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Introduc)on 

School discipline encompasses the various consequences, strategies, rules and 
regula)ons that exist to reinforce specific behaviors in a student popula)on. Such 
prac)ces are seen as a set of rigid rules that are firm and necessary in order to have a 
peaceful, safe school atmosphere and as a means to help our students grow up to be 
produc)ve, law-abiding ci)zens.  

Unfortunately, this isn’t what the data says happens when we administer discipline. In 
fact, the past years have told us that there are crucial dispari)es associated with 
discipline, par)cularly exclusionary discipline. In addi)on, when students experience 
exclusionary discipline, they o_en go on to be involved in repeated infrac)ons—which 
may tell us something about the efficacy of our discipline prac)ces, if we’re willing to 
listen.  

School districts across the na)on are leaving exclusionary discipline prac)ces behind and 
implemen)ng restora)ve jus)ce instead. As a result, we are (en masse) working toward 
healthier school climates. Importantly, the reduc)on of exclusionary discipline prac)ces 
will help us pay closer aden)on to our students’ actual needs, and it will help us to stop 
unfairly doling out punishments in larger numbers to the students who most need our 
help. 

In this course, we’ll discuss the various disciplinary policies that may need to see an 
update, the effect they’re having on our students, and alterna)ves that may help us 
beder care for our students going forward. 


Sec)on 1: The State of Discipline in United States Schools 

In order to evaluate the effec)veness of school discipline policies, it’s important to look 
at how we currently implement discipline, and the immediate impacts that such 
prac)ces may be having on all students involved.  

One of the primary forms of discipline that exists throughout schools in the United 
States is ‘exclusionary discipline,’ which has resulted from zero tolerance policies 
intended to prevent school violence and enhance safety for students. 
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What is exclusionary discipline, and why is it a problem?  

Exclusionary discipline has been a mainstay of correc)ve ac)on for a very long )me. 
However, this does not mean that it’s an effec)ve method. Exclusionary discipline 
involves removing a child from school or even the academic community for a period of 
)me a_er an infrac)on. While, in theory, a )me-out may seem merited, this type of 
exclusionary discipline—when taken to extremes—can mean that a student misses out 
on valuable instruc)on )me (and valuable )me in which social behaviors are taught). In 
many cases, this strategy only serves to compound the problem (De la Rosa, 2021). 

Moreover, it’s increasingly clear that exclusionary discipline doesn’t serve children in the 
long run—and this type of discipline seems to dispropor)onately affect students who 
may require the most amount of support. For example, in one recent school year, the 
ACLU reported that exclusionary discipline in the form of out-of-school suspensions cost 
the American academic community 66 million hours of lost instruc)on. Black students 
and students who have disabili)es made up the majority of those cases (De la Rosa, 
2021).  

Findings such as these have caused experts to weigh in on exclusionary discipline. The 
American Psychological Associa)on offered a working defini)on:  

“Exclusionary discipline encompasses any type of school disciplinary ac6on that removes 
or excludes a student from his or her usual educa6onal se8ng” (American Psychological 
Associa)on Services) (Smizer, 2021).  

APA experts and several studies, including research out of the United States government, 
show that exclusionary discipline affects boys, students of color, and students with 
disabili)es far more o_en than their peers. Interes)ngly, this trend remains true 
regardless of other factors, such as the average income level of students adending a 
specific school (Smizer, 2021).  

Perhaps due to the very nature of exclusionary discipline—e.g., that it causes and even 
strengthens a break between student and school—it’s clear that there is a link between 
instances of exclusionary discipline and students who drop out of school or exhibit 
increasingly unacceptable in-school behavior. The demographics associated with this 
trend, as well, have led to a theory termed ‘dispropor)onality.’ (Smizer, 2021)  
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What is dispropor)onality?  

Dispropor)onality is the idea that there are some educa)onal prac)ces—such as 
exclusionary discipline—that tend to put specific groups of people at a higher risk of 
receiving severe and poten)ally harmful (or unhelpful) forms of discipline. These types 
of discipline are considered unhelpful or harmful because studies have shown that they 
are correlated with higher rates of poten)ally avoidable outcomes, such as school 
dropout, academic failure, and even incarcera)on (Smizer, 2021). 

While this concept is unfortunate, it does give way to its own poten)al solu)on. By 
realizing that there are consistent consequences associated with exclusionary discipline 
and other similar puni)ve measures and no)cing that we as a community tend to 
administer these disciplinary prac)ces dispropor)onately to the students who most 
need our help, we can start to make steps toward more equitable jus)ce and more 
restora)ve rerou)ng prac)ces (Smizer, 2021).  

It’s not all the fault of the educators, of course. Many educators realize that there is a 
disciplinary disparity, but they note that the solu)ons available to them for disciplinary 
strategies aren’t exactly wide-ranged. In addi)on, educators need some type of easy 
solu)on for administering rerou)ng solu)ons or (for lack of a beder word) disciplinary 
media)on when faced with in-the-moment escala)on (e.g., when a student suddenly 
acts out in class, and, perhaps, is not responsive to ini)al adempts at soothing) (Smizer, 
2021).  

Clearly, it will take a great deal of research, trial and error, and persistence to effect real 
change in terms of unfair disciplinary prac)ces and policies. By star)ng to ask the 
per)nent ques)ons and track the relevant data, however, we can hope to make progress 
in the right direc)on—soon (Smizer, 2021).  

When a student starts exhibi)ng nega)ve behaviors, what are the 
ques)ons we should be asking?  

We should begin to answer this ques)on by acknowledging that educators rarely have 
the )me for ample reflec)on when a student begins demonstra)ng behaviors that need 
correc)ng. For the purposes of this sec)on, note that we are not saying that these 
ques)ons are ones that educators need to pause and consider in the heat of the 
moment. Educators have enough on their plates already! In addi)on, as we noted above, 
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the established systems of discipline that educators may have available to them may be 
beyond their control (Smizer, 2021).  

Rather, in order to ini)ate a comprehensive overhaul of our educa)onal disciplinary 
systems, we need to reframe our focus from how to shut down undesirable behavior to 
what may be the root cause of that behavior. As such, in this sec)on, we’ll propose some 
hypothe)cal ques)ons that teachers could ask of themselves or their students prior to 
administering exclusionary discipline (Smizer, 2021). 

For example, prior to issuing a disciplinary recommenda)on, instead of merely 
considering how to stop the situa)on in front of them as efficiently as possible (e.g., by 
excluding the student exhibi)ng problema)c behavior from the community), an 
educator could wonder (Smizer, 2021): 

• Why is my student deciding to act out in this way?  

• Are there any reasons that I don’t know about that could be influencing the 
student’s decision to misbehave? 

• Are there factors affec)ng this student that I should know about before 
determining the severity of the consequence?  

• Is the consequence I’m about to recommend one that all students, regardless of 
demographic, will consistently have to experience?  

• If I’m considering exclusionary discipline in this case, is my student ac)ng out so 
severely that addressing this issue is worth that individual losing out on 
instruc)onal )me?  

One issue that will require de_ considera)on, too, is this: While exclusionary discipline is 
problema)c, in the current way that school is set up, educators do need a way to 
maintain behavioral standards, perhaps even a way to address individual students 
exhibi)ng par)cular behaviors, while s)ll mee)ng the needs of the en)re classroom 
(Smizer, 2021). 

Although we have yet to land upon a universal method for mee)ng this problem, 
researchers are si_ing through large amounts of academic data to see if we can start by 
being able to iden)fy key trends in recent academic incident repor)ng. New approaches 
to school discipline that are emerging because of this research are known as restora)ve 
jus)ce techniques and PBIS, or Posi)ve Behavioral Interven)ons and Supports (Smizer, 
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2021). We’ll go into these systems in more detail in the third sec)on of this course. Next, 
we’ll discuss recent responses at a government level to the issue of dispropor)onality.  

What is the Biden Administra)on doing to help work toward fairness 
and racial equity in school discipline?  

Establishing greater equity and fairness around school discipline has been a priority for 
the past several presiden)al administra)ons. The United States Department of 
Educa)on is currently reopening this ini)a)ve and examining it like the civil rights 
debate that it is. Recently, the agency was accep)ng public comments to gather data on 
school climate and discipline. It did this in order to figure out how to invest in school 
capacity and infrastructure to improve school climates—and thereby, hopefully, reduce 
the amount of discriminatory discipline (Blad, 2021).  

The government can help in one of three ways: Policy guidance, financial assistance, or 
technical assistance. From early 2021, Biden’s administra)on was exploring how to 
provide these prac)cal supports to schools na)onwide. The previous administra)ons 
had drama)cally different outlooks upon this issue. (Back in 2014, Obama’s 
administra)on was able to issue guidance that was nonbinding about the impact of 
exclusionary discipline.) Biden’s handling of the issue will be informed not only by this, 
but by the fact that in 2021 (and beyond) the na)on is undergoing an awakening to the 
reali)es of systemic racism (Blad, 2021).  

The Department of Educa)on collected public data through most of 2021, and analysis is 
ongoing. For years, since Obama’s non-binding statements about exclusionary discipline, 
there have been concerns from people na)onwide about the school-to-prison pipeline, 
the civil rights viola)ons of discriminatory discipline, and the need to consider prac)cal 
and more therapeu)c disciplinary strategies. As Obama’s guidance was non-binding (and 
as the Trump administra)on rescinded that guidance in 2018), it has been very difficult 
to glean hard data, change actual regula)ons, and see the real benefits of rethinking 
exclusionary discipline (Blad, 2021).  

The disciplinary data the Biden administra)on has collected con)nues to show that we 
clearly need change. During the 2017-2018 school year, it was found that Black students 
made up 15 percent of the enrolled students in schools na)onwide, yet were involved in 
38 percent of out-of-school suspensions (Blad, 2021).  
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Students who have disabili)es or special needs were also dispropor)onately 
represented: This popula)on of students represents 13 percent of enrolled students, but 
25% of suspensions. To jumpstart policy change across the na)on and to support these 
groups of underrepresented students, there are people—including a group of over 
twenty state adorneys-general—who are urging state departments of educa)on to 
return to the Obama administra)on’s guidance on non-exclusionary discipline. Biden’s 
administra)on has made no clear plans as of yet to do so, but there are some clues that 
it may work toward this in the future. One such clue is the recent appointment of the 
assistant secretary for civil rights at the Department of Educa)on; Biden has nominated 
the same person to hold the role in his administra)on who served during the Obama 
administra)on. Meanwhile, students and school districts all across the na)on are 
watching the Biden administra)on to see what policies come next regarding equitable 
discipline and restora)ve jus)ce prac)ces in school (Blad, 2021).  

What effect, if any, did the COVID-19 pandemic have on the state of 
elementary school discipline?  

In one Florida school district, administrators noted that up to 11% of school disciplinary 
incidents in the 2020-2021 school year had to do with new rules that were implemented 
to help achieve safety in the face of the pandemic (De la Rosa, 2021).  

These rules included mask regula)ons and dress code viola)ons. It is, perhaps, 
understandable that these rules would garner more viola)ons; a_er all, they’re new. 
However, they may also be indica)ve of a wider difficulty to redirect students toward 
preferred behaviors in the new social distancing era. For example, many teachers who 
instruct in person are opera)ng under a new requirement to stand in front of the room; 
they cannot circulate to communicate with children in the back of class (De la Rosa, 
2021).  

Other teachers who are suddenly teaching on a remote basis, may be having a hard )me 
figuring out the new behavioral status quo. Some remote educators have decided to 
enforce a more lenient disciplinary prac)ce to give their students space to feel safe 
during a stressful )me (De la Rosa, 2021).  

As we move past the pandemic, the lessons learned in these remote and social 
distancing experiences will influence the way discipline is prac)ced going forward. One 
educa)onal group, Illinois’ Transforming School Discipline Collabora)ve, has recently 
issued a report that was wriden by educators, students, and adorneys. The report 
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indicates how ineffec)ve some of the past disciplinary strategies commonly used have 
really been, especially for marginalized communi)es—and how, going forward, we have 
an opportunity to rethink the ‘norm’ of puni)ve prac)ces (De la Rosa, 2021).  

The Collabora)ve’s report asks schools to thoughpully consider what the individual 
experiences are of each student and staff member who comes to their school. In light of 
this more comprehensive, empathe)c worldview, the Collabora)ve’s report suggests 
that establishing restora)ve instead of remedial (or puni)ve) methods to reroute 
children who need to rethink certain behaviors would be far more effec)ve individually, 
and far less harmful for en)re communi)es. As we heal from collec)ve trauma in the 
wake of the pandemic, this ‘heal, not harm’ mentality will be vital for the mental health 
of our academic communi)es (De la Rosa, 2021). 

In par)cular, exclusionary discipline needs to be rethought—even (or especially) in the 
wake of the pandemic (De la Rosa, 2021). 

Sec)on 1 Key Points 

• Dispropor)onality is the idea that there are some educa)onal prac)ces—such as 
exclusionary discipline—that tend to put specific groups of people at a higher risk 
of receiving severe and poten)ally harmful (or unhelpful) forms of discipline. 

• Exclusionary discipline involves removing a child from school or even the 
academic community for a period of )me a_er an infrac)on. 

• Addi)onally, researchers found that Black students made up 15 percent of the 
enrolled students in schools na)onwide, yet were involved in 38 percent of out-
of-school suspensions. 

• In a recent school year, researchers found that students who have disabili)es or 
special needs represent 13 percent of enrolled students, but 25% of suspensions. 

Sec)on 2: Research and Data About School Discipline 

In order to fully understand what we need to change to support our students more 
equitably, it’s important that we know what the current situa)on is. 

Recently, several groups have performed data analyses to provide answers as 
summarized below. 
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What does research say about the nega)ve effects of exclusionary 
discipline?  

Exclusionary discipline can have nega)ve ramifica)ons for affected groups of students. 
The American Ins)tutes for Research recently examined the effects that exclusionary 
discipline—specifically, out-of-school and in-school suspensions—had on middle and 
high school students. By segmen)ng the specific suspension by its type and length, and 
by tracking the educa)onal outcomes of the students with respect to the non-disciplined 
experiences of their peers, the researchers were able to glean an idea of the specific 
effects that exclusionary discipline can have (Sellery, 2021).  

Researchers wanted to complete this study to gain more informa)on that would help 
point toward future best prac)ces. Over the past decades, there have been many studies 
that show a predominantly nega)ve effect associated with exclusionary discipline, as we 
touched on above. In this study, the researchers wanted to assess effects that were 
correlated with different types of exclusionary discipline, repeated discipline, longer 
length of discipline, and other types of escalated puni)ve experiences. In order to get as 
large a sample of data as possible, the American Ins)tutes for Research paired up with 
the New York City Department of Educa)on (Sellery, 2021). 

The team started by sourcing data for all of the high school and middle school students 
that adended a public school in New York City over a decade. They then filtered the data 
to narrow in on the students who were eligible for suspensions, and tracked their 
performance before and a_er their disciplinary experiences. They did the same for 
students who had never experienced a suspension. Finally, they layered in demographic 
data to see if they could pick out any trends regarding who was experiencing 
exclusionary data (and its associated poor educa)onal outcomes) (Sellery, 2021).   

Over the ten year period studied (from 2009 to 2018), the team was able to iden)fy just 
under 1.25 million behavioral incidents that had been reported to New York City school 
staff. There was a wide range of severity of these incidents, from brief episodes of 
insubordina)on to use of a weapon on school campus (Sellery, 2021).  

The study followed each of the students involved in these events through gradua)on or 
through 2018, whichever came first. The conclusions the team were able to draw speak 
volumes. As David Osher, the American Ins)tutes for Research Vice President stated:  

“The results of our research, and related studies on suspensions and the science of 
learning development, suggest these prac6ces may be harming students’ long-term 
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educa6onal success and do not have a posi6ve effect on the school community.” (Sellery, 
2021) 

Their study was very significant, as it was able to demonstrate the following (Sellery, 
2021):  

• The more severe the exclusionary discipline recommended for a student, the 
more nega)ve their experienced effect would be. Overwhelmingly, the most 
severe forms of discipline were associated with consistently nega)ve effects for 
the high school and middle school students. Their math and English test scores 
went down. They were less likely to graduate on )me. Specifically, high school 
students for whom an out-of-school suspension was recommended (as opposed 
to an in-school suspension of the same dura)on) were 3% less likely to achieve 
the expected standards for both language arts and math over the following year. 
The nega)ve effects grew with the length of the disciplinary experience: For 
example, those students who were out of school for more than three academic 
weeks (or twenty-one calendar days), experienced up to 5% less likelihood of 
gradua)ng on )me with their peers.  

• Students who underwent more severe forms of exclusionary discipline tended to 
have poor future behaviors (e.g., future behavioral events at school, and even 
a_er school—some)mes even resul)ng in incarcera)ons). This effect was 
observed par)cularly with students who experienced one or more lengthy out of 
school suspensions. The researchers posited that this meant that even though 
schools may perceive out of school suspensions as deterrents to misbehavior, this 
may not be the case. They observed this effect far more frequently with younger 
children, repor)ng that this occurred largely for middle school students, not for 
high school students.  

• The researchers reported that the poor effects associated with exclusionary 
discipline—both academically and behaviorally—actually occurred for all students 
involved, regardless of their ability, socioeconomic status, or race. Unfortunately, 
the data also showed that students of color—par)cularly Black students—and 
students with special needs or disabili)es experience exclusionary discipline at 
much higher rates than their peers. As a result, these groups experience the 
nega)ve effects of exclusionary discipline at much higher rates than their peers, 
too.  
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• The American Ins)tutes for Research found that both high school students and 
middle school students missed more days because of suspension in years a_er an 
ini)al first suspension. Or, to put it another way, nega)ve discipline experiences a 
posi)ve feedback loop.  

• On the other hand, the researchers’ analysis did not show that there was any 
correla)on between the severity of exclusionary discipline a student experiences 
and the behavior of their peers. This shows that, despite what the academic 
community may have thought, even using exclusionary discipline as a cau)onary 
tale for others may not have the impact that was ini)ally expected (Sellery, 2021).  

Altogether, the American Ins)tute for Research summed up their findings succinctly, 
saying:  

“These nega6ve educa6onal effects on students are not accompanied by any 
improvements to their peers’ outcomes or school’s climate. As such, these results do not 
support claims that removing misbehaving students from the classroom is necessary to 
deter other students from similar behavior and to ensure that their peers are able to 
learn and feel safe within their school” (Sellery, 2021). 

When students are already technically ‘out of school,’ as they are 
during remote learning, what counts as exclusionary discipline?  

As students turned en masse to distance learning in 2020, misbehavior didn’t necessarily 
stop, but rather it was presented differently. Teachers have found that ins)lling and 
enforcing discipline in their students from afar is extremely difficult—and much of the 
established precedent simply does not apply (Jones, 2020).   

While many of the types of misbehavior that we’re used to may happen frequently in 
person, there are many different types of misbehavior that can happen over Zoom or 
with remote learning. For example, students can cheat on tests that are administered 
online or proctored by remote AI; students can disrupt an online class stream; and 
students can s)ll cyber-bully or find ways to collaborate or use unauthorized materials 
(Jones, 2020).  

In the rush to set up remote learning quickly, as the pandemic first took hold in 2020, 
discipline was generally a lesser priority than simply ensuring teachers and students had 
the required resources for success. This makes sense. However, now, as we’re looking at 
increased rates of overall remote learning post-pandemic, it’s key to ensure that we have 
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transparent, proac)ve discipline policies that affect our in-person and remote students 
equally and fairly (Jones, 2020).  

One of the greatest problems we have in establishing equitable remote discipline 
prac)ces is a lack of data. For years, United States schools have been required to track 
expulsions and suspensions. More detailed data regarding discipline, par)cularly in the 
remote learning era, has been scarce. Moreover, when we get the data from the 
2019-2021 school years, much of it won’t be as helpful as we need it to be. For example, 
the data may not dis)nguish between pandemic-related (or influenced) discipline, 
remote discipline and in-school discipline that may be somewhat more tradi)onal 
(Jones, 2020).  

Of course, there are other complica)ng factors. For instance, if a student misbehaves in 
a Zoom se[ng, a teacher can hardly send that student off to meet with the principal at 
that )me. Exclusionary discipline feels different, too, as the difference between an in-
school and out-of-school suspension is greatly reduced. One ac)on that teachers have 
resorted to is mu)ng a student’s audio, or turning off their video. Some teachers have 
even designated specific and restric)ve Zoom breakout rooms to monitor a student in 
)me out, away from the rest of the class (Jones, 2020).  

Unfortunately for data collec)on purposes, these disciplinary prac)ces aren’t o_en 
recorded. They may feel less formal for teachers, or may not feel like true exclusionary 
discipline. However, according to the Center for Civil Rights Remedies at UCLA, it’s key 
that we recognize these occasions for what they are: Removals from the learning 
environment. If they happen on a repeated basis or for an extended )me, they may have 
similar effects for the students as suspensions might for in-school students. As we may 
not have complete or accurate data for this less formal remote form of discipline, there 
are those worried that we may not be able to track the effects and see whether there 
are popula)ons of students adversely impacted by this form of discipline. This, too, will 
make it more difficult to hold academic ins)tu)ons accountable or help schools 
implement less exclusionary, more helpful modes of enforcing behavioral standards 
(Jones, 2020).  

This is especially unfortunate, as there are those who believe that we will be seeing a 
trend toward Black, La)no, and special needs students (among other underserved 
popula)ons) experiencing higher rates of discipline. One reason in par)cular is clear: 
Student misbehavior tends to result from or at least be correlated with trauma 
experienced at home. We know that marginalized communi)es were certainly more 
impacted by the pandemic than others, and therefore likely experienced more trauma. 
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We can expect that these popula)ons might act out more in class, net more puni)ve 
measures, and experience snowballing trauma in that way—but, as noted above, we 
don’t have the data collec)on methods or expecta)ons in place to observe or confirm 
this way of thinking (Jones, 2020).  

As the director of the Center for Civil Rights Remedies at UCLA put it, “Discipline data is 
one of the ways we get a snapshot of how civil rights issues are playing out in schools…
but if incidents aren’t being properly recorded, then we have no objec)ve way to 
measure impacts on students. … We do know that the pandemic is exacerba)ng 
dispari)es throughout society, including school discipline” (Jones, 2020). 

The types of misbehavior teachers are no)cing and punishing are changing as well. Over 
the course of the pandemic, teachers across the na)on have recommended disciplinary 
measures due to wide-ranging misbehavior, including perhaps most o_en the presence 
of BB guns or toy guns in students’ homes, clearly visible in the background of a Zoom 
call; there have been instances in which teachers have meted out disciplinary ac)on 
assuming that these guns were real. In other situa)ons, school districts have sent police 
to student homes due to allegedly present guns that turned out to be toys. As a result, 
parents have sued school districts. This ends well for no one. However—as cases 
iden)cal to these built up—people are wondering if their right to allow their kids access 
to these types of toys will shortly be curtailed (Jones, 2020). 

According to one San Francisco special educa)on law adorney, it seems like the 
presence of an online school through a screen may make personal liber)es at homes (at 
least, those regarding weapon-like toys) somewhat less clear. In California, owning 
weapons at school is illegal. In addi)on, when the students take a field trip, the no-
weapons rule s)ll applies even if they are off campus (Jones, 2020).  

If the students are learning at home during distance learning, do the same rules apply? 
Parents likely don’t think so. Schools, on the other hand, do.  

This may seem like much ado about one specific type of infrac)on. But se[ng this 
precedent seems important—especially when you consider the ramifica)ons this one 
rule may have for enforcing a whole host of others. Schools tend to have many other 
rules about what can and cannot happen on school grounds—or what would earn 
involved students harsh punishments. What happens when a student cyberbullies, 
cheats, harasses, declares controversial beliefs, or even violates dress codes when they 
happen to do so si[ng in the privacy of their own homes (Jones, 2020)?  
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The fact that students are not physically present invites addi)onal types of misconduct 
that aren't as likely when a student is si[ng on campus. For example, there are high 
school teachers who report that students will turn off their webcams altogether and play 
video games while they’re supposed to be in class, shop online, watch movies, or 
otherwise fail to pay aden)on and par)cipate in a meaningful way. This type of 
infrac)on is hard to prove, and not necessarily serious enough to merit a resource-
intensive inves)ga)on. Yet it is clearly harmful both to an individual student’s academic 
experience and to the culture of the en)re class (Jones, 2020).  

Le_ with few op)ons and lidle assistance to brainstorm crea)ve forms of discipline, 
many teachers resort to excluding students from their classes in order to at least stop 
the disrup)ve ac)vity. Much like exclusionary discipline prac)ced in person, this doesn’t 
seem to help students be successful or improve their behaviors (Jones, 2020).  

The senior director of policy from the Na)onal Center for Special Educa)on in Charter 
Schools addressed these issues and provided sugges)ons to help guide schools to more 
effec)ve remote discipline procedures. According to this recent work, several possible 
op)ons may include (Jones, 2020):  

• Scheduling remote mee)ngs students and their families 

• Referring students to mee)ngs with a counselor or a social worker as needed 

• Crea)ng plans with students to work one-on-one with them to address their 
misbehaviors 

The underlying thesis? Par)cularly when students are learning remotely, it becomes vital 
to work to understand the root of the student’s misbehavior. According to studies that 
compared the efficacy of this type of deep-rooted work to more typical exclusionary 
discipline, these types of interac)ons actually tend to see far beder results (Jones, 
2020).  

At the very least, the trend toward remote learning confirmed what we already knew 
about exclusionary discipline, and how important it is to find more empathic and 
effec)ve alterna)ves. As one teacher put it:  

“If you think about the loss of learning that’s happening anyway due to Covid, seeing 
students removed from class is extra concerning. I get it…it’s easier to s6ck them in a 
breakout room than reach out to the family. I know that we’re asking a lot of teachers 
already. But for so many kids, especially those who’ve experienced trauma, educa6on is 
so important right now. It really is a lifeline” (Jones, 2020). 

15



Schools in California have been working toward more construc)ve forms of discipline 
since long before the pandemic. The state recently banned all suspensions (both in 
school and out of school) that were recommended in cases of ‘willful defiance,’ or 
instances where students ignore or challenge school staff, for all students in grades K-8. 
While, again, this may seem like one small category of discipline, California schools that 
have implemented alterna)ve types of discipline for cases such as this have seen rates of 
suspensions decrease overall. These schools have, instead, adopted restora)ve jus)ce 
systems. They priori)ze conflict resolu)on, host rou)ne an)-bullying workshops, and 
more. One district official noted that the benefit of training and policy change has 
extended into remote learning: Now, instead of simply seeing a reduc)on in physical 
bullying, they are enjoying a reduc)on in cyberbullying (Jones, 2020). 

Cyberbullying has become a cri)cal issue with the shi_ to remote learning. Now, in these 
school districts, school counselors work to openly support students who have 
experienced cyberbullying, crea)ng a sort of posi)ve peer pressure to alleviate 
cyberbullying. This has, seemingly, worked.  

A Californian official summarized her experiences with tradi)onal and alterna)ve 
discipline prac)ces by saying that suspending students simply results in their coming 
back to school angrier. It’s necessary to solve the issue at the source, not exacerbate it. 
Now, a_er the 2020-2021 school year, at least one good thing has come out of the chaos 
of those months: School officials know that these types of disciplinary improvements 
seem to work in remote environments as well (Jones, 2020).  

Why is tracking data around exclusionary discipline a good strategy for 
working toward a more fair solu)on?  

The short answer to this ques)on is simple: Tracking discipline prac)ces enables us to 
know what’s happening and gives us a snapshot of who we are disciplining, and helps us 
to realize what the short- and long-term ramifica)ons of our chosen modes of discipline 
are (Smizer, 2021).  

In order to get data, it’s key that we equip both administrators and teachers with easy-
to-use tools to help track incidents and monitor the effects of puni)ve measures (as well 
as the associated demographics of the students experiencing the puni)ve measures). 
Once educators have a tool or piece of so_ware to use, they can track per)nent data 
surrounding student discipline—loca)on, )me of day, student involvement, and more 
(Smizer, 2021). 
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When administrators and teachers look at comprehensive discipline reports and 
highlight common trends, we can take ac)on to reverse any detrimental or harmful 
trends we may see.  

This could be very simple. If we’re able to run reports that detail the loca)on of large 
amounts of behavior referrals, it could become clear that, for example, there are many 
behavioral referrals that occur in the playground area. If this becomes clear, a school can 
establish preventa)ve measures on a loca)on-dependent basis, such as staffing more 
adults near the playground, or reducing the number of students that congregate in that 
area at any given )me (Smizer, C).  

We can also use data surrounding behavioral referrals to track the consequences of 
disciplinary prac)ces. For example, if we track the grades of students who have received 
numerous behavioral referrals, we can establish what the correla)on and perhaps 
causa)on is between academic performance and number of )mes that students who 
experience exclusionary discipline miss out on instruc)onal )me.  

Once we’ve no)ced any trends occurring in our specific schools, we can take ac)on 
toward less adverse disciplinary methods (Smizer, C). 

Why do Black children con)nue to receive higher levels of discipline?  

There are those who might scoff at the en)re concept of dispropor)onality. They simply 
think that Black children (or other underrepresented groups, children with disabili)es, or 
popula)ons who may need more support for higher achievement) simply misbehave 
more (Welsh, 2021). 

This isn’t the case, although it is a widespread and hugely harmful misconcep)on. We 
have the data to show that during the 2015-2016 school year, students in the United 
States lost 11 million days of instruc)on due to exclusionary discipline. When 
researchers crunched the numbers, it became apparent that Black students lost the 
most school )me out of those students—nearly five )mes as much as their white peers. 
La)nx students suffered from similarly dispropor)onate amounts of exclusionary 
discipline (Welsh, 2021).  

At some point, those who have studied educa)onal jus)ce in the past no)ced that this 
data is somewhat parallel to the demographic data we see from the United States 
criminal jus)ce system. Instead of using the correla)ons between this data to expose 
widespread systemic racism and to encourage stakeholders to begin working toward 
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greater equity for both students and adults, researchers simply seemed to acknowledge 
what was already known. They used it as confirmatory data, not a gigan)c red flag to 
move toward change (Welsh, 2021).  

More recently, research into school discipline methods and associated outcomes has 
started to spread awareness of the dispari)es that are occurring. The educa)onal 
community is beginning to focus on alterna)ve jus)ce-oriented disciplinary approaches 
that work to actually solve the underlying issues causing behavioral problems instead of 
perpetua)ng them (Welsh, 2021).  

Unfortunately, decades of nega)ve messaging and ongoing systemic racial injus)ces 
have le_ us with numerous misconcep)ons. For example, one common misconcep)on 
holds that if we break down by race the differences in various student behaviors, we’ll 
account for the gap in the total number of suspensions. However, a recent review of the 
research done in this area has shown otherwise. The idea that the differing levels of 
exclusionary discipline undergone by people of different races is due to higher 
involvement (or more severe involvement) in misbehavior by Black students is false 
(Welsh, 2021).  

A secondary fallacy concerns the link between student socioeconomic status and 
exclusionary discipline. Many believe that children who live in poverty may be more 
likely to receive suspensions. Studies have shown that the income level of the student 
(or even the poverty level of the school) does not explain the rates of exclusionary 
discipline that we see. We do see, however, that regardless of their socioeconomic 
status, Black students s)ll receive more suspensions than their peers of different races.  

We have established that neither higher rates of misbehavior nor socioeconomic status 
account for the disparity in discipline we’re seeing (Welsh, 2021). Where, then, does it 
come from?  

To find that answer, we need to look at the people administering the discipline, or those 
responsible for wri)ng a school’s disciplinary policies. As it turns out, instructors across 
the United States tend to issue referrals differently for white and Black students, even if 
they’ve been involved in similar types of misbehaviors. The data showed the researchers 
that, by and large, white students receive disciplinary referrals for objec)ve behaviors 
(such as vandalism, smoking, obscene language, and leaving a classroom without 
permission) and Black students received referrals for subjec)ve behaviors (such as 
disrespect, defiance of authority, and loitering) (Welsh, 2021).  
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This shows us that the dispari)es in disciplinary referrals based on race likely doesn’t 
have anything to do with the students at all. The issue may lie more in the instructor's 
response to a behavioral issue—which, itself, may depend on that teacher’s innate bias 
(Welsh, 2021).  

When researchers paired this idea with further studies, they found interes)ng trends. As 
a group, teachers tend to believe that misbehavior is more destruc)ve or indica)ve of 
repeated harm when the students involved are Black. Not surprisingly, they tend to 
punish Black students who misbehave more harshly than their white peers (Welsh, 
2021).  

Now that many schools are embracing posi)ve behavior interven)ons and restora)ve 
jus)ce prac)ces, we are seeing steps being made so that all students can receive the 
benefits of such policies. As a result, researchers have been able to see a decreased rate 
of suspensions and similar exclusionary discipline in recent years. However, even these 
updated forms of interven)ons have not yet had the sweeping-reform effect that many 
had hoped (Welsh, 2021). 

What will be required for any type of sustainable forward mo)on isn’t just widespread 
policy updates. We need our instructors en masse to do the hard work and ask 
themselves why they might punish a Black student more harshly than a white student 
for the same behavior. It’s a prac)ce that many of us may have implemented 
subconsciously and one that we cannot acknowledge as being an issue. We’ll only see 
produc)ve change when we realize that some)mes, we do respond unfairly or unjustly 
with certain students, even with the best of inten)ons. Fortunately, this means that the 
solu)on is simple. It lies in recognizing our shortcomings and taking appropriate ac)ons 
toward impar)ality (Welsh, 2021).  

The researchers saw several points of data that can inform our steps in this direc)on. 
First, researchers determined that the progress we have made in reforming school 
discipline may have the poten)al to help reduce suspension-related racial inequity. 
Schools that have started invi)ng children, instructors, family and administra)ons to 
adend seminars focused on cultural awareness and equity have shown promise in this 
area. Some schools have even offered their teachers specific training to help them 
improve their cultural responsiveness. Other schools have focused on ensuring their 
instructors have empathy training and other similar types of social-emo)onal 
professional development (Welsh, 2021).  
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While this does support the theory that some teachers may have been (even 
subconsciously) helping to drive racial inequity through dispropor)onate exclusionary 
discipline, it also confirms that suppor)ng teachers by giving them )me and resources to 
teach and respond to students empathe)cally and effec)vely could be pivotal in 
reducing racial inequity in our disciplinary processes (Welsh, 2021).  

There are, of course, many other issues that need to be addressed: The lack of diversity 
among the educa)onal workforce, instructors who may need to invest in stronger 
classroom management skills, and overarching shorpalls in the ability of en)re school 
districts to be culturally capable. There is clearly no silver bullet for this issue. However, 
by providing teachers with the )me, resources, and support they need to start 
implemen)ng alterna)ve disciplinary prac)ces in their classroom, many do believe that 
we can see improvement (Welsh, 2021). 


Sec)on 2 Key Points 

• The more severe the exclusionary discipline recommended for students, the more 
nega)ve their experienced educa)onal and personal experiences typically are.  

• The detrimental effects associated with exclusionary discipline happen to all 
students involved, regardless of their ability, socioeconomic status, or race.  

• Black students and students with special needs or disabili)es do experience 
exclusionary discipline at much higher rates than their peers.  

• The pandemic has changed discipline, exclusionary discipline, and the way we 
collect data about disciplinary prac)ces. This can make it difficult to know what’s 
really happening and what we need to do. 

Sec)on 3: PuTng it Into Prac)ce 

Now that we’ve discussed the state of discipline in the United States and done a deep 
dive into the ways we can tell what’s happening with exclusionary discipline, it’s )me to 
talk about how we can start to work toward widespread change. 

We’ll start with a couple of defini)ons. Posi)ve Behavioral Interven)ons and Support 
(PBIS), as well as restora)ve jus)ce prac)ces, may be the new alterna)ve disciplinary 
systems that you’ll be hearing about for the foreseeable future.  

20



What is restora)ve jus)ce, and how can I implement these prac)ces in 
my classroom?  

Whether you teach remotely or in a classroom, it’s key to have go-to disciplinary 
prac)ces that you can turn to when needed. That’s precisely why exclusionary discipline 
became so popular; it was easy. While more equitable and effec)ve discipline may be by 
nature more hands-on, it’s s)ll integral that teachers have simple, quick, and 
manageable systems to achieve order in their classroom (Ferlazzo, 2020). 

Working to adain this balance may take )me. Teachers na)onwide may have to rethink 
their disciplinary prac)ces. Schools across the na)on will need to priori)ze giving 
teachers the )me, space, and resources to do so (Ferlazzo, 2020). 

If you’re wondering how to get started with the implementa)on of restora)ve jus)ce in 
your classroom, here are some ideas.  

First, a word on the specific benefits of restora)ve jus)ce in schools. It may help to have 
the demonstrated posi)ve effects of restora)ve jus)ce at the top of your mind, so you 
know precisely why it is worth it to invest in this way. The known benefits of restora)ve 
jus)ce include (Ferlazzo, 2020):  

• Empowering students to maker more healthy and helpful choices in the long term 

• Educa)ng students to understand the true impact of their choices 

• Helping students understand how to resolve disagreements without 
discrimina)on, bullying, or violence 

• Increasing beneficial rela)onships between students and between students and 
teachers 

• Allowing students to remain in school and receive educa)onal access 

• Providing an equitable way to help students consider alterna)ve forms of 
behavior 

To be slightly more succinct: We embrace restora)ve jus)ce prac)ces because they’re 
beder for the student and the school environment overall. Where exclusionary discipline 
and other outmoded forms of punishment have been adopted in large part because 
they’re easy to administer, we turn to restora)ve prac)ces and PBIS measures now 
because they beder serve the popula)on teachers are called to support: The student.  
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Ways to start prac)cing restora)ve jus)ce in your classroom can include (Ferlazzo, 
2020):  

• Star)ng your day off on a posi)ve note by learning from students where they are 
at that moment and what they need that day. During these short mee)ngs, 
teachers can work to build their rela)onship with the individual students in their 
classroom, try to take a pulse on their emo)onal mindset, and set the needed 
tone for that day’s studies. This mee)ng can also serve as an excellent )me to 
help students set inten)onal goals for the day—which can provide teachers with 
an effec)ve way to measure student progress over )me.  

• Allowing quiet )me a_er the occurrence of an unacceptable behavior to ensure 
everyone involved (teacher, student, and any vic)ms of the behavior) has )me to 
reflect on what happened. Then, instead of immediately administering 
disciplinary measures, giving the vic)ms (if applicable) space to share how the 
behavior made them feel. This can also help the offending students clearly see 
how their behavior affects others. 

• Having a student who has exhibited an unacceptable choice complete a 
meaningful wri)ng assignment—but one that has therapeu)c intent, not a simple 
assignment of an irrelevant topic or a rehashing of the code of conduct at your 
school. Instead, students should be given the )me to answer ques)ons about the 
choice they made, its underlying cause, and the effect that their choice had on 
other students. Hypothe)cal ques)ons can go a long way here, giving the student 
the chance to imagine an alternate scenario in which they did not make this 
decision. O_en, this can help students and teachers alike realize a root problem 
or help wrongdoers feel sincere contri)on for what they did—and a wish to do 
beder should another )me come in the future.  

• Scheduling frequent circles for community building. Early in every school year, 
teachers and students should take the )me to get to know each other well. This 
investment in the rela)onships of your classroom, especially when it takes up 
classroom )me that could have been otherwise devoted to more concrete 
learning aims, will be invaluable over the course of the year. Strengthening the 
rela)onship between the members of your classroom will help build the empathy 
each student feels for others, and so reduce interpersonal infrac)ons. 

• Taking )me to establish classroom norms. Once your rapport with your students 
has grown through your community-building )me, you can help your students 
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understand your classroom norms and help them brainstorm which classroom 
norms they’d like to see, as well. This can help reduce the dictatorial status quo 
that o_en exists with more one-sided classroom rules—which can inspire 
rebellious feelings for young students who may have poor past experiences with 
authority figures. While the classroom norms that you emphasize as being 
important to you can look eerily similar to tradi)onal classroom regula)ons, 
talking through them with your students, explaining why they’re important, and 
allowing your students to add to or edit the list (as is appropriate) includes them 
in this process, making it seem far less one-sided. This will significantly increase 
adherence to your classroom norms. This will also enable you as a teacher to see 
which values are important to your students, which can help you assist them in 
se[ng goals that will mader to them over the course of the school year.  

• Inves)ng in content-centric community circles: Again, once you have established a 
strong community within your classroom, you can leverage that connec)on to 
present new content to a class of students. This makes it seem like new subjects 
are more malleable and worthy of discussion, instead of something passive for 
students to take in. Over the course of the year, you can use content-driven 
community circles to gather feedback about the way the school year is going, 
moderate tough situa)ons, share about difficul)es the students are having, and 
more.  

• Having restora)ve chats with students as they are needed: With reference to the 
classroom norms, teachers can have either one-on-one or whole-class discussions 
about what happens when students do not adhere to the established norms. 
Instead of being necessarily puni)ve, these chats should be treated as discovery 
sessions, with the aim of understanding what happened and what any involved 
students require to ensure that growth occurs. If these chats happen with the 
whole class (which can be less confronta)onal), the specific iden))es of students 
involved in unacceptable behavior can be shielded or out in the open. During 
these restora)ve chats, the discussion should focus on what happened (instead of 
what a student ‘did’), what the involved students were thinking and feeling, who 
was harmed by the unacceptable behavior (or the objec)ve nega)ve 
ramifica)ons of the behavior), and how students can work toward resolving the 
harm done. This process feels less puni)ve, helps the en)re classroom see the 
logical flow of established norms and what happens when they are breached, and 
doesn’t feel authorita)ve. Rather, students are involved in their own methods of 
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growth, which makes it far more likely that they will be invested in con)nuing 
their development in the future.  

One problem that occurs with restora)ve jus)ce measures is that they are new—and 
that they require a significant amount of investment. Educators haven’t been sufficiently 
trained—at least en masse—in these prac)ces, and many professionals aren’t aware of 
the benefits associated with restora)ve jus)ce and see only the massive amount of )me 
and energy they can take. School districts will need to invest in teacher training and 
resources in order to ensure that educators are not overwhelmed and in)midated with 
the growing necessity for these types of standards. Certainly, school districts cannot ask 
teachers to implement this type of new classroom management strategy without 
reviewing other classroom aims and considering reducing teacher workload or other 
student achievement goals for a )me while this management strategy is implemented 
(Ferlazzo, 2020). 

One of the best ways to begin implemen)ng restora)ve prac)ces is to start small. While 
you and your school staff are working toward building that classroom community or 
other more )me-intensive prac)ces, teachers can prac)ce the smaller (yet integral) skills 
of listening to their students, asking curiosity-based ques)ons (instead of more pointed 
ones that tend to lead to students shu[ng down), and effec)ve communica)on. These 
prac)ces are easier to implement and can lead effec)vely into larger restora)ve 
prac)ces later, as is possible or appropriate (Ferlazzo, 2020).  

What are posi)ve behavioral interven)ons and supports?  

Posi)ve Behavioral Interven)ons and Supports, or PBIS, is defined by the United States 
Government Accountability Office as “an evidence-based three-)ered framework for 
improving and integra)ng all of the data, systems, and prac)ces affec)ng student 
outcomes” (Smizer, 2021). 

The purpose of PBIS is to improve both teacher and student outcomes. PBIS systems also 
seek to reduce exclusionary discipline, par)cularly for those groups that tend to be 
suspended or expelled at higher rates than others. In PBIS systems, school districts and 
academic ins)tu)ons create clear behavioral expecta)ons for their community, and use 
ac)onable systems and procedures to ensure compliance with those expecta)ons. In the 
event that students do not comply with these expecta)ons, there are )ered support 
strategies that can provide interven)ons for those students. 
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PBIS systems also tend to rely heavily on data analysis and real-)me monitoring of 
individual student progress (Smizer, 2021). 

What are some smaller ways that I can start prac)cing restora)ve 
jus)ce now?  

It can be difficult to ini)ate a full-scale overhaul of your disciplinary prac)ces, especially 
if you don’t have support, you’re in charge of a large number of students, or you’re 
reading this in the middle of your school year a_er norms have been established 
(Ferlazzo, 2020).  

Regardless of the specific situa)on you’re in, there are always ways that you can start 
prac)cing restora)ve prac)ces. To aid you with your transi)on, we’ll list some smaller or 
subtler prac)ces below. This is not, necessarily, to say that they’re easy! They may 
require a lot of internal work and constant self-reminders to treat students that act out 
with kindness and respect (Ferlazzo, 2020).  

Crucial, but o_en difficult-to-prac)ce ac)ons include (Ferlazzo, 2020): 

1. Listening without bias or judgment. This is a basic concept, but, as teachers, it 
can be hard to find the )me or headspace to listen well. We’re usually trying to 
mul)task, and we may have a hard )me picking up on the verbal (or non-verbal) 
cues that can tell us a student is struggling.  One of the ways that a restora)ve 
jus)ce classroom seeks to improve equity in discipline is to make sure that we are 
listening to our students, that we are understanding our students, and that they 
feel both heard and understood. Fortunately, there are a few reliable ways that 
we can work to make our students feel that we are listening. (Realizing that the 
second half of this prac)ce—making our students feel heard—is just as important 
as our own comprehension can be a true game changer!) Important steps include 
(Ferlazzo, 2020): 

• First, we can help our students feel heard by mirroring their feelings and 
emo)ons when they share them with us. This is an empathe)c move that 
can help your student feel safe when they’re sharing. Secondly, we can 
priori)ze the use of ac)ve listening principles. When your student pauses, 
you can say things that make it very clear you’ve been listening, such as, 
“I’m hearing you say…”, or “Wow. What I’m ge[ng from you is….” Not only 
does this make it obvious that you’ve been paying aden)on, this 
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summarizing ac)on can help your students process their thoughts more 
logically. Thirdly and perhaps most importantly, we can work to be 
completely present for our students. We can validate their feelings. We can 
make eye contact and say things like, “I understand,” or, alterna)vely, “I 
cannot imagine what that must be like.” This makes your student feel like 
you get and respect their feelings. At the end of this process, it helps to 
thank them for sharing. 

2. Strategic use of affec)ve communica)on. You may have heard of this conflict-
mi)ga)ng trick before: Use “I-statements.” Encourage your students to do so as 
well. For example, instead of “You hurt me,” from a vic)m to a bully, the affected 
student could say something like, “I felt hurt when you did that.” This approach 
requires vulnerability and honesty, and it really only works if the teacher ini)ates 
it. Share how you feel (with I-statements) when difficult things happen, and invite 
your students to share as well. For example, you can say things like, “I felt 
disappointed when I learned that you used the answer key to do well on that 
test.” Connec)ng an infrac)on to a nega)ve emo)on (instead of simply feeling 
angry because they were caught) can be a powerful restora)ve tool for students 
who have violated a classroom norm. This prac)ce can also, very logically, teach 
your students about cause and effect—which can help them understand the 
impacts of their ac)ons even outside your classroom.  

3. Implement curiosity ques)ons. Many students, unfortunately, have come to see 
even simple ques)ons from school staff as threats. You can mi)gate this effect by 
asking more ques)ons of your students on a rou)ne basis, ideally about subjects 
that are fun! When going about your day to day, take a moment or two to ask a 
specific student how they are doing and feeling. Do this consistently, un)l your 
students no longer associate a query from you with an incoming punishment (or 
something else unpleasant). That way, when you’re surveying your classroom and 
you no)ce that a student seems to be struggling, you already have the founda)on 
to provide support. When, later, you pull that student aside and say something 
simple and non-confronta)onal (e.g., “You seem to be having a hard day - can I 
help?”) the individual will be much more likely to be honest with you, and, 
therefore, you will be much more able to provide the support that is needed. 
Simple ac)ons like this can help head off mental and emo)onal issues that 
students are struggling with before they become much larger, more problema)c 
issues in the future. You can also use curiosity ques)ons to help soothe children 
and even provide a lidle bit of modera)on: Ask students impacted by a violent or 
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trauma)c event how they felt when they were vic)mized, or what they need the 
offender to do or say in order to feel beder. To the offending student, you can ask 
why they ini)ated the violence, and what (hypothe)cally) they might wish to say 
to the vic)m of their ac)ons. This will likely make facilita)ng a resolu)on much 
easier for everyone involved.  

What about student self control? Is student self-control and self-
discipline important?  

When we talk about the nega)ve effects of exclusionary discipline, we o_en talk about 
student behavior as if it’s a foregone conclusion. Of course, this isn’t the case; students 
are human beings who freely make decisions that dictate their experiences (for the most 
part). However, when students are growing and forming, it’s important to consider that 
our ac)ons are influencing precisely who they are going to be (Lynch, 2019). 

It’s also important to remember the other side of the coin: That students need to have a 
strong core of self-mo)va)on and self-control in order to become who they need to be. 
While se[ng aside exclusionary discipline and inves)ng in posi)ve behavioral 
interven)ons is going to be key, we can also help students learn and master the skill of 
self-discipline. Here’s why—and a few )ps to help you get started (Lynch, 2019). 

• First of all, remember that your students’ brains are s)ll forming. In fact, the part 
of their brain that we term the ‘ra)onal mind’ (the part that solves problems and 
processes complex thought and behavior) isn’t done developing un)l individuals 
are 25. This does not lessen or invalidate their thoughts and experiences prior to 
that age. It does, however, make it clear that your teaching is helping to influence 
the forma)on and structure of your students’ brains.   

• In theory, the older students get, the higher capacity they have for self discipline 
and self control.  

• Young people are highly impressionable, and much of what they learn about self-
discipline comes from what they see around them. 

This last point can be very telling when we think about the implica)ons. Not only are our 
students learning from what we do (as much as they are from our actual teaching), 
applying exclusionary discipline and other less-than-helpful (or harmful) disciplinary 
prac)ces can help students learn inappropriate forms of self-discipline and self-control. 
Even if they don’t suffer the clear, drama)c ramifica)ons of exclusionary discipline (e.g., 
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dropping out of school or incarcera)on), they may struggle with mental and emo)onal 
health and drive for the rest of their lives (Lynch, 2019).  

Helping our students prac)ce self-discipline and understand the benefits of self-control 
can help students mature and grow during their forma)ve years. As teachers, there are 
ways we can help foster student self-discipline in our classrooms. These methods include 
(Lynch,2019):  

1. Establishing trust. As it turns out, one of the reasons that students and young 
children exhibit a lack of self-control is because they don’t trust (or they fear) that 
the caretakers and adults around them won’t be able to actually take care of 
them. This fear causes restlessness and ac)ng out. Academic researchers from 
the University of Colorado at Boulder recently looked into this phenomenon. They 
discovered that taking the )me to establish social trust in your classroom can go a 
long way toward seeing higher levels of beder and more appropriate behavior. At 
the beginning of the year (and throughout both semesters), try to get to know 
each of your students’ hobbies, backgrounds, and what’s going on in their lives. 
Then, use this to establish an atmosphere of connec)on and trust. While this step 
alone won’t revolu)onize your students’ disciplinary choices, it is founda)onal 
and definitely not to be overlooked.  

2. Set very clear behavioral expecta)ons at the beginning of the new school year. 
It can be easy for an adult (with a fully developed brain) to comprehend what 
suitable behavior should be with lidle defini)on. This process is much more 
difficult to navigate for a young child. Some)mes, students exhibit problema)c 
behavior simply because the baseline for proper behavior hasn’t been completely 
outlined and made crystal-clear. A_er you’ve built up a layer of trust, go through 
your behavioral expecta)ons for your students. Set the norms, give examples, and 
be more descrip)ve than you think you need to be.  

3. Give good reasons for each of the rules and boundaries you set. Any parent will 
tell you that young children consistently need to know why—for predy much 
every fact or rule they encounter. This isn’t rebellious, but rather a healthy 
curiosity. Children are also more prac)cal than we think. O_en, if we connect a 
behavioral expecta)on or a norm with an intui)ve reason why it’s beneficial to 
live according to that expecta)on or norm, children will be much more likely to 
follow through with desired behaviors.  
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4. Invite your students into the norm-crea)on process. Ask them to think out loud 
as they’re contempla)ng what you’re asking them to do. That way, you’ll get an 
honest assessment of what they’re thinking and feeling as they hear your 
expecta)ons for the year. If you set that standard of open communica)on, you 
may also be able to expect that your students will reach out to you with any 
difficul)es they experience with the expecta)ons throughout the year, which will 
help you an)cipate and respond to any problema)c behaviors as or even before 
they occur.  

5. Establish rewards in your norm-crea)on process and as your students grow in 
self-control. While we don’t want to incen)vize good behavior too obviously, it 
can help students associate good behavior with posi)ve accolades during the 
learning process. As study a_er study has shown, posi)ve reinforcement (such as 
praise and rewards) can be much more effec)ve in encouraging self-control and 
other good behaviors (Lynch, 2019). 

Where can I find online support for systems of restora)ve jus)ce? 

One of the biggest problems we face when it comes to implemen)ng these systems for 
change will involve a perceived or real lack of support and resources for teachers. A_er 
all, if one thing is clear, it’s that teachers don’t need another demand on their plates—
especially on that they’re expected to manage en)rely on their own (Ferlazzo, 2020).  

We are wai)ng for comprehensive federal support and more universal awareness of the 
problems involved with exclusionary discipline. In the mean)me, it’s important that 
teachers are aware that they do have resources available to them (Ferlazzo, 2020). 

First of all, it’s important that school districts don’t simply consider restora)ve jus)ce as 
another program to implement. Restora)ve jus)ce is, rather, all about a mindset shi_. 
We need all people involved—from teachers and students to recep)onists, school staff, 
families, and administrators to invest in a restora)ve culture. Everyone needs to accept 
the responsibility inherent with crea)ng a peaceful and equitable school environment. 
Everyone will likely need to go through some form of training to this end, but it’s not 
about checking off a training box; it’s about learning, valuing, and prac)cing behaviors 
that will lead to beneficial change (Ferlazzo, 2020). 

This will likely be challenging for those involved.  
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It can be made easier if you’re able to share updated, accessible, precise and succinct 
resources to each member of your school’s community. For example, if you have training 
programs available for those who want them, flyers and flashcards for those who would 
simply like a brief reminder, materials to assist with onboarding students to this new way 
of thinking, posters and materials for your hallways, and research that you can hand to 
new investors or administrators, that will go a long way toward making success in this 
ini)a)ve much easier (Ferlazzo, 2020).  

To help you with this end, we’ve collected a few ideas to help you and your community 
succeed (Ferlazzo, 2020).  

1. Start by honestly assessing where your school is. We’ll talk more about this at the 
end of the course. 

2. Iden)fy the different audiences you will need to support and educate, and 
brainstorm (or survey them) to see if you can an)cipate the best ways to meet 
their needs.  

3. Help the various people in your community locate the resources that they 
specifically need. 

4. Remember that this is going to be a long-term project, and that’s okay! It will take 
)me to completely update the way you and your colleagues think. Make sure to 
be realis)c about )melines; it will be impossible to completely enforce 
disciplinary equity overnight.  

5. Brainstorm ways to evaluate your progress on a rou)ne basis. You can repeat 
some of the ac)vi)es you used to establish your baseline: Checking out the 
demographic data regarding discipline in your school is a good idea, as is having 
discussions with your students and families to collect behavioral feedback. 

What are specific conversa)ons, openers, discussions and prac)ces I 
should be emphasizing with my students?  

Making the change to restora)ve instead of exclusionary discipline prac)ces can be 
difficult. Being able to send a child to deten)on or a suspension is so grounded in our 
collec)ve consciousnesses and our culture that it can be done without a thought. 
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To help equip you and your colleagues as you try to overcome this prac)ce, we’ve 
included a few specific conversa)on starters and new rou)nes or skills that you can help 
develop with your students (Ferlazzo, 2020).  

Conversa)on Starters that Help with Conflict Resolu)on 

Restora)ve jus)ce relies on your ability to help students learn how to restore their 
rela)onships a_er a tense event. You need to help them learn repairing processes and 
facilitate conflict-mi)ga)ng prac)ces (Ferlazzo, 2020).  

Unfortunately, most students don’t come to school with prac)ced (or exis)ng) conflict 
resolu)on skills. Some)mes, even adults don’t have these techniques at their finger)ps. 
We need to teach our students the learned skill of knowing when they’ve harmed 
someone else. We must also help them learn how to acknowledge and fix what they’ve 
done (Ferlazzo, 2020).  

This can feel overwhelming, or like you’re figh)ng a losing badle.  

It’s key to help your students know that conflict will happen. Conflict is inevitable, and 
it’s a normal and even healthy part of life. The existence of conflict does not mean that 
the people involved are mean or bad. It just means that some type of compromise, 
healing, and resolu)on may be necessary. If we help our students realize that conflict is 
going to happen, and give them ways to navigate through it, the lingering nega)ve 
feelings that can be adributed to surprise and shock (which may be more than we 
think!) can be reduced (Ferlazzo, 2020).  

A_er that, we need to make sure that our students realize that the logical, empathe)c 
step that follows conflict (especially conflict that they may have caused or acted upon) is 
remorse. To that end, one prac)cal lesson you should emphasize with your students is 
the power of a great apology. A meaningful apology can go a long way toward providing 
the repairing, correc)ve ac)on that is central to restora)ve jus)ce (Ferlazzo, 2020).  

Unfortunately, many of us don’t know how to genuinely apologize. We mumble through 
our apologies with embarrassment, we say the words but don’t mean them, and we 
don’t actually take any steps or say any words to mi)gate the central conflict. If it isn’t 
clear that we are sincere in our remorse, the recipient of an apology won’t accept it, 
regardless of what’s actually said. An ineffec)ve apology can foster resentment and 
make a bad situa)on worse (Ferlazzo, 2020). 

Here’s how to help your students authen)cally communicate remorse and accept 
apologies empathe)cally (Ferlazzo, 2020):  
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• Give them the phrases they need. It’s difficult for some to be empathe)c, so 
giving your students a running start by specifically telling them what they need to 
say (and what the recipient of an apology needs to hear) will go a long way. For 
example: 

• “I’m sorry/I apologize for…” (Simple, but make sure your student caps off 
the sentence with the specific, relevant offense!) 

• “I know that it was my fault that this thing happened.” 

• “I let this happen.” 

• “I’m so sorry I let that happen.”  

• “I realize that I did that, and that it was my fault.”  

• “I’m sorry that I did that. I’m going to make things beder.” 

• “I’m sorry that I did that. I know it made you feel sad. I promise never to 
do it again.”  (As you can see, the ingredients of a sincere apology include 
taking full responsibility for the bad thing that happened and showing a 
clear desire to to make things beder. You should impress upon your 
student that a genuine apology does not always include a full explana)on 
for why the student did the offending thing!) 

• Give the recipients of apologies tools and responses that can help them repair the 
rela)onship from their end, as well. Providing and accep)ng an apology places 
both par)es in a vulnerable posi)on, and that is why it can be so difficult. If the 
recipient of an apology isn’t recep)ve (or is rude), that reinforces the pain of 
apologizing for the offending students, making it less likely that they’ll priori)ze 
showing remorse in the future. The following example responses can be 
presented to students as they learn to navigate these situa)ons . (Apologies 
require effort from both people!) 

• “I accept your apology.” (Some)mes simplicity is best). 

• “I accept, but please don’t do that again.” 

• “I accept, because it’s clear you mean it. Please don’t do that again.” 

• “Because you know that what you did wasn’t okay, I accept your apology.” 
You can cater the specific phrases you offer your students to their age 
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level, of course, but make sure that they know sincerity and empathy is 
paramount. 

While learning how to issue and accept a proper apology can seem like a very basic life 
skill, it’s one that’s central to enjoying a restora)ve, respecpul community life. This type 
of respect and empathy is absolutely vital for a community that learns together, too. 
A_er all, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs notes that we do our best learning when we feel 
safe in our environment, and with the people surrounding us. The process of apologizing 
well creates that safety, and so enables us to be successful teachers and learners 
(Ferlazzo, 2020).  

Other strategies for fostering openness and respect in the classroom include the 
following (Ferlazzo, 2020):  

• Having dedicated )me to discuss life, events, and updates with your class every 
day. All members of your classroom should feel comfortable telling you or others 
about struggles they may be experiencing (e.g., if they’re having difficulty with an 
assignment, or stressed about something stressful at home). One way to help 
students feel that level of comfort is to have a discussion circle daily, or on a 
regular basis. This will help create a sense of connec)on between the members of 
your class.  

• Breaking your students out into small groups or partnerships to speak about their 
thoughts and lives, independent from the teacher. You’re likely accustomed to 
assigning your students into small groups to discuss a book you’ve assigned or an 
experiment they’ve performed or to work on various projects. See if you can do 
the same thing with more free-flowing discussion. This can help  students that 
may never meet outside of your classroom see what they have in common with 
each other.  

• Make sure that your students know they can discuss and process their personal 
issues in your classroom when needed. As long as it doesn’t disrupt your planned 
academics—for example, constant tex)ng—it’s important to allow your students 
to feel like they can be open and honest. Not only do your students need to be 
free to share what’s on their mind, they need to be able to express their joys, 
emo)ons, and fears with each other. Celebrate this level of sharing when it 
occurs. 
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What are good prac)ces for crea)ng effec)ve school discipline policies 
and procedures?  

In order to put these ideas into ac)on, there are prac)cal steps that can be taken to 
recreate or update a school’s disciplinary policies and procedures. While teachers cannot 
be tasked with taking all the responsibility for this type of ac)on, it is certainly in their 
best interest to be informed as to the steps that will need to take place to improve 
policies and see measurable change (Nishioka, 2019).  

The steps that will need to be taken are as follows (Nishioka, 2019):  

• Iden)fy prevalent issues within the school community. To do this, you’ll need to 
get informa)on from your students and their families.  This can be done by 
hos)ng town halls, surveying individuals, and holding interviews. Addi)onally, 
you can speak with previously disciplined students about how their experiences 
made them feel. It will also help to obtain quan)ta)ve data to see if you can 
glean insight in an objec)ve way. Compile as much informa)on as possible about 
who your school has suspended or expelled in the past, and see if you can track 
demographic data as well as any informa)on about what those students went on 
to do. Then, analyze all of this data, from the interviews and from the databases, 
to see if you can iden)fy any clear trends, obvious issues, or poten)al solu)ons.  

• Establish the reasons for having a code of conduct so that these can be made 
clear to students and parents. Write down the underlying purposes, ra)onales, 
and goals informing the code of conduct, and include that informa)on in the final 
document itself.  

• Iden)fy modes of disciplinary ac)on that are in line with the school’s stated goals. 
As we have iden)fied, exclusionary discipline prac)ces generally don't help 
students grow, learn, or become beder people, and they can be harmful and 
detrimental. Therefore exclusionary discipline policies should be reconsidered. 
Instead, consider forms of posi)ve behavior interven)ons or restora)ve jus)ce.  

• Develop a specific procedure that all administrators and instructors will follow at 
all )mes regarding discipline, escala)ons, referrals, and any other aspects of the 
disciplinary system. This should include specific recommended dura)ons for 
interven)ons or restora)ve ac)ons, an appeals process, your no)fica)on system 
for all parents and guardians, and any other logis)cal considera)ons that could 
accompany an update to your disciplinary system.  
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• Make sure to nclude any protec)ons for students with disabili)es or special needs 
in the code of conduct.  

• The code of conduct your school writes should be made available to all students 
upon matricula)on and also freely available on your school’s website for full 
transparency.  

Sec)on 3 Key Points 

• You don’t have to completely overhaul your en)re disciplinary system all at once. 
You can start small, with the most important step of all: Listening without bias.  

• Helping your students learn self-control and self-discipline can make a big 
difference in how they behave.  

• Teaching your students how to apologize effec)vely and to be open to accep)ng 
apologies is a key part of restora)ve jus)ce.  

• Your school should be systema)c and transparent about se[ng up a new code of 
conduct, if that is needed.  

Course Summary and Conclusion 

Exclusionary punishment does not work to deter problem behavior and it is more likely 
to result in adverse outcomes for the student and the community. This has led to a shi_ 
toward more posi)ve interven)ons that foster understanding, empathy, and rela)onship 
building. Ul)mately, more construc)ve prac)ces will increase school safety, promote 
greater learning, and improve student behavior overall.  

If anything is clear from the data we’ve gleaned, it’s that exclusionary discipline has been 
the norm in many school se[ngs, and students have suffered significantly as a result. 
This form of discipline is ineffec)ve, and it o_en alienates those students who may need 
the greatest amount of support. Through alterna)ve op)ons such as posi)ve behavioral 
interven)ons and restora)ve jus)ce prac)ces, we will be able to lessen discipline 
dispari)es, enhance long-term educa)onal success, and promote a healthy school 
climate. 
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