Dear Secretary DeVos and Attorney General Sessions,
We — educators, advocates, and leaders dedicated to making bold progress
toward educational equity — are writing to express our fervent hope that the
United States Department of Education (ED) and Department of Justice (DOJ)
maintain the federal guidance addressing racial and other disparities in school
discipline.
We, the undersigned, wish to make it clear that our community supports the
federal guidance on erasing racial and other disparities in school discipline and
are committed to individual and collective action on rethinking school discipline.
We take our commitment to students and families very seriously: not only to
provide them with an excellent education that affords them access the fullest
range of life options, but also to ensure they are emotionally and physically safe
and supported. Research shows that exclusionary discipline, such as out-ofschool suspensions and expulsions, can be harmful to students and can negatively
impact both their short-term school achievement and long-term life outcomes.i
This harm, as illuminated by the federal government’s increased efforts to
collect, analyze and publish data, shows clear biases in who receives harsh
punishments — despite efforts to make policies and practices more fair.
The data on school discipline disparities tells a story many of us have
experienced first-hand:
• In 2011, the Council of State Governments published a methodical and
rigorous study, Breaking Schools’ Rules, which found that Black
students are disproportionately suspended and excluded from school,
compared with their peers.
• Subsequent research, including data from the 2013-14 federal Civil
Rights Data Collection, found that students with disabilities and students
of color are also disproportionately punished compared with their peers.
• Other studies in the past five years have pointed out lesbian, gay,
bisexual, transgender, queer, and questioning (LGBTQQ) students face
similarly disparate discipline outcomes. ii
• Studies have also shown that Black girls and Native American girls are
more likely to be suspended from school than their white peers. iii
• While data on disproportionality in exclusionary discipline is less
egregious for Latino students than Black students, there is evidence that
ethnic minorities are more likely to be in schools with harsh disciplinary
policies and to be suspended or expelled. We also know that students of
immigrant families experience explicit and implicit discrimination in
schools, and that has an impact on their performance.iv
• A 2018 study by the bipartisan General Accounting Office affirmed
racial disparities in students’ discipline. And the recently-released 201516 federal Civil Rights Data Collection confirms the GAO’s finding that
inequities persist. For example, Black boys represent only 8% of the
population, but account for 25% of students receiving one or more
suspensions and 23% of the expulsions. Students with disabilities

represent 12% of school enrollment, but account for 28% of law
enforcement referrals and 26% of those receiving one or more
suspensions.
In 2014, ED and DOJ issued guidance to assist states, districts, and schools to
develop practices and strategies to enhance school climate, develop discipline
policies that keep students in the classroom, and ensure those policies and
practices comply with existing federal civil rights law. Current Secretary of
Education Betsy DeVos has publicly stated that she is contemplating revoking
the federal guidance, despite the overwhelming evidence cited above.
As leaders dedicated to the intersection of excellence, equity, and education, we
agree on the following:
• The federal government has an important role to play in upholding students’
civil rights and can do so without stifling important local autonomy. We
recognize our country has a rich tradition of states’ rights and local decisionmaking, but we also know that existing civil rights laws and regulations
mandate the federal government ensure the rights of citizens are protected.
Throughout history, the federal government has been appropriately called
upon to ensure “…no person shall, on the grounds of race, color, or national
origin, be excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be
otherwise subjected to discrimination under any program receiving federal
financial assistance.” We believe that the federal government has a
responsibility to protect the civil rights of all students, including addressing
disproportionality in school discipline.
• We all have to take responsibility for rethinking discipline because the
consequences of inaction are dire. It is unacceptable that students of color,
students with disabilities, and students who identify as LGBTQQ experience
harsher discipline than their peers. Exclusionary discipline, such as
suspensions and expulsions, are linked to students failing in school, to students
not finishing school (either because they drop out and/or are pushed out), and
often to a lifetime connected to a life-altering juvenile and adult justice system.
And while it is not yet possible to specifically isolate just how much these
disparities are caused by adult biases, we know that bias plays a significant
role. The federal government, states, and all of the organizations we represent
must be concerned when the very institutions charged with educating students
cement patterns of racial and other discrimination. We can and must do better.
• One size does not fit all when it comes to approaches to student discipline —
but research can point the way. Each of our organizations may take different
approaches to things like classroom rules, when we think it is acceptable to
exclude a student from class, how we respond to student missteps, and when we
engage families if there are behavior concerns. But we are all dedicated to
supporting the healthy identity development of young people. This means we
craft school design and policy decisions knowing that shaming and
discrimination are incompatible with creating the conditions required for
student learning and growth. We know students thrive if they are engaged in

deep and trusting relationships with adults, including in times of conflict. We
also know there are ways to hold students accountable for their behavior that
doesn’t exclude them from school. We believe students can learn skills related
to behavior like self-regulation and flexibility; these are not fixed
characteristics. We recognize reducing suspensions or other exclusionary
practices, while maintaining high expectations, requires investments in
training and alternative practices.
• We are dedicated to both the physical and emotional safety of students and
staff — and reject the notion that you have to prioritize one over the other.
The recent proliferation of school shootings is causing educators at all levels
to pay even closer attention to school safety measures. We agree with common
sense approaches that secure the perimeters of schools, train school staff in
identifying students in need of support beyond the capacity of the school, and
partner with well-trained, respectful school safety officers. But we also know
that further criminalizing student behavior or adding police-like security
measures doesn’t make schools safer and can lead to further discrimination
and isolation of studentsv, particularly students of color. Schools are safer
when there is a strong peer culture where students treat one another with
respect and dignity — and adults model this same approach to relationships.
Despite sweeping claims by pundits, there is no evidence that the federal
guidance has made schools more unsafevi. To the contrary, many of us feel the
guidance accelerated important changes in policies, practices, and capacity
within our organizations.
We recognize that rethinking school discipline will take time and that each of us
will be on our own unique journey. But together, we are committed to making
demonstrable progress in stemming the school-to-prison pipeline. We believe the
overwhelming evidence of racial and other biases in school discipline warrants
action by the federal government — and will continue to catalyze long-overdue
change. We hope ED and DOJ remain partners in this critical work and do not
roll back the common sense guidance aimed at protecting students’ civil rights.
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