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 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

Cradle to Prison Pipeline Flowing through Massachusetts Schools 
 

The Cradle to Prison Pipeline is a national crisis that leaves a Black boy born in 2001 with a one 
in three chance of going to prison in his lifetime and a Latino boy a one in six risk of the same 
fate.  While the Pipeline is fueled by root causes that begin early in a child’s life, a critical part of 
the Pipeline is flowing through Massachusetts schools: a zero tolerance approach to school 
discipline.   
 
“Zero Tolerance,” as it relates to school discipline policies, is a philosophy based on risk 
aversion.  Legally, school discipline policies afford principals and teachers discretion in how 
they apply school discipline policies.  However, a zero tolerance approach adopts mandatory or 
predetermined punishments for certain behaviors without considering the specific context and 
circumstances.  This one-size-fits-all approach too often dolls out a hundred dollar penalty for a 
ten-cent crime.  While educators, administrators, parents, policymakers, and advocates alike 
recognize that school discipline policies are a necessary part of ensuring safe schools and 
positive learning environments, zero tolerance approaches to school discipline are having 
serious unintended consequences.  Zero tolerance increases the use of suspension and expulsion 
for students who do not pose a threat to school safety, disconnects students from school, and 
ultimately contributes to the Cradle to Prison Pipeline.  
 
Research Objectives  
 

This Policy Analysis Exercise, prepared for the Children’s Defense Fund and the Massachusetts 
Coalition to Dismantle the Cradle to Prison Pipeline (the Coalition), analyzes school discipline 
policy and data in Massachusetts, and identifies high-leverage opportunities for intervention.  
Specifically, the PAE seeks to:  
 

 Assess the current state of school discipline policies in Massachusetts, including:  
 Federal and state requirements, 
 Variation in discipline policies among districts subject to the same 

requirements, and  
 Areas of discretion. 

 Characterize the nature of zero tolerance in Massachusetts schools. 
 Analyze and present findings from the 2009-10 Massachusetts school discipline data. 
 Identify strategic opportunities for intervention for the Coalition.  

 
Context 
 

Children start down the path to prison in both jarring and subtle ways.  It’s not just the fourteen-
year-old who ends up behind bars; it’s also the child who is suspended for disruptive behavior, 
misses a few days of school, and begins to feel disconnected.  The more disconnected he 
becomes, the more he acts out in class.  This cycle repeats.  National research suggests that this 
child is three times more likely to drop out of school by 10th grade than a student who has never 
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been suspended;1 and dropping out triples the likelihood a child will end up incarcerated later in 
life.2  It is this second indirect pipeline that can be addressed by implementing more nuanced 
approaches to school discipline, helping students stay in school—and out of prison.  
 
State, district, and school leaders have the opportunity to improve school climate and build 
positive relationships with students so that fewer disciplinary incidents occur, and to diversify 
discipline strategies so that, whenever possible, schools can respond to behavioral issues with 
alternative approaches that keep students in school. 
 
Findings 
 

There are a number of federal and state requirements governing school discipline policy in 
Massachusetts.  Yet federal and state policies leave substantial room for discretion, and are not 
examples of zero tolerance policies.  In fact, zero tolerance is not a policy; it is a philosophy.  It 
is the interpretation and implementation of these requirements—in district and school discipline 
policy, and in practice within individual classrooms and hallways—that are best characterized as 
zero tolerance.  Under pressure to maintain safe schools, reduce risk, and preserve learning time, 
superintendents, principals, and teachers sometimes make disciplinary decisions that apply the 
maximum penalty—in effect, giving up their discretion—even though they are not required to.  
 
In 2009-10, Massachusetts schools reported 60,610 disciplinary removals (suspensions and 
expulsions), involving children from pre-kindergarten to the 12th grade.3 Together, 
Massachusetts students missed a total of 199,056 days of school last year as a result of 
disciplinary exclusions—the equivalent of missing 1,076 years of school.  Furthermore, current 
reporting requirements significantly underestimate the actual number of non-serious offenses 
resulting in disciplinary removals.  As a result, the actual total number is likely at least double, if 
not triple, that reported. 
 
While suspensions and expulsions are often associated with violent or unruly behavior, less than 
half of last year’s disciplinary removals occurred in response to violent, criminal, or substance-
related incidents.  Over 31,000 of the reported disciplinary removals last year were for relatively 
minor offenses—essentially, kids acting out.  
 
Finally, in addition to the alarming number of minor offenses met with disciplinary removal, the 
data consistently show that schools frequently use out-of-school suspensions to punish both 
serious and non-serious offenses.  Overall, 76 percent of all incidents last year resulted in out-of-
school suspensions.  However, when isolating only non-serious offenses, out-of-school 
suspensions were still used in 67 percent of these incidents, removing students from learning 
time and threatening their sense of connection with school—both significant predictors of 
dropping out. 
 
                                                        
1 Goertz, Pollack, & Rock (1996).  Who drops out of high school and why?: Findings from a national study.  Teachers College 
Record, 87, 357-73. 
2 Coalition for Juvenile Justice.  Abandoned in the Back from: New Lessons in Education and Delinquency Prevention.  2001.  
Annual Report. 
3 Source for all school discipline data referenced in Findings section: Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary 
Education, 2009-10 School Safety and Discipline Report.  Analyzed by author.  The dataset is discussed in detail in Appendix D. 
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Recommendations for the Coalition 
 

Implementation Considerations: 
 

 Recognize the need for disciplinary exclusion as a legitimate strategy for schools in 
situations that pose a safety threat, and communicate this position to stakeholders. 

 Segment offense types into “green light” offenses (non-serious offenses), “yellow light” 
offenses (serious offenses in name, but situations that are unlikely to pose a safety threat), 
and “red light” offenses (offenses that pose a safety threat).  Green and yellow light 
offenses can be addressed through school discipline reform, while red light offenses 
should be addressed through preventative and rehabilitative strategies. 

 Capitalize on the combination of policy advocacy and grassroots implementation reform. 
Focus on policy reform at the state and district level, and implementation reform at the 
school level. 

 
Recommended Opportunities for Intervention: 
 

 State level—Pursue policy advocacy for “green light” offenses. 
 Advocate for expanded reporting requirements so that all non-serious offenses 

resulting in disciplinary removal must be reported, and so that schools report 
more detail about the nature of the offense (rather than simply the current 
designation of “unassigned offenses” that is used for all non-serious offenses). 

 Advocate for state policy change to limit the permissible penalties for non-serious 
offenses, encouraging the use of alternative disciplinary approaches that keep 
students in school. 
 

 District level—Pursue policy advocacy for “yellow light” offenses. 
 Advocate for districts to require progressive discipline policies, using disciplinary 

removal only as a last resort. 
 Advocate for districts to provide guidelines for non-excludable offenses—

indicating not just what should be grounds for disciplinary removal, but also what 
should not. 

 Encourage districts to adopt a dual-responsibility philosophy, recognizing the 
double imperative to keep schools safe and keep students in school. 
 

 School level—Pursue implementation reform for “green” and “yellow light” offenses. 
 Identify “bright spots” and facilitate peer learning opportunities, building a 

resource database of schools that are effectively using alternatives to zero 
tolerance and facilitating conferences, trainings and/or online resources/networks. 

 Partner with schools to train personnel in alternative discipline approaches. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Zero Tolerance School Discipline Policies & the Cradle to Prison Pipeline 
 

The Cradle to Prison Pipeline is a national crisis that leaves a Black boy born in 2001 with a one 
in three chance of going to prison in his lifetime and a Latino boy a one in six risk of the same 
fate.  The pipeline is fueled by racial disparities, pervasive poverty, trauma, inadequate health 
and mental health care, gaps in early childhood development, disparate educational 
opportunities, chronic abuse and neglect, and overburdened and ineffective juvenile justice 
systems.4  While the Cradle to Prison Pipeline has many entrenched root causes that begin early 
in a child’s life, a critical part of the pipeline is flowing through Massachusetts schools: a zero 
tolerance approach to school discipline.   
 
“Zero Tolerance,” as it relates to school discipline policies, is a philosophy based on risk 
aversion.  Legally, school discipline policies afford principals and teachers discretion in how 
they apply school discipline policies.  However, a zero tolerance approach adopts mandatory or 
predetermined punishments for certain behaviors without considering the specific context and 
circumstances.  This one-size-fits-all approach too often dolls out a hundred dollar penalty for a 
ten-cent crime.  While educators, administrators, parents, policymakers, and advocates alike 
recognize that school discipline policies are a necessary part of ensuring safe schools and 
positive learning environments, zero tolerance approaches to school discipline are having 
serious unintended consequences.  Zero tolerance increases the use of suspension and expulsion 
for relatively minor offenses, disconnects students from school, and feeds the Cradle to Prison 
Pipeline.  
 
Research Objectives and Methodology 
 

This Policy Analysis Exercise, prepared for the Children’s Defense Fund and the Massachusetts 
Coalition to Dismantle the Cradle to Prison Pipeline, analyzes school discipline policy and data 
in Massachusetts, and identifies high-leverage opportunities for intervention to help keep more 
students in school—and ultimately out of prison.  Specifically, the PAE seeks to: 
 

 Assess the current state of school discipline policies in Massachusetts, including:  
 Federal and state requirements, 
 Variation in discipline policies among districts subject to the same 

requirements, and  
 Areas of discretion. 

 Characterize the nature of zero tolerance in Massachusetts schools. 
 Analyze and present findings from the 2009-10 Massachusetts school discipline data. 
 Identify strategic opportunities for intervention for the Coalition.  

 

The methodology for this PAE—detailed in Appendix A—included a literature review, 
stakeholder interviews, analysis of Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary 
Education school discipline data, sampling of Massachusetts district-level and school-level 
discipline policies, and cross-district variation analysis.  

                                                        
4 Definitions from the Children’s Defense Fund. 
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 BACKGROUND   
 
The Massachusetts Coalition to Dismantle the Cradle 
to Prison Pipeline is a coalition of organizations and 
individuals working to “dismantle the pipeline to 
prison and replace it with an expressway toward 
college and productive work.”  Formed in 2010 and 
led by the Children’s Defense Fund, the Coalition has 
three stated goals: 
 
 To focus on zero tolerance school discipline 

policies as a key feeder system fueling the Cradle 
to Prison Pipeline crisis in Massachusetts and 
promote alternatives that create positive learning 
environments for children. 

 

 To launch an education campaign to inform 
community leaders, parents, and youth about the 
Cradle to Prison Pipeline, and name the 
overriding issues of racial disparities, poverty, 
trauma, and inequality that fuel the pipeline. 

 

 To dismantle the pipeline to prison by mobilizing 
activists, advocates, parents, youth, lawyers, 
stakeholders, and the larger community to take 
action against systems and policies that funnel our 
youth into the pipeline. 

 
This PAE addresses the Coalition’s first goal. 
 
CDF and the Coalition believe that zero tolerance school discipline policies were designed to 
increase school safety and foster a positive learning environment, but have had the unintended 
consequences of: 1) suspending and expelling children who do not pose a threat to school safety 
for loosely defined or subjective behaviors and funneling them into the criminal justice system, 
and 2) disproportionately impacting students of color and low income students. 
 

About the Massachusetts Coalition to Dismantle the Cradle to Prison Pipeline: 
In April 2010, Barbara Best—CDF Director of Foundation Relations and Special Projects, 
and 2010 MC/MPA graduate—and HKS student Michelle Stillwell-Parvensky organized a 
conference at Harvard Law School on dismantling the Cradle to Prison Pipeline. The 
conference drew 300 community, faith, and policy leaders, who explored the Pipeline and its 
key levers.  The group identified zero tolerance school discipline policies as a key driver of 
the pipeline, and a sub-group—now known as the Massachusetts Coalition to Dismantle the 
Cradle to Prison Pipeline—formed to further address the issue through assessment of the 
problem, research on best practices and potential alternative solutions, and community 
education.  The Coalition is comprised of representatives of over 40 organizations, including 
nonprofit advocacy groups, legal services, universities, interfaith networks, youth services 
providers, early childhood and K-12 educators, and state agencies.  There are three task 
forces, focusing on: assessment, alternatives to zero tolerance, and community education.  

About the Children’s Defense Fund: 
Founded in 1973, the Children’s 
Defense Fund (CDF) is a national 
nonprofit advocacy organization that 
works to ensure a level playing field 
and positive outcomes for children.  
It pursues this mission by 
championing policies and programs 
that lift children out of poverty, 
protect them from abuse and neglect, 
and ensure access to health care, a 
quality education, and a moral 
foundation.  CDF pays particular 
attention to the needs of poor and 
minority children and those with 
disabilities.  Its work often involves 
public education about the needs of 
children, and advocacy strategies 
encouraging preventative investments 
before children get sick, drop out of 
school, get into trouble, or suffer 
family breakdown. CDF is 
headquartered in Washington D.C., 
with offices covering 15 states.  
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Definition of Key Terms 
 
 

Cradle to Prison Pipeline:  The Cradle to Prison Pipeline describes the diversion of children 
from school and productive work to the criminal justice system.  It is an urgent national crisis 
that leaves a Black boy born in 2001 with a one in three chance of going to prison in his lifetime 
and a Latino boy a one in six risk of the same fate.  The pipeline is fueled by poverty, racial 
disparities, inadequate health and mental health care, gaps in early childhood development, 
disparate educational opportunities, and overburdened and ineffective juvenile justice systems.   
 
Zero Tolerance School Discipline Policies:  “Zero Tolerance,” as it relates to school discipline 
policies, is an approach that adopts mandatory or predetermined punishments for certain 
behaviors without considering the specific context and circumstances.  Zero tolerance 
approaches have increased the use of suspension and expulsion for relatively minor offenses. 
 
Disciplinary Exclusion/Disciplinary Removal:  Suspension and Expulsion are referred to 
together as disciplinary exclusion or disciplinary removal.  The terms disciplinary exclusion and 
disciplinary removal are used interchangeably in this PAE and in the field. 
 
Unassigned Offenses:  Unassigned offenses are all reported offenses resulting in disciplinary 
removal that do not involve violence, criminal activity, or illegal substances.  They are referred 
to throughout this PAE as non-serious offenses.  Unassigned (non-serious) offenses include 
behaviors such as tardiness, skipping class, talking back, swearing, and classroom disruption.  
 
Alternatives to Zero Tolerance:  “Alternatives” are non-exclusionary strategies for managing 
school discipline that take into account the nuances of the student behavior and the situation. 
Alternatives: (1) recognize there is a wide range of behavioral issues in schools, and there is no 
one-size-fits-all response; (2) encourage supportive school climates and positive relationships; 
and (3) seek to remediate student behavior while keeping students in school whenever possible. 
  

 
 

 CONTEXT    
 
Two Paths to Prison 
 

Children start down the path to prison in both jarring and subtle ways.  It’s not just the kid who is 
expelled and arrested for drawing a knife on another student and ends up in the juvenile justice 
system at age 13.  It’s also the child who is disruptive in class, is suspended, misses a few days 
of school, and begins to feel more and more disconnected.  The more disconnected he becomes, 
the more he tends to act out in class.  This cycle repeats.  National research suggests that this 
child is three times more likely to drop out of school by 10th grade than a student who has never 
been suspended.5 And that dropping out triples the likelihood that this child will end up 
incarcerated later in life.6  While there is undoubtedly variation in each child’s experience, the 
“path to prison” can be broken down into two main tracks: direct and indirect.   

                                                        
5 Goertz, Pollack, & Rock (1996).  Who drops out of high school and why?: Findings from a national study.  Teachers College 
Record, 87, 357-73. 
6 Coalition for Juvenile Justice.  Abandoned in the Back from: New Lessons in Education and Delinquency Prevention.  2001.  
Annual Report. 
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The “direct path” describes situations in which a young person is arrested for a serious offense 
(or sometimes arrested after a series of repeated less serious offenses) and committed to the 
Department of Youth Services or the Department of Corrections.  The precipitating offense may 
have occurred either in school or out of school; current data systems make it difficult to 
disaggregate school-based versus community-based offenses.  In either case, however, this type 
of situation calls for preventative measures—addressing some of the root causes of the Cradle to 
Prison Pipeline—and support for rehabilitation and reintegration into school and/or a path to 
productive work.  This “direct” path is a critical component of the Pipeline, but not one that 
school discipline reform is well positioned to address.  Therefore, this PAE focuses largely on 
the “indirect,” path to prison—in which school discipline policies play a more significant role. 
 
 

Figure 1: Two Paths to Prison 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

The “indirect path” describes the chain of events that occur over several years—and sometimes 
even decades—that link exclusionary discipline strategies to increased chances of incarceration 
later in life.  This path traces the connections between punitive disciplinary strategies and 
removing students from school for relatively minor offenses, between disciplinary exclusion and 
alienation from school, between alienation and dropping out of school, and between dropping out 
and becoming incarcerated later in life.  Although a much smaller percentage of the children who 
enter the indirect path will ultimately end up in prison than those kids caught on the direct path, 
the raw number of children who enter the indirect path’s funnel is much larger.  And while it 
may sound like an exaggeration to argue that a child who is suspended for three days for talking 
back to a teacher is necessarily on the road to prison, there is a substantial body of national 
research supporting the relationships between each step in the indirect path to prison.  For these 
reasons, the indirect path to prison merits serious attention.   
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Furthermore, there are a greater number of intervention points along the indirect path to prison 
than the direct path—and more appropriate opportunities to intervene with school discipline 
reform.  For instance, in addition to the preventative and rehabilitative strategies mentioned 
earlier, improved school climate and relationships can decrease the number of disciplinary 
incidents that occur in the first place.  Opportunities also exist to diversify school discipline 
strategies so that, whenever possible, schools can respond with alternative disciplinary measures 
that do not remove students from school. 
 
 

Figure 2: Possible Intervention Points along the INDIRECT Path to Prison & the Role of School Discipline 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3: Possible Intervention Points along the DIRECT Path to Prison & the Role of School Discipline  
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National Research 
 

Disciplinary removal strategies based on a zero tolerance philosophy are intended to create a safe 
school environment conducive to learning, and to deter students from misbehaving in the future.  
Ironically, national research suggests that disciplinary removal may fail to achieve its desired 
effects and create harmful side effects in the process.  Disciplinary removal can disconnect 
students from school, exacerbate developmental challenges, influence students’ likelihood of 
dropping out, and disproportionately remove low-income, minority, and low-achieving students 
from school.  National research indicates that: 
 

• Schools with higher rates of disciplinary exclusion are associated with less satisfactory 
ratings of school climate.7 

• There is a negative relationship between the use of disciplinary removal and academic 
achievement, even controlling for student demographics such as socioeconomic status.8 

• Disciplinary removal does not effectively deter students: studies regularly find that over 
40 percent of suspended students are repeat offenders, and suspension is a strong 
predictor of future suspension.  Thus, it suspension appears to function more as a 
reinforcing loop rather than as a deterrent.9 

• Students’ sense of connection to school is strongly associated with their ability to 
succeed.10  Students who experience disciplinary removal tend to be less connected, less 
invested in school rules, and less motivated academically.11  

• Developmental research suggests that disciplinary removal strategies may not be 
appropriate for children and adolescents, who need strong peer and adult relationships, 
and— particularly before the age of 15—lack psychological maturity in resisting peer 
pressure, judging risk and future consequences, and controlling impulses.12  These issues 
must be weighed when considering disciplinary removal for minor offenses. 

• The national High School and Beyond survey found that 31 percent of sophomores who 
had dropped out had been suspended, while only 10 percent of their peers who stayed in 
school had been suspended.  Both absenteeism (a necessary implication of disciplinary 
removal) and suspension are consistently cited as strong predictors of dropping out.13 

•  There is a strong correlation between low academic achievement and disciplinary 
incidents.  Students who struggle academically often become frustrated and act out in 
school.14  

                                                        
7 American Psychological Association Zero Tolerance Task Force (2008).  Are zero tolerance policies effective in the schools?  
An evidentiary review and recommendations.  American Psychologist, vol. 63, no 9, p. 852-862.  
8 Skiba, R.J. & Rausch, M.K. (2006).  Zero Tolerance, suspension, and exclusion: Questions of equity and effectiveness.  In C.M. 
Everston & C.S. Weinstein, Eds., Handbook of Classroom Management: Research, Practice, and Contemporary Issues, p. 1063-
1089.  Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.  
9 Ibid. 
10 Blum, R.  (2004).  School Connectedness: Improving Students’ Lives.  Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins School of Public Health. 
11 Hawkins, J.D., Smith, B.H. & Catalano, R.F.  (2004).  Social development and social and emotional learning.  In J.E. Zins, 
R.P. Weissberg, M.C. Wang, & H.J. Walberg, Eds., Building Academic Success on Social and Emotional Learning: What does 
the Research Say?  P. 135-150.  New York: Teachers College Press. 
12 American Psychological Association Zero Tolerance Task Force (2008).  Are zero tolerance policies effective in the schools?  
An evidentiary review and recommendations.  American Psychologist, vol. 63, no 9, p. 852-862. 
13 Boston Youth Transitions Task Force.  (2006).  Too Big to be Seen: The Invisible Dropout Crisis in Boston and America.   
14 Miles, S.B. & Stipek, D.  (2006).  Contemporaneous and longitudinal associations between social behavior and achievement.  
Child Development, vol 77, p. 103-117. 
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• African American students are consistently suspended and expelled at higher rates than 
other students, even controlling for other demographic factors such as socioeconomic 
status; but there is no evidence suggesting they exhibit higher rates of misbehavior or 
violence.15  

 
 
Warranted versus Unwarranted Disciplinary Exclusion 
 

When is the Use of Disciplinary 
Exclusion Warranted?  
  

It is important, both politically and 
strategically, for the Coalition to 
recognize and communicate that 
disciplinary removal is a legitimate 
and necessary strategy in cases 
when a student’s behavior 
threatens the safety of other 
students or school personnel.  The 
Coalition’s work focuses on the 
problem of children being 
unnecessarily excluded from 
school for loosely defined or 
subjective behaviors.  But at the 
same time, there are other 
instances in which children are 
excluded for behaviors that 
legitimately violate the safety of 
other children or adults and 
jeopardize the school environment.  
 
Particularly in today’s anti-bullying climate, respecting the use of school exclusion in 
appropriate situations and distinguishing between these two scenarios will help the Coalition 
keep its message focused on unintended consequences and unnecessary school exclusion—and 
hopefully open the ears and minds of a wider audience.  In addition, this distinction will help the 
Coalition strategically focus its efforts, since the two scenarios call for different types of 
intervention along the Cradle to Prison Pipeline continuum.  Helping students who have 
committed serious, violent offenses achieve these objectives calls for strategies such as early 
intervention, prevention, and rehabilitation.  This involves intervening far earlier in the Cradle to 
Prison Pipeline.  On the other hand, “unwarranted” disciplinary exclusion calls for strategies to 
reform school discipline policy and practice.  The same objective applies in both contexts: to 
help students stay in school, receive the support they need, and prepare for productive futures. 
 
 

                                                        
15 American Psychological Association Zero Tolerance Task Force (2008).  Are zero tolerance policies effective in the schools?  
An evidentiary review and recommendations.  American Psychologist, vol. 63, no 9, p. 852-862. 

School discipline policies are intended to increase 
school safety and foster a positive learning 
environment.  In practice, however, they sometimes 
have the unintended consequence of excluding children 
who do not pose a safety threat for loosely defined or 
subjective behaviors.  The Coalition to Dismantle the 
Cradle to Prison Pipeline believes that a zero tolerance 
approach to school discipline unnecessarily excludes 
children from school and contributes to the flow of 
children into the criminal justice system.  With the 
ultimate goal of keeping children engaged in school—
and out of the criminal justice system—it is important 
to distinguish between “warranted” and “unwarranted” 
disciplinary exclusion.  Focusing on this distinction will 
(1) bolster the Coalition’s credibility, and (2) help 
identify which types of interventions are most 
appropriate in which situations—all in service of 
helping students stay in school, receive the support they 
need, and prepare for productive futures. 
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“Warranted” Disciplinary Exclusion  
 

There are some circumstances in which a student’s behavior seriously threatens the safety other 
students, school personnel, or the school environment.  In such instances, it is appropriate for the 
school to take disciplinary action—removing the student through suspension, expulsion, or 
referral to the juvenile justice system—in order to protect the safety of other students and school 
personnel.  It is critical that schools have disciplinary removal as a tool at their disposal in these 
situations.   
 
Supporting these students calls 
for a focus on preventative 
measures beginning much 
earlier in the Pipeline (closer to 
the cradle than to school).  This 
is the type of work that the 
Coalition could undertake as 
part of its broader Cradle to 
Prison Pipeline campaign.  In 
addition to these prevention 
strategies, the Coalition could 
help schools develop more supportive climates to try to reduce the number of disciplinary 
incidents that escalate, and/or work with juvenile justice and alternative programs on 
rehabilitation and reintegration strategies.  Developing more supportive school climates can 
certainly serve as a preventative strategy to reduce the number escalation of serious incidents 
(this will be discussed later in the PAE).  However, in general, school discipline reform is not a 
sufficient response to “warranted” disciplinary exclusions.   
 
“Unwarranted” Disciplinary Exclusion  
 

There are other circumstances 
in which a student is excluded 
for subjective or loosely 
defined behaviors that do not 
seem to pose a safety threat.  
Under such conditions, risk-
averse attitudes and external 
pressures can influence school 
personnel to apply mandatory 
or predetermined punishments 
for certain behaviors.  As a 
result, the punishment is not 
tailored to the context, the 
nature of the incident and the 
actual level of risk that the 
students’ behavior poses.16  

                                                        
16 Incidents of “unwarranted” disciplinary exclusion are referred to later in this PAE as “green light” or “yellow light” offenses. 

 Examples of Possible Opportunities for Intervention: 
 

• Identify and support high-risk students in school, at 
home, or through social service/nonprofit partners to 
address root causes and prevent serious incidents.  

• Foster school cultures that diffuse conflict and decrease 
the likelihood of serious behavioral incidents. 

• Identify a path to rehabilitation and reintegration into 
traditional school environments, alternative education 
programs, and/or productive employment opportunities. 

 

 Examples of Possible Opportunities for Intervention: 
 

• Identify behaviors that do not require disciplinary 
removal—as well as appropriate alternative strategies to 
respond to less serious incidents—and amend discipline 
policies to include these guidelines.  

• Improve teacher and administrator training, establishing 
clear guidelines on when to use traditional vs. alternative 
discipline strategies, and how to implement alternatives. 

• Mount a public education campaign about the negative 
consequences of school exclusion and the types of 
behaviors currently being met with disciplinary removal. 

• Highlight schools that promote positive school cultures 
and remediate minor behavioral incidents via alternative 
discipline strategies that keep students in school.  
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This type of exclusion points to the need for more specific guidelines and education around the 
use of disciplinary strategies, and alternative methods besides disciplinary removal.  Examples 
and potential opportunities for intervention are discussed at length later in the PAE.   
 
 
 SCHOOL DISCIPLINE POLICY IN MASSACHUSETTS    
 
How are Massachusetts School Discipline Policies Constructed?  
 

In Massachusetts, school discipline policies are governed by a number of federal and state laws, 
as well as district policies and individual school policies.  Thus, each school’s discipline code is 
constructed to comply with federal, state, and district requirements.  However, individual schools 
may also incorporate their own interpretation of what is and is not acceptable in terms of student 
behavior and school discipline responses.  Furthermore, despite the best intentions of any school 
policy, individual teachers may interpret and implement the policy differently in different 
classrooms within the same school. 
 
 

Figure 4: Construction of School Discipline Policies  
 

  
 
 

Where is Zero Tolerance “Located?”   
 

There are a number of federal and state requirements governing school discipline policy in 
Massachusetts.  But in fact, federal and state policies leave ample room for discretion and 
are not examples of zero tolerance policies.  It is the interpretation and implementation of 
these requirements at the district, school, and individual level that are best characterized as 
zero tolerance.  Even though they are not legally required to do so, superintendents, principals, 
and teachers sometimes make decisions that apply the maximum or predetermined penalty, in 
effect giving up their discretion.  By tracing the location of zero tolerance in the construction of 
school discipline policies, the Coalition can target its strategies for intervention—both in terms 
of where it seeks to intervene, and how it intervenes at different levels.   
 
The locus of zero tolerance policies is as follows: 
 

• Federal Level:  Federal Policy is not zero tolerance, except for the Gun Free Schools 
Act—and even within the Gun Free School Act, there is an amendment granting 
discretion to superintendents to suspend rather than expel a student.  (Federal 
requirements governing Massachusetts school discipline are detailed in Appendix E.)  
 

• State Level:  State policy cannot be characterized as zero tolerance.  State level policies 
governing school discipline indicate what a school, principal, or superintendent may do, 
not what they must do.  However there is still an opportunity for policy advocacy to 
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encourage changes in state requirements pertaining to non-serious offenses.  (State 
requirements pertaining to school discipline are detailed in Appendix E.)   

 

• District Level:  District discipline policies vary substantially in the extent to which they 
adopt a zero tolerance approach.  Many districts have a zero tolerance policy for 
weapons, assault, and illegal substances.  However, some also specify mandatory 
minimum suspensions for less serious offenses as well.  Thus, there is an opportunity for 
intervention at the district level in order to encourage more progressive discipline 
policies.  (Appendix C provides greater detail about the variation in district level 
discipline policies.)   

 

• School Level:  There also exists variation in the extent to which schools employ a zero 
tolerance approach.  As there are more than 1,200 schools in Massachusetts, the Coalition 
will have to prioritize which schools it seeks to influence.  The Coalition can target 
individual schools—or a group of schools within a district—based on their school 
discipline “record” and receptivity to alternative disciplinary approaches.  

 

• Individual Level:  Finally, the interpretation and implementation of school discipline 
practices can vary from teacher to teacher even within the same school.  Individual 
attitudes about zero tolerance are no doubt important determinants of school discipline 
practice.  However, because of the sheer number of individual teachers and 
administrators across the state, it is more practical to “capture” and influence attitudes 
and practices at the school-level versus individual-level.  

 
The table below summarizes: (1) the current zero tolerance policy environment at the federal, 
state, district, school, and individual levels, and (2) the types of opportunities for reform the 
Coalition could pursue at each level.     
 
 

Figure 5: The School Discipline Value Chain—Where is Zero Tolerance Located, and Where are the 
Opportunities for Intervention? 
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Variation in District Policy, School Policy, and Individual Implementation 
 

All school districts in Massachusetts are subject to the same set of federal and state requirements 
regarding school discipline.  However, since federal and state requirements leave substantial 
room for discretion, there is considerable variation in district and school policies across the state.  
Furthermore, individual teachers and school administrators often treat behavioral incidents 
differently even within the same school. 
 
District and school discipline policies—sometimes referred to as a Code of Discipline or Code of 
Conduct at the district level, and School Handbook at the school level—can vary in a number of 
ways.  Some key differences are seen in: (1) Philosophy/mission statement, (2) Zero tolerance 
offenses, (3) Recognition of and policy towards alternatives and progressive discipline 
approaches, and (4) Detail, specificity, and number of offenses referenced.  Appendix C provides 
a detailed analysis of cross-district variation in the discipline policies of 18 districts across the 
state, examining similarities and differences in the following areas: 

 
• What “philosophy” do the policies 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? 

• What offenses are considered “zero tolerance” offenses? 
• Does the district recognize alternatives to school exclusion?  Does the district have a 

stated policy regarding the use of alternatives before excluding a student is excluded? 
• What rights of students are recognized? 
• What are the roles and responsibilities of students, parents and administrators? 
• What due process protections are afforded to students facing disciplinary action? 

 
While the appendix includes a more complete analysis of the variation found, the following chart 
highlights some of the differences observed between two districts:  
 
Figure 6: Variation in District Discipline Policy Example 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 

It is also important to note that even a “perfect” discipline policy does not guarantee perfect 
implementation in practice.  Some districts’ discipline policies are very well written from the 
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perspective of encouraging alternatives and recognizing the dual responsibility of maintaining a 
safe environment while also using exclusion only as a last resort.  However, anecdotal evidence 
suggests there instances still occur in which individual teachers and/or administrators employ 
zero tolerance approaches to school discipline, despite the district’s progressive policy.   
 
Due to this high degree of variation, school discipline reform requires diligence on both the 
policy front and the implementation front.  There is no doubt room for improvement in school 
and district policies.  But on the other hand, policy reform alone is not enough.  In order to 
meaningfully move the needle on zero tolerance, a combination of both policy change and shifts 
in attitudes and practices at the individual and school level is needed.  
 

 
  CHARACTERIZING ZERO TOLERANCE IN SCHOOL DISCIPLINE  
 
Federal and state policy—as well as some district and school-level policies—leave considerable 
room for discretion.  In most cases, school discipline policies dictate what principals and teachers 
may do, not what they must do.  And yet, many school personnel give up the discretion they are 
granted.  Thus, zero tolerance is best characterized as an attitude or an approach to school 
discipline—not a policy.  It is an approach based on risk aversion; a product of the tough-on-
crime mentality that has worked its way into schools across the nation, beginning in the 80s and 
90s.  While advocates recognize that zero tolerance approaches have harmful side effects, 
understanding their appeal may be helpful in advocating for alternative approaches. 
 
What is appealing about zero tolerance?  Zero tolerance approaches enable school personnel to 
minimize risk and eliminate liability for allowing potentially dangerous students to remain in 
school.  Acting “on the safe side” is often seen as protecting the wellbeing of all students, and 
focusing on the educational mission at hand for all rather than spending precious time on the few 
students stirring up trouble.  Finally—despite evidence of unequal application—zero tolerance 
has the draw of offering equal treatment for all students, given its prescriptive approach to 
adopting mandatory or predetermined punishments without regard for the situational context and, 
  

 

 
 
 
 
 

•  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 7: Benefits and Costs of Zero Tolerance 
at  least   theoretically,  who  the  student  is.  

As advocates well know, while there are 
reasons zero tolerance may be appealing, 
it often has significant unintended 
consequences in practice.  These include: 
harsh punishments for minor offenses, 
missing school days and educational 
opportunities while serving suspensions 
or expulsions, risk of school alienation 
and disconnection after being repeatedly 
removed from the school environment, 
and ultimately an increased risk of 
dropping out of school and becoming 
involved with the juvenile or criminal 
justice system later in life. 
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 MASSACHUSETTS SCHOOL DISCIPLINE DATA 
 
Number of Disciplinary Exclusions and Number of School Days Missed 
 

In 2009-10, Massachusetts schools reported 60,610 disciplinary exclusions (suspensions, 
expulsions, or permanent removal to an alternative setting) from pre-kindergarten to 12th grade.  
Together, Massachusetts students missed a total of 199,056 days of school during the 2009-
10 school year as a result of disciplinary exclusions—the equivalent of 1,076 years of 
school.17  
 
Less than Half of Reported Incidents are Serious Offenses  

 
  

  

 
 
 
 

Massachusetts Reporting Requirements Underestimate Actual Number of Incidents 
 

While these numbers alone are alarming, it is critical to note that current data are likely to 
significantly underreport the actual number of disciplinary incidents resulting in 
suspension and expulsion.  The reason is twofold.  First, Massachusetts state law does not 
currently require schools to report non-serious offenses resulting in short-term disciplinary 
exclusions (10 days or less) for regular education students (see Figure 9, Massachusetts School 
Discipline Reporting Requirements).  Second, there is little accountability for reporting.  Severe 
fluctuation is seen in the number of incidents reported by some schools from year to year—
sometimes hundreds of incidents one year and zero the next—suggesting uneven reporting 
practices. While it is impossible to know the actual number of disciplinary exclusions until the 
state changes the reporting requirements, a reasonable projection based on current available data 
suggests that actual disciplinary exclusions are likely more than double, if not triple, the 
number of disciplinary exclusions reported.  This would bring the total expected number of 

                                                        
17 Appendix D, 2009-10 Massachusetts School Discipline Data, includes a detailed description of the data source, as well as an 
analysis of the types of offenses reported, types of punishments assigned, distribution of student demographics, and distribution 
of number of school days missed. 

Figure 8: Number of Incidents Reported (2009-10) 
While suspensions and expulsions often 
conjure images of violent or unruly 
behavior, over half of last year’s school 
exclusions resulted from unassigned 
offenses—essentially, kids acting out.  
Unassigned offenses are offenses that do 
not involve violence, criminal activity, or 
illegal substances.  Last year, 31,486 of 
the 60,610 reported disciplinary 
exclusions were for unassigned 
offenses. All together, Massachusetts 
students missed a total of 53,715 school 
days—the equivalent of 290 school 
years—as a result of these non-serious 
offenses. 
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disciplinary exclusions to between 120,000 and 180,00 incidents, rather than the 60,000 
incidents reported.18 
 
 

Figure 9: Massachusetts School Discipline Reporting Requirements  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
The grey shaded box in Figure 9 shows the type of incidents—unassigned offenses for regular 
education students resulting in suspensions of up to 10 days—that schools are not required to 
report to the state Department of Elementary and Secondary Education.  In considering the 
number of students impacted by disciplinary removal, this is a significant missing piece of 
information. 
 
Out-of-School Suspension Heavily Used for both Serious and Non-Serious Offenses 
 

In addition to the distribution of offenses between serious offenses (violence, criminal activity, 
and illegal substances) and non-serious offenses, the data show that schools consistently use 
out-of-school suspensions to punish all types of offenses.  This trend has been noted by other 

                                                        
18 Actual versus reported disciplinary exclusions—including methodology and calculations—is discussed in detail in Appendix 
D, 2009-10 Massachusetts School Discipline Data.  These numbers are estimates for 2008-09 and 2009-10, based on unreported 
unassigned offenses (those that schools are not currently required to report to DESE).  These estimates do not take into account 
the poor accountability for reporting.  Thus, the actual number is likely higher still than even the 120,000 – 180,000 estimate. 

!
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analyses, in particular the Rennie Center’s May 2010 policy brief, Act Out, Get Out?, which 
analyzed 2007-08 school discipline data.  The prevalence of out-of-school suspensions as a 
disciplinary strategy continues to be a worrisome trend in the 2009-10 school year:  

• Overall, 75 percent of the 60,610 reported offenses (both serious and non-serious) 
resulting in disciplinary exclusion resulted in out-of-school suspensions, with in-school 
suspensions used 24 percent of the time and permanent expulsions comprising the 
remaining one percent.  

• Among the 29,124 serious offenses reported, out-of-school suspensions were used 86 
percent of the time. 

• Among the 31,486 unassigned (non-serious) offenses reported—including behaviors such 
as tardiness, talking back, swearing, and skipping class—out-of-school suspensions were 
still used 67 percent of the time. 

 
 
Figure 10: Type of Punishment, Serious Offenses   Figure 11: Type of Punishment, Non-Serious Offenses 
                           (n = 29,124)                                             (n = 31,486)   
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Anecdotal evidence from stakeholder interviews suggests that some schools would like to use in-
school suspensions more frequently, but face budgetary and space constraints.  Nonetheless, 
careful attention should be given to what strategies can be employed to: (a) improve school 
climates and relationships so as to decrease the number of behavioral incidents that occur, and 
(b) introduce a wider variety of alternative disciplinary strategies that seek to reform 
inappropriate behavior while keeping kids in school.  Examples of such strategies include parent-
student-teacher conferences, detentions, half-day in-school suspensions, and restorative justice 
approaches.  The current data indicate that students who are acting out—the very kids who most 
need to be engaged in school—are too often punished by being removed from school.  
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 FRAMEWORK FOR REFORM: SEGMENTING OFFENSE TYPES  
 
Segmenting Offense Types to Target High-Leverage Opportunities for Intervention 
  

It is important, politically and strategically, for the Coalition to recognize the need for 
disciplinary exclusion as a legitimate option for schools when a student’s behavior threatens the 
safety of other students or school personnel or seriously jeopardizes the school environment.  
There are opportunities for intervention much earlier in the Cradle to Prison Pipeline to support 
children and prevent such instances from occurring.  But it is critical that the Coalition keep its 
zero tolerance efforts focused on reforming discipline policy and practice in cases where children 
who do not pose a threat to school safety are suspended or expelled for loosely defined or 
subjective behaviors. 
 
The current climate is understandably ripe with concerns about bullying, given the rollout of the 
recent anti-bullying law and anti-bullying implementation plans in schools across the state.  
Particularly in this context, the Coalition should segment different types of 
behaviors/offenses into three categories (described below) in order to target its strategies 
for reform.  The Coalition can then focus on the “low-hanging fruit” of unassigned offenses 
to garner momentum-building wins, while simultaneously pursuing mid-term and longer-
term strategies for the more controversial issues. 
 
This targeted approach—segmenting offense types, developing targeted interventions for each 
type of offense, and focusing advocacy efforts on the “low-hanging fruit”—will drive the 
Coalition towards its goal of significantly reforming zero tolerance in Massachusetts. 
  
Figure 12: Framework for Reform—Segmenting Offense Types to Target High-Leverage Interventions                                          

The Coalition can prioritize “low-hanging fruit” by segmenting different types of  
offenses and tailoring its strategies for reform according to the type of offense. 
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As illustrated above, school-based offenses can be broken down into three main categories: 
 
• “Red light” offenses:  

Red light offenses are serious offenses—involving violence, criminal activity, or illegal 
substances—that pose a legitimate safety threat to other students and/or school personnel.  
There are certain behaviors that cannot be tolerated in schools; these behaviors constitute 
“red light” offenses.  For the most part, these offenses should not be addressed through 
school discipline reform.  There may be some opportunity for referral to alternative settings, 
counseling, or support services in collaboration with DYS.  But by and large, these types of 
offenses call for intervention much earlier in the pipeline—closer to the cradle than to 
school—to address root causes such as pervasive poverty, gaps in early childhood 
development, racial disparities, and trauma, to name a few.  Pushing too hard on red light 
offenses in the context of school discipline reform carries the danger of discrediting the 
Coalition’s efforts on “green light” and “yellow light” offenses. 

 
• “Yellow Light” Offenses:  

Yellow light offenses are serious offenses according to the letter of the law.  These 
behaviors, strictly speaking, may involve violence, criminal activity, or illegal substances.  
However, the context of these offenses suggests accidents or misunderstanding, the 
circumstances indicate that the child had no intention to harm, and the result is unlikely to 
pose a safety threat.  There are countless anecdotes about yellow light offenses—for 
example, the child expelled for carrying a Swiss army knife in his backpack that he forgot to 
unpack from his weekend camping trip, or the high school honors student who broke up a 
fight between two classmates and confiscated the weapon, but was intercepted and expelled 
before he had a chance to turn the weapon in to the principal’s office.  The Coalition can 
decrease the number of disciplinary exclusions resulting from yellow light offenses through 
district-level policy advocacy, by facilitating peer learning opportunities at the school level, 
and by pursuing a grassroots advocacy/public education campaign. 

 
• “Green Light” Offenses:  

Green light offenses are unassigned offenses—non-serious offenses that do not involve 
violence, criminal activity or illegal substances.  These are instances of kids acting out, and 
while they may be disruptive, they pose no safety threat.  While students are rarely expelled 
for green light offenses, they are regularly suspended and miss significant school and 
learning time—feeding a vicious cycle of acting out, being absent from school, becoming 
more and more disconnected from school, and ultimately becoming more likely to drop out 
of school and become involved in the criminal justice system.  This category of “green light” 
offenses represents the low-hanging fruit.  Action in this area will positively benefit tens of 
thousands of students and is most likely to be political feasible.  The Coalition can decrease 
the number of disciplinary exclusions resulting from “green light” offenses through state-
level policy advocacy, district-level policy advocacy, and facilitating education and peer 
learning opportunities at the school level. 
 

By segmenting offense types, the Coalition can focus its efforts on advancing high leverage 
reforms for green light offenses—highlighting opportunities to positively impact the lives of tens 
of thousands of students excluded for unassigned offenses—at the state, district, and school 
level.  In addition, it can pursue yellow light opportunities at the district and school level. 
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 RECOMMENDATIONS  
 

Based on the analysis of Massachusetts policy and data, and recognizing the Coalition’s core 
competencies as a network of largely non-profit and advocacy organizations, the following 
implementation considerations and opportunities for intervention are recommended: 
 
Implementation Considerations 
 

To enhance the Coalition’s chances for success in decreasing Massachusetts schools’ use of zero 
tolerance approaches, the following considerations should be taken into account:  
 

 
Opportunities for Intervention 
 

Keeping the implementation considerations in mind, the Coalition should pursue the following 
opportunities for intervention at the state, district, and school level: 
 
Figure 13:  Opportunities for Intervention 
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The opportunities for intervention at each level—along with how they align with “green light”  
and “yellow light” offenses—are detailed below: 
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 NEXT STEPS 
 
Immediate Steps 
 

Addressing the issue of unassigned offenses—demanding both better information and more 
nuanced, less punitive responses to non-serious offenses—offers a compelling priority area for 
the Coalition.  Particularly given the current political climate, state-level advocacy focused on 
unassigned offenses could provide fertile ground for short-term, momentum building wins.  At 
the same time, the Coalition can begin working at a grassroots level—either district by district or 
school by school—on sharing effective alternatives to zero tolerance, and reforming the 
implementation of overly stringent school discipline policies.  
 
Statewide Advocacy: Better Information and More Nuanced Responses to Unassigned Offenses 
 

 Continue advocacy to require better reporting on the nature unassigned offenses.  In 
May 2010, the Rennie Center recommended in its policy brief Act Out, Get Out? that the 
Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education require schools to 
report on the nature of unassigned offenses.  This would provide greater detail about the 
kinds of non-serious behaviors that result in disciplinary removal. (Currently, the only 
reported information available simply designates these offenses as “unassigned,” without 
further comment.)  This recommendation was positively received by Commissioner 
Chester at the release event; however, at this point it is important to follow up to ensure 
that the momentum on this recommended policy change is not lost.  As a first step, the 
Coalition should reach out to the Commissioner to confirm the progress on this change, 
and continue to keep pressure on the state as appropriate to implement this change.   
 

 Encourage ESE to require that schools report all unassigned offenses resulting in 
disciplinary exclusion.  While greater information about the nature of unassigned 
offenses is a valuable start, the Coalition should also encourage ESE to require that 
schools report all unassigned offenses resulting in disciplinary exclusion for all students.  
The analysis presented in this PAE suggests that current reporting requirements—by 
failing to require reporting on regular education students excluded for 10 days or less—
underreport the actual number of students subject to disciplinary removal by as much as 
100,000 students.  In order to understand the magnitude of the problem—particularly the 
children that may get caught up in the indirect path to prison as a result of suspensions, 
absenteeism and school alienation for relatively minor behaviors—it is critical that 
schools report all unassigned offenses resulting in disciplinary removal.  

 
 Convene state policy leaders, educators, and advocates to begin a discussion about 

limiting permissible punishments for unassigned offenses.  To begin a conversation 
about state policies to limit the allowable punishments for non-serious offenses, the 
Coalition should facilitate discussions with key stakeholders—perhaps individually at 
first to understand the potential concerns of each group—and then convene a meeting 
with state leaders.  Key stakeholders include policy leaders from the Department of 
Elementary and Secondary Education; educators including superintendents, principals 
and teachers; education and youth advocates; and parents.  During these conversations, 
the Coalition should share data regarding: (1) the high number and percentage of 
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disciplinary exclusions resulting from unassigned offenses, (2) the number of days of 
school and learning time missed due to unassigned offenses, and (3) the much higher 
number of actual (versus current reported) unassigned offenses—and children affected— 
we would expect to see if more comprehensive reporting were required. 
 

Implementation Reform: Facilitate Peer Learning Opportunities on Alternatives to Zero Tolerance 
In addition to its policy advocacy efforts, the Coalition can work on a grassroots level—either 
district by district or school by school—to help districts and schools share effective alternatives 
to zero tolerance.  This approach will further the Coalition’s efforts to reform the way discipline 
policies are implemented on the ground.  Key steps include: 
 

 Begin building a database of Peer Ambassador Schools that are succeeding in 
implementing effective alternative approaches to school discipline.  Currently, the 
Coalition holds significant “tacit knowledge” of particular schools that have implemented 
innovative approaches to school discipline.  The Coalition should now take the next step 
of formally codifying that knowledge in a database of “Peer Ambassador” schools that 
could be drawn upon to coach other schools or districts.  This database should include: 
(1) the name of the school, (2) the alternative discipline approaches it uses, (3) data and 
anecdotes about its successes and challenges, (4) a contact person and contact 
information, (5) geographic location and type of school—i.e. district vs. charter status, 
grade level, etc., and (5) the school’s level of interest in serving as a resource to other 
schools and districts.  The database should have an administrator who updates the list of 
schools; Coalition members would contact the administrator to add to the list upon 
learning about a new or prospective Peer Ambassador school.  This list of schools can 
then be used as a resource when the Coalition plans conferences or other peer learning 
opportunities with districts and/or schools interested in exploring alternatives to zero 
tolerance. 
  

 Determine whether to target districts, individual schools, or a combination of districts 
and schools for peer learning opportunities. With over 300 districts and over 1,200 
schools in the state, the Coalition will have to decide where to focus its energy and 
resources.  First, the Coalition should consider if it prefers to focus at the district level, at 
the school level, or a combination.  Focusing at the district level is appealing because it 
would cast a wider net and extend the opportunity to a larger number of schools.  On the 
other hand, focusing at the school level would provide the opportunity for a more tailored 
learning experience.  The Coalition may find that a combination is appropriate—for 
example, using a district-level approach for conferences, but establishing peer-to-peer 
networks at the school level. 

 
 Determine and implement a methodology for choosing districts and/or schools.  In 

order to select districts and/or schools, the Coalition must determine a set of selection 
criteria.  A simple set of criteria the Coalition could consider would be combining (1) the 
district or school’s disciplinary exclusion “record,” and (2) the district or school’s interest 
in considering alternative disciplinary approaches.  By choosing schools with a history of 
excluding students but a willingness to consider alternatives, the Coalition would target 
high-impact schools or districts with a relatively high probability of success.  There are of 
course other ways to think about selection criteria, and this is a decision the Coalition will 
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have to make.  If the Coalition chooses to use the criteria outlined above, the easiest 
measure of a district or school’s disciplinary exclusion record is its suspension rate, 
which can be downloaded from the Massachusetts’ Department of Elementary and 
Secondary Education’s Indicators Report.  The Indicators report is available on the ESE 
website at: http://profiles.doe.mass.edu/state_report/indicators.aspx.19  

 
 
Moving Forward 
 

As the Coalition pursues opportunities to work with school districts and individual schools on 
reforming school discipline policy and practices, it should highlight the guidelines below as key 
considerations for district and school discipline policies.  Finally, the Coalition should begin to 
address the question of how it will educate policymakers, parents, and the public about the 
broader Cradle to Prison Pipeline in Massachusetts. 
 
Guidelines for Discipline Policies to Mitigate the Unintended Consequences of Zero Tolerance: 
 

 The following guidelines should be applied to help districts and schools establish 
discipline policies that both maintain the safety of the school environment and protect 
against the negative consequences of zero tolerance approaches to school discipline.  
Policies should: 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Public Education: Defining a Strategy for the Massachusetts Cradle to Prison Pipeline Education 
Campaign  
 

 Establish an internal structure to facilitate the Coalition’s approach to a broader 
Cradle to Prison Pipeline education campaign in Massachusetts.  While the Coalition’s 
current focus is on zero tolerance as a key feeder of the Pipeline, it is also important to 

                                                        
19 Unfortunately, an “aggregate” indicator combining in-school suspensions, out-of-school suspensions, and expulsions is not 
readily available.  However, given the high prevalence of out-of-school suspensions in disciplinary exclusion, out-of-school 
suspension rate would be a useful indicator by which to measure districts and schools. 
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establish the context of this work and its place in the Cradle to Prison Pipeline through an 
education campaign about the Pipeline in Massachusetts.  Moving forward the Coalition 
should decide how to execute this work.  It would be advantageous to establish an 
internal structure—whether a task force, leadership group, or other option—to take 
responsibility for messaging the Coalition’s zero tolerance work, as well as mounting a 
broader communication effort and public education campaign about the Cradle to Prison 
Pipeline in Massachusetts.  This group would be responsible for (1) identifying key 
stakeholders, (2) designing appropriate education materials in collaboration with other 
task force members,20 (3) establishing a communication strategy and identifying effective 
channels by which to educate policy makers, educators, parents, students, advocates, and 
community members about the Cradle to Prison Pipeline in Massachusetts.   
 

 Empower students, parents, and other community stakeholders with information about 
zero tolerance and the Cradle to Prison Pipeline in Massachusetts.  Some of the 
Coalition’s work will focus on educating policymakers about zero tolerance and the 
Cradle to Prison Pipeline in order to advance policy change.  However, the Coalition also 
has an opportunity to partner with students, parents, and community members—
empowering them with information so that they can advocate for themselves, their 
children, and their community’s future.  The Coalition should share accurate, accessible 
information about the discretion that schools have around discipline policies and 
practices, as well as the unintended consequences of zero tolerance approaches.  Potential 
avenues for communication include community meetings, trainings, or handbooks.  By 
disseminating this information, the Coalition can help parents, students, and community 
members—particularly those who may not readily have access to legal and other 
supports—become more effective advocates for children at risk of being excluded from 
school for loosely defined or subjective behaviors.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
20 Some of the visuals from this PAE may be useful for education efforts, and will be available for the Coalition to adapt as 
appropriate and use in its work going forward. 


