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+++++++++++++++ INTRODUCTION +++++++++++++++ 
Since the piloting of Colorado’s Early Childhood Mental Health Specialist program 
in 1997, the state of Colorado has consistently shown it has prioritized the mental 
health and wellbeing of our children. With increased access to programs promoting 
positive mental health and social emotional programs, expulsions in early childhood 
settings have decreased.  In 2014, the Administration for Children and Families (ACF) 
published a report citing Colorado as an innovative state in taking steps to prevent 
expulsion and suspension in early childhood settings.1 

In April 2017, in response to the recommendations outlined in the ACF report, the 
Colorado Department of Education (CDE) completed an analysis of out-of-school 
suspension data, disaggregated by race and gender, for children in kindergarten 
through 3rd grade.2  This data demonstrated that a disproportionate number of 
students of color and students with disabilities were being disciplined, prompting a 
bipartisan group of Colorado legislators to introduce House Bill 17-1210 (HB 1210).  
Using data from the US Department of Civil Rights3, a report from the Denver-based 
advocacy group Padres & Jovenes Unidos4, and input from the Denver chapter of 
the Black Childhood Development Institute (BCDI)5, the legislators sought to limit the 
expulsion and suspension of students enrolled in preschool through second grades, 
particularly children of color and children with disabilities.  Provisions of the bill 
included:

1. Under specific circumstances, out-of-school suspensions were limited to three 
school days, with a maximum of five days total.

2. Schools would be required to adopt prevention and early intervention 
strategies to reduce the need for suspensions and expulsions. 

3. Services for expelled and at-risk students would be expanded to include 
preschool, kindergarten, and early elementary grade students and families.

The bill went through several promising House readings and amendments, only to be 
postponed indefinitely in the Senate.  Despite the bill’s failure, we believe that such 
legislation is critically important in our state. We are a group of Teach Plus Colorado 
Teaching Policy Fellows who teach in public schools in our state.  Because we work 
with students from varied demographics, we wanted to know how Colorado’s 
teachers feel about the practices and procedures already in use in their classrooms 
and buildings; how supported teachers feel to manage discipline issues on a daily 
basis; and what additional supports are needed.  In this report, we outline key 
findings from our survey and suggest recommendations for Colorado’s stakeholders 
on how the state can continue to innovate the discipline and social emotional 
learning practices of children from pre-kindergarten through second grade.

FINDINGS

1. Alternative approaches to suspension and expulsion are currently in use, 
but these practices are implemented with varying degrees of fidelity across 
classrooms, schools, and districts.

2. In order for alternative approaches to be effective, teachers need more 
training, professional development, and support.

3. While teachers largely agree exclusionary discipline practices are detrimental 
to student learning, they do not feel they have complete support from 
administrators and other school staff.
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Data from the 2014 Department of Civil Rights school discipline brief clearly demonstrates the 
disproportionate suspension rates among students.6  Though boys make up only 54 percent 
of preschool enrollment, they represent 79 percent of total suspensions nationwide.  Black 
students represent only 18 percent of total preschool enrollment, but 48 percent have been 
suspended more than once. 

In response to this data, the U.S. Departments of Health and Human Services (HHS) and 
Education (ED) jointly released a policy statement addressing expulsion and suspension in early 
learning settings and highlighting the importance of social emotional and behavioral health.7 
Among their recommendations are discipline policies eliminating and/or limiting exclusionary 
discipline practices, training and education for teachers, and better access to specialized 
supports like mental health consultants and behavior coaches. 

The Administration for Children and Families snapshot highlights work in several states towards 
limiting and preventing early childhood suspension and expulsion.8 Arkansas’ state-funded 
pre-K program has a long-standing expulsion prevention policy with clear procedures that must 
be followed before any type of exclusionary measure can be considered. Strong leadership at 
the state level prompted Arkansas to convene a workgroup designed to address each of the 
six areas recommended in the HHS/ED statement and, in 2016, develop new initiatives based 
on the recommendations. 

Connecticut signed legislation in 2015 prohibiting almost all suspensions and expulsions in pre-K 
through second grade.  Most notably, however, Connecticut is the first state in the country to 
have a statewide discipline policy and universal early childhood mental health consultation 
for all early childhood programs. Additionally, the state won a federal grant allowing them to 
provide three to four months of early childhood mental health consultation per year, to be used 
before behavioral concerns surface, making Connecticut unique in enacting a preventative 
rather than reactionary program.

In their 2017 legislative sessions, eighteen states considered legislation directly related to early 
childhood suspension and expulsion, with approximately 35 bills proposed and ten passed.9  
Arkansas, Maryland, and Tennessee passed legislation prohibiting suspension or expulsion in the 
early grades with noted exceptions. 

 +++++++++++                                                         +++++++++++ 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. Provide consistent, thorough, and ongoing training for teachers and building 
staff members around restorative discipline practices, social emotional 
development, and mental health of young children.

2. Ensure that schools and staff have full-time mental health support providers 
(school psychologist, social worker, PBIS coordinator) on site.

3. Emphasize pro-active teaching and modeling of positive social and emotional 
behaviors as well as conflict resolution in schools. This may be pursued through 
a chosen Social Emotional Learning (SEL) curriculum or a particular restorative 
justice model adopted by schools.

4. Gather more data from rural teachers and schools.

OTHER STATES’ RESPONSE TO 
DISPROPORIONATE DISCIPLINE
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Several states such as Texas, Ohio, and California have passed bills to curtail the rising rate of 
suspension and expulsion occurring in pre-kindergarten through second grade classrooms.  
The passage of these bills has been motivated by studies released by the U.S. Department of 
Education’s Office of Civil Rights showing that “although African American children represent 
only 18 percent of preschool enrollment, they make up nearly half the total suspensions”.10 

We surveyed 94 Colorado public school teachers from the Denver Metro Area and surrounding 
rural schools from March 12-April 15, 2018.  Of these 94 teachers, 49 percent teach grades K-3, 
with the remaining teachers teaching grades 3-12.  Participants also included two K-5 special 
education teachers, one ELL teacher, and one university instructor for MA teacher candidates. 
The majority of teachers, 53 percent, teach in a suburban district, followed by 34 percent of 
respondents teaching in an urban district, and 13 percent of respondents teaching in a rural 
district. In addition to closed response questions, respondents were also able to provide short 
answers to several open-ended questions.

A significant majority, 95 percent, of teachers in our survey use individual behavior contracts or 
behavior plans. Equally widely utilized are Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) —79 percent 
of respondents—and Positive Behavior Intervention Supports (PBIS) —78 percent of respondents.

+++++++++++++++ METHODOLOGY +++++++++++++++ 
As teachers, we believe that discipline issues in the classroom greatly affect the classroom 
climate and student learning outcomes.  We wanted to know the following:

+++++++++++++++ FINDINGS +++++++++++++++ 

RESEARCH QUESTION 1. 
What research-based practices are currently in use to support children with discipline issues?

RESEARCH QUESTION 2.
How well-prepared and supported are teachers to implement these practices?

RESEARCH QUESTION 3. 
What successes or challenges do teachers incur when implementing alternative practices?

FINDING 1: ALTERNATIVE APPROACHES TO SUSPENSION AND EXPULSION ARE CURRENTLY IN USE, BUT 
THESE PRACTICES ARE IMPLEMENTED WITH VARYING DEGREES OF FIDELITY ACROSS CLASSROOMS, 
SCHOOLS, AND DISTRICTS.
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FIGURE 1. Question: “Which of the following alternative student support practices are currently in 
place in your school?”

First Tier: Most 
Alternative 

Practices Utilized 
by 75%-100% of 

Schools

Second Tier:
Alternative 

Practices Utilized by 
40%-65% of Schools

Individual behavior contracts 
or behavior plans

Count
Row %

Positive behaviorial interventions 
and supports (PBIS)

Count
Row %

Social and emotional learning 
(SEL) curricula, such as Second 
Step, MindUp, and Open Circle

Count
Row %

Multi-tier system of supports 
(MT SS)

Count
Row %

Teacher and student mediation 
and conferences

Count
Row %

Teaching Tolerance

Count
Row %

Used Not Used Unsure # of

88
94.6%

73
77.7%

46
49.5%

73
78.5%

61
64.9%

38
40.9%

4
4.3%

17
18.1%

37
38.8%

13
14.0%

23
24.5%

38
40.9%

1
1.1%

4
4.3%

10
10.8%

7
7.5%

10
10.6%

17
18.3%

93

94

93

93

94

93



5 +

FIGURE 2. Question: “How well prepared do you feel to use alternative approaches or practices in 
your classroom?”

...as a new teacher, it would be helpful to have the opportunity to observe expert teachers when they have 
restorative conversations with students and how they use alternative approaches in their classrooms.

Third Tier: 
Alternative 

Practices Utilized by 
25%-40% of Schools

Home visits

Count
Row %

Family group conferencing

Count
Row %

Restorative circles

Count
Row %

35
37.2%

27
29.3%

33
35.5%

47
50.0%

48
52.2%

47
50.5%

12
12.8%

17
18.5%

13
14.0%

94

92

93

FINDING 2: IN ORDER FOR ALTERNATIVE APPROACHES TO BE EFFECTIVE, TEACHERS NEED MORE 
TRAINING, PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT, AND SUPPORT.

The majority of our respondents feel somewhat prepared to implement alternative discipline 
practices in their classrooms (see Figure 2). 

A majority of teachers surveyed requested more training and professional development to 
help them implement alternative practices in their classrooms. Teachers noted the need 
for training for all staff members, opportunities to observe other teachers, and a consistent, 
building-wide plan across grade levels:

Teachers also cited a need for opportunities to practice new learning and guidance to 
integrate practices into their daily instruction.  They stated these practices take time to 
implement during the school day and this can impact instructional time. 

Very Prepared Somewhat Prepared Not very Prepared Not at all Prepared

22% 54% 18% 5%
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It’s difficult to involve parents, have sit-down meetings with all stakeholders, examine my own biases and 
missteps, as well as creating and implementing high-quality curriculum for 95 students.

I feel as though we’re are not allowed that time away from curriculum.  The push to teach “bell to bell” in 
our school doesn’t allow for this.

FINDING 3: WHILE TEACHERS LARGELY AGREE EXCLUSIONARY DISCIPLINE PRACTICES ARE 
DETRIMENTAL TO STUDENT LEARNING, THEY DO NOT FEEL THEY HAVE COMPLETE SUPPORT FROM 
ADMINISTRATORS AND OTHER SCHOOL STAFF.

Many teachers in our survey identified inconsistent application of alternative practices 
across their school, as well as inconsistent support from building administration.  Teachers 
overwhelmingly reported alternative practices almost seem optional, because while 
alternative practices are known about and used sometimes at their school, they are not 
implemented at 100 percent from all teachers and across all classrooms.  In addition to more 
consistent application, the majority of teachers also requested more consistent support from 
both administrators and other personnel in the building.  In fact, seventy-five percent of 
teachers felt not at all, not very, or just somewhat supported by other professionals at their 
school in implementing alternative discipline practices.

FIGURE 3. Question: “How well supported do you feel by other professionals at your school in 
implementing alternative approaches or practices?”

Not at all supported
6.0%

Not very supported 
20.0%

Somewhat
49.0%

Very supported
25.0%
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The team approach has worked very well; however this does take a lot of time and a lot of human 
resources, especially in the area of mental health.

Trying to get the rest of the staff on board...not consistent school-wide...challenges around consistent 
support for administrators…

Challenges are around consistent support for administrators.

Is the goal to punish the child or change the behavior?  We have to teach children and adults how to handle 
the mistakes they’ve made...students need to be empowered to right their own wrongs.

In open-response questions, we asked teachers to describe successes and challenges 
encountered while using alternative approaches. Teachers found success with restorative 
circles, movement breaks, and behavior plans.  One teacher reported:

Challenges for teachers included finding other staff members or administration to support the 
use of alternative practices, colleague indifference, and a lack of specific resources on how to 
implement alternative practices.  Several teachers also noted restorative practices do not align 
with the overall school approach to discipline.  

In order to accomplish this recommendation, school and district leadership need to be 
on board with creating a systemic approach to student discipline employing appropriate 
restorative practices before moving to suspension. 

RECOMMENDATION 1: PROVIDE CONSISTENT, THOROUGH, AND ONGOING TRAINING FOR TEACHERS 
AND BUILDING STAFF MEMBERS AROUND RESTORATIVE DISCIPLINE PRACTICES, SOCIAL EMOTIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT, AND MENTAL HEALTH OF YOUNG CHILDREN.



+ 6

RECOMMENDATION 2: ENSURE SCHOOLS AND STAFF HAVE FULL-TIME MENTAL HEALTH SUPPORT 
PROVIDERS (SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGIST, SOCIAL WORKER, PBIS COORDINATOR) ON SITE.

Many teachers mentioned the need for more mental health supports such as school 
psychologists and counselors, as well as more time and resources to navigate conversations 
around behaviors:

Consequences are necessary because they will face them in the future, but treating discipline as another 
learning process is the most effective, I think, rather than throwing down the hammer. Exploring the ‘what’ 
and ‘why’ of the behavior with the student in order to find a sustainable ‘what next?’

State Policymakers

Provide funding for districts so they can afford highly-qualified staff (e.g. social workers, mental 
health professionals, a full time dean, psychologist) and comprehensive training. This funding 
could come as a line item in the state budget or in how the Colorado State Board of Education 
allocates its Title IV monies.

School Leaders

 + Establish clear disciplinary guidelines, 
communicate them to all stakeholders, 
and adhere to them consistently.

 + Include teachers in the process of 
developing systems and responding to 
behaviors. 

 + Ensure all staff members receive 
ongoing support with implementation 
of new behavior management 
systems.

 + Establish a districtwide planning 
and support team to engage 
all stakeholders (e.g. teachers, 
administrators, parents, school board 
members, and students) in an effort 
to create a systemic approach 
to student discipline employing 
appropriate restorative practices 
before moving to suspensions. 

 + Hold school leaders accountable for 
establishing, communicating, and 
adhering to alternative discipline 
practices.

District Administrators
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RECOMMENDATION 3: EMPHASIZE PROACTIVE TEACHING AND MODELING OF POSITIVE SOCIAL AND 
EMOTIONAL BEHAVIORS AS WELL AS CONFLICT RESOLUTION IN SCHOOLS. THIS MAY BE PURSUED 
THROUGH A CHOSEN SEL CURRICULUM OR A PARTICULAR RESTORATIVE JUSTICE MODEL ADOPTED 
BY SCHOOLS.

RECOMMENDATION 4: GATHER MORE DATA FROM RURAL TEACHERS AND SCHOOLS.

Teachers in Colorado know well the detrimental effects of suspension and expulsion 
from a school setting on very young children.  The teachers and educational 
professionals we surveyed have some tools to begin implementing alternative 
practices to exclusionary policies, but that is not enough. Legislation is needed in 
Colorado to address the discrimination and racial disparities in school discipline 
practices and encourage positive, healthy school climates and students’ social 
emotional development.  Consistent curriculum, building-wide implementation, and 
support from administration are critical to successful mental health development 
for these young students. An increase in support staff at each building will ensure 
that needs of children, their families, and teachers are met, providing the necessary 
reinforcement of positive school behavior. Though some school districts, such as 
Denver Public Schools, have voluntarily established policies limiting exclusionary 
discipline measures for our youngest students, we have a responsibility as educators, 
parents, and community members to ensure all of our students in every district have 
an equal opportunity to learn, grow, and thrive.  We urge the state legislature to 
pass legislation that ensures all Colorado students benefit from alternative discipline 
practices.

  +++++++++++++++++ CONCLUSION +++++++++++++++++ 

When using restorative justice practices, the framing around a school changes.  It becomes 
a place that students no longer dislike and where hateful words or behaviors are no longer 
fought with hateful responses. Rather, students begin to appreciate school as a community 
where listening strategies are employed with love and compassion.  Their voices are heard and 
understood and there is an honored space to uncover the source of conflict or problem for 
each student. In 2007, a restorative justice pilot program at California Middle School produced 
outstanding positive data around suspension: “The average suspension rate in the three years 
before restorative justice was implemented was fifty suspensions per one hundred students.  In 
the two years after restorative justice was implemented, the rate fell to only six suspensions per 
one hundred students.”11 This data was powerful enough to compel the San Francisco School 
District to implement a restorative justice discipline policy across the state two years later.

It is worth noting that only 13 percent of our survey’s respondents were from a rural school 
setting.  One of the main reasons HB 1210 failed in 2017 was because of the Rural School 
Alliance’s belief that rural schools could not uphold the policy with integrity because of the 
extreme lack of funding, adequate staffing, and support staff.  We believe it is necessary to 
collect further data from respondents in rural settings.    
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