, 
Massachusetts (2007-08) 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
Figure 45: Population Segments Removed at Disproportionately High Rates for Serious Offenses, 
Massachusetts (2009-10) 
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APPENDIX E: FEDERAL AND STATE REQUIREMENTS GOVERNING DISCIPLINE POLICY  
 
This appendix summarizes the various federal and state laws pertaining to school discipline 
policy in Massachusetts, outlining the policy, what it requires, and what discretion the policy 
allows, if any. 
 
Federal Requirements 
 

 

Issue: Mandatory Expulsion for Possession of Firearms 
 

 Policy:  Gun-Free Schools Act of 1994 
 Requirement:  Mandates at least a one-year expulsion for any student who brings a firearm onto 
 school property, subject to due process protections.  An amendment specifies that the school 
 superintendent may modify the expulsion requirement to a suspension on a case-by-case basis. 
 Discretion:  School superintendents have the discretion to make exceptions on a case-by-case 
 basis.  In addition, states have the discretion to “ratchet up” the policy.  Many states have 
 extended the law to other weapons and/or possession or use of drugs and alcohol.  
 

  
 

Issue: Provision of Education to Students with Disabilities Following Disciplinary Exclusion 
 
 Policy:  Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA) 
 Requirement:  States must provide a free, public education to students with disabilities.  If 
 suspended or expelled, the district must continue to provide special education services.  
 Discretion:  No discretion; schools are required to provide special education services. 
 

 
 

Issue: Students’ Right to Due Process Before Disciplinary Exclusions 
 
 Policy:  US Supreme Court, due process clause of the Constitution 
 Requirement:  Before assigning a short-term suspension (10 days or less), schools are required  
 to give a student (1) oral or written notice of charges, (2) an explanation of evidence, (3) the 
 opportunity to present his/her side of the story to an “impartial decision-maker,” for example a 
 school administrator.  More formal procedures are required for long-term suspensions (over 10 
 days) and expulsions, but specific rules of due process are not laid out.  (See Goss vs. Lopez, 
 419 U.S. 565 (1975)) 
 Discretion:  No discretion; schools are required to follow due process procedures.  
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State Requirements 
 
 

Issue: Provision of Education to Regular Education Students Following Disciplinary Exclusion 
 
 Policy:  Massachusetts Constitution; Massachusetts General Laws Chapter 31, Section 37H; 
 Doe v. Superintendent of Schools of Worcester, 421 Mass. 117, 129, 615 N.E.2d 1088, 1095 
 (1995); Board of Education v. School Committee of Quincy, 415 Mass. 240 (1993).  School-age 
 children have a right to an education under MA constitution, but it is not considered a 
 fundamental right.  
 Requirement:  The Massachusetts state constitution mandates that the state provide school-aged 
 children a free, public education, but the Massachusetts Supreme court has not interpreted this 
 right to an education as a “fundamental right” (Doe v Superintendent of Schools of Worcester, 
 421 Mass. 117, 129, 615 N.E.2d 1088, 1095 (1995)).  Schools are not required to provide 
 educational services to students while they are suspended or expelled (Board of Education v. 
 School Committee of Quincy, 415 Mass. 240 (1993).  According to the Rennie Center’s 2010 
 policy brief Act Out, Get Out?, over 85 percent of schools exercise their right not to provide 
 educational services following disciplinary exclusion.  In addition, all schools have the right to 
 decline admission to any student who was previously expelled from any Massachusetts school 
 (MA General Laws Chapter 31, Section 37H).   
 Discretion:  Although they are not required to educate students who have previously been 
 expelled from another Massachusetts school, districts and schools may nonetheless choose to 
 accept and educate a previously expelled student.   
          

 
 

Issue: Punishment of Students for Possession of Weapons or Illegal Substances 
 
 Policy:  Massachusetts General Laws Chapter 71, Section 37H 
 Requirement:  Principals have the authority to expel a student for possession of a dangerous  
 weapon or illegal substances on school grounds or at school-sponsored of school related events.  
 (Expelled students have the right to appeal to the superintendent.)  
 Discretion:  The school principal can choose to suspend rather than expel the student upon if the  
 student is not considered a threat to the safety, security, or welfare of other students and staff.   
 The school administrator also has the discretion to decide whether or not to consider an object a 
 dangerous weapon in unclear cases. 
 

 
 

Issue: Punishment of Students for Assaulting School Personnel 
 
 Policy:  Massachusetts General Laws Chapter 71, Section 37H 
 Requirement:  Principals have the authority to expel a student for assaulting school personnel.  
 (Expelled students have the right to appeal the expulsion to the superintendent.) 
 Discretion:  The school principal can choose not to expel the student, or to suspend rather than  
 expel the student.   
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Issue: Punishment for Assaulting Other Students 
 
 Policy:  Massachusetts General Laws Chapter 76, Section 17 
 Requirement:  Principals have the authority to expel a student for assaulting another student if  
 (1) the “misconduct and potential penalty are included in the school discipline code, (2) the 
 expulsion is decided by the school committee, (3) the student’s parent/guardian has had an 
 opportunity to be heard.”  
 Discretion:  The principal can choose not to expel the student, or to suspend rather than expel.   
 

 
  

Issue: Punishment of Students with a Felony Charge or Conviction 
 
 Policy:  Massachusetts General Laws Chapter 71, Section 37H ½   
 Requirement:  Principals have the authority to suspend a student charged with a felony “if the 
 students’ continued presence in the school would have a substantial detrimental effect on the 
 school’s general welfare.”  If the student is convicted of a felony, the principal has the authority 
 to expel the student if the students’ continued presence in the school would have a substantial 
 detrimental effect on the school’s general welfare.  The student may appeal the suspension/ 
 expulsion. 
 Discretion:  The principal has the discretion to determine if the student’s “continued presence in 
 the school would have a substantial detrimental effect on the school’s general welfare”  
 

 
 

Issue: Requirements for Reporting on School Safety, Student Behavior, and Discipline Data 
 
 Policy: Various federal and state policies, including the Federal Gun-Free Schools Act, Federal 
 Safe and Drug-Free Schools and Communities Act, Federal No Child Left Behind Act, Federal 
 Individuals with Disabilities Act, and Massachusetts Education Reform Act of 1993 
 Requirement: Various federal and stage policies require the collection and reporting of school  
 safety, student behavior, and discipline data.  Massachusetts schools are required to report 
 annual data to the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education.  (See 
 page 15 for specific requirements regarding reporting of disciplinary exclusions). 
 Discretion:  Although schools are not currently required to report unassigned offenses resulting 
 in short-term disciplinary exclusions (10 days or less) for regular education students, some 
 schools choose to report this data.  An analysis of reported data also shows that many schools do 
 not fulfill their obligation to report disciplinary exclusions (see page 14).  
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Issue: School Districts Responsibility to Publish their Discipline Policies 
 
 Policy:  Massachusetts General Laws Chapter 71, Section 37H 
 Requirement:  Districts (superintendents) are required to publish their policies regarding student 
 conduct.  Published policies must prohibit bullying and must include: (1) disciplinary   
 proceedings, including procedures assuring due process, (2) standards/procedures for suspension   
 and expulsion, (3) procedures for discipline of students with disabilities, (4) 
 standards/procedures to ensure school building security and safety of students and school 
 personnel, (5) disciplinary measures to be taken incases involving: possession or use of illegal 
 substance or weapons, use of force, vandalism, or violation of other students’ civil rights, and 
 (6) prohibition of the use of tobacco products in school buildings/facilities, school grounds, and  
 school busses.  
 Discretion:  State laws mandate that standards and procedures for suspension/expulsion be 
 included in districts’ disciplinary code, but—other than assault, possession of weapons and 
 illegal substances—does not set out specific disciplinary measures for other less serious 
 behaviors.  
 

 
 

Issue: High Schools’ Responsibility to Publish and Distribute Discipline Policies to Students 
 
 Policy: Massachusetts General Laws Chapter 71, Section 37H 
 Requirement:  The principal is required to distribute a student handbook to each student 
 containing the rules of student conduct.  The school council is required to conduct an annual 
 review the handbook every spring to consider changes in the disciplinary policy for the 
 following school year. 
 Discretion:  The school council has the discretion to consider policy changes at any time. 
 

 
 


