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Senator Slossberg, Representative Fleischmann, and Distinguished Members of the Education
Committee:

I am a Policy Fellow at Connecticut Voices for Children, a research-based public education and
advocacy organization that works statewide to promote the well-being of Connecticut’s children,
youth, and families.

I am testifying on behalf of Connecticut Voices for Children in support of S.B. 1053: An Act
Prohibiting Out-of-School Suspensions and Expulsions for Students in Preschool and
Grades Kindergarten to Two. By prohibiting suspensions and expulsions for students who are too
young to fully grasp the consequences of their actions, S.B. 1053 will help guarantee that
exclusionary disciplinary practices are used appropriately.

Expulsions and suspensions exclude children from the classroom, resulting in significant
educational and societal costs, particularly for our youngest children. Students expelled and
suspended in their earliest years may be set on a path of negative life outcomes, including increased
likelihood of dropping out of school, increased likelihood of juvenile incarceration, and decreased
academic achievement.' These children are more likely to be incarcerated as adults, are more likely to
rely on state-funded social programs, and have, on average, lower lifetime earnings.2

Excluding a child from school is rarely, in itself, a pedagogically or developmentally sound means of
addressing misconduct. In fact, research shows that a suspension in the earliest years may
actually increase subsequent school misbehavior.’ Instead, interventions designed to identify
the root cause of disciplinary problems and prevent misconduct from escalating (such as positive
reinforcement) and non- exclusionary punishments (such as detentions or restitution) are more
effective strategies for ensuring a safe and positive learning environment than expulsion and
suspension.

In 2014, the U.S. Department of Education issued new school discipline guidelines which
emphasized that schools should be “relying on suspension and expulsion only as a last resort and for
appropriately serious infractions.” In recent years, Connecticut has made important progress in
reducing the overall number of students expelled and suspended.” However, too many expulsions
and suspensions are still being issued to students who are far too young to fully grasp the
consequences of their actions. In school year 2013 (hereinafter 2013), 1 in every 100 K-2 students
in Connecticut were suspended or expelled (1,110 total K-2 students were suspended or expelled in
2013).° Most wortrisome, the number of kindergarteners expelled and suspended has increased by
35% in the last two years.” An increasing number of our youngest students are being forced out of
the classroom at a time when they can least afford it.

Also concerning is the extent to which exclusionary discipline practices are being inequitably applied
in Connecticut. The use of suspensions and expulsions disproportionality harms students of
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color, special education students, and students from poorer socio-economic backgrounds.
These disparities exist statewide and in nearly every district. For example:

e The ten districts with the highest number of suspensions of children under 7 in 2014 are all
classified as the poorest in the state.”

e One hundred percent of second and third graders expelled in 2013 were from the poorest
school districts.”

e In 2013 Black students were nearly 5 times more likely to be expelled than white students,
and Hispanic/Latino students were 2.6 times more likely to be expelled."’

e In 2013 Black students were 6.5 times more likely to be suspended out-of-school than white
students, and Hispanic/Latino students were 4.4 times more likely to be suspended out-of-
school."

e Special education students nearly 2 times more likely to be expelled and 2.6 times more likely
to be suspended out-of-school than general education students in 2013."

Students of color, special education students, and low-income students, who often start school at a
disadvantage in comparison to their more privileged peers, have more to lose by not being in the
classroom. When exclusionary school disciplinary tactics push these children from the classroom at
the very start of their academic careers, they may fall even further behind, widening achievement
gaps and adding additional obstacles to their success.

Preschool and grades K-2 should be a time of nurturing the emotional, behavioral, social,
and academic skills children need in subsequent years of schooling, not a time to exclude
children from the classroom and create an adversarial relationship between a child and his
school. If a child shows behavioral problems that cannot be safely addressed in the classroom, the
child should be connected to needed behavioral and mental health support services."” High-quality
alternative educational settings, with qualified personnel, must also be provided so that students do
not fall behind in their schoolwork and face further barriers to achievement.'* Such environments
could also enact behavioral support services that mitigate future negative behaviors.

By prohibiting the expulsion and out-of-school suspension of preschoolers and children in
grades K-2, S.B. 1053 promotes early intervention and support, rather than exclusion from
the classroom. This is a tremendous opportunity to help eradicate the gross disproportionalities in
the application of expulsions and suspensions, and a crucial means to set all children on the right
path from the very start of their academic careers.

Thank you for the opportunity to testify. Please do not hesitate to contact me if you have questions
or need additional information.

Sarah Iverson

Policy Fellow

Connecticut Voices for Children
siverson(@ctvoices.org
(203)498-4240 x 107
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