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California Has the Dubious Distinction of Being a National Leader in 

Student Suspension and Expulsion Rates 
 

• California has extremely high rates of suspension and expulsion.  
• In the 2009-2010 school year, California school districts expelled roughly 21,000 students and 

handed out more than 757,000 suspensions.1

• In a recent landmark study from the Council of State Governments, California’s annual 
suspension rate exceeds the national average.
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• “Overall, the evidence shows the following: there is no research base to support frequent 
suspension or expulsion in response to non-violent and mundane forms of adolescent 
misbehavior; large disparities by race, gender, and disability status are evidence in the use of 
these punishments; frequent suspension and expulsion are associated with negative outcomes; and 
better alternatives are available.”
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Contrary to Common Perception, a Significant Percent of 
Suspensions and Expulsions Are for Trivial or Minor Offenses. 

 
• A significant proportion of the state’s suspensions are unrelated to school safety issues but rather 

are for minor or trivial behavior.4

• Nationally, a significant percentage of suspensions and expulsions have been for minor 
offenses. From 2005 to 2007, school disciplinary exclusions for insubordination 
accounted for roughly 43% of the total, whereas only 0.7% were for use or possession of 
a firearm or explosive.

  

5

 
   

 
                                                           
1 http://data1.cde.ca.gov/dataquest/Expulsion/ExpReports/StateExp.aspx?cYear=2009-10&cChoice=ExpData1&Pageno=1; last 
checked: 1/26/12. 
2 U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights (2006). Civil Rights Data Collection. Retrieved on February 7, 2012 from 
http://ocrdata.ed.gov/Projections_2006.aspx. 
3 Daniel J. Losen, Discipline Policies, Successful Schools and Racial Justice (October 2011). 
4 Russell J. Skiba, Zero Tolerance, Zero Evidence: An Analysis of School Disciplinary Practice 8 (2000). 
5 The Bureau of Justice Statistics reported that nationwide forty-six percent of schools had taken a serious disciplinary action 
resulting in 767,900 suspensions or expulsions including 327,100 for insubordination, 271,800 for physical attacks or fights, and 
5,200 for use or possession of a firearm or explosive device. 

http://data1.cde.ca.gov/dataquest/Expulsion/ExpReports/StateExp.aspx?cYear=2009-10&cChoice=ExpData1&Pageno=1�
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Research has consistently shown that school removals and other 
“get tough” punishments fail schools and students 

• School removals, “get tough” punishments, and zero tolerance strategies are not effective at 
transforming anti-social behavior into pro-social behavior; in fact, these strategies often have the 
opposite effect of exacerbating the problem and further alienating the child from the school 
environment and “pushing” them out of school.6

• Numerous studies have found that suspension often contributes to a gradual process of 
academic and social disengagement that increases the probability of additional 
disciplinary exclusions, academic failure, and, eventually, drop-out.
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• Secondary school students who had been suspended were more likely than their peers to 
report anger with and alienation from the school community.
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• In a longitudinal study of 30,000 high school students, sophomores who had been 
suspended dropped out of school at three times the rate of their classmates.
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• Students who received an out-of-school suspension in middle school were half as likely 
to graduate on time as students who did not.
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• Research on the frequent use of school suspension has indicated that, after race and poverty are 
controlled for, higher rates of out-of-school suspension correlate with lower achievement 
scores.
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6 Irvin, Tobin, Sprague, Sugai, & Vincent, 2004; Skiba & Peterson, 1999; Mayer, 1995.    
7 Costenbader, V. & Markson, S. (1998). School suspension: A study with secondary school students. Journal of School 
Psychology. 36 (1). 59-82. 
8 Costenbader, V. & Markson, S. (1998). School suspension: A study with secondary school students. Journal of School 
Psychology. 36 (1). 59-82. 
 
9 Elkstrom, R.B., Goertz, M.E., Pollack, J.M., & Rock, D.A. (1986). Who drops out of high school and why?: 
Findings from a national study. Teachers College Record. 87 (3). 356-73. 
 
10 Balfanz, R. & Boccanfuso, C. (2007) Falling off the Path to Graduation: Early Indicators Brief. Baltimore, MD: 
Center for the Social Organization of Schools. 
 
11 Skiba, R.J. % Rausch, M.K. (2006). Zero tolerance, suspension, and expulsion: Questions of equity and 
effectiveness. In C.M. Evertson & C.S. Weinstein (EDs.), Handbook for Classroom Management: 
Research, Practice and Contemporary Issues. Mahwah, JN: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1063-1089. 
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Students of color, particularly boys, and students with disabilities 
are being disproportionately punished and suspensions are 

subjectively and more frequently applied in schools with 
ineffective school governance and more limited resources 

• The more punitive discipline sanctions which are tied to dropout are disproportionately applied to 
students of color and students with disabilities at unconscionable rates.12

• The United States Department of Education recently released data on March 6, 2012 showing that 
in California: 

   

o The out of school suspension rate for blacks in Los Angeles Unified School District is 

nearly 6 times the rate for whites (17.3% vs 2.9%).  The Hispanic rate is 5.2% 
o For San Francisco Unified School District, black suspension rates are more than 6x the 

rate for whites (14.4% vs 2.2%). The Hispanic rate is 5%. 
o For Sacramento City USD, it's black suspension rates are 3 1/2 times that of whites 

(21.2% vs 6%). The Hispanic rate is 9.3. 
• School suspensions have risen steadily since the early 1970s, and racial disparities have 

grown considerably as well. In specific, K-12 suspension rates have more than doubled 
since the early 1970s for all non-Whites.  Concurrently, the Black/White gap more than 
tripled, rising from a difference of three percentage points in the 1970s to over 10 
percentage points in 2006, when more than one in every seven Black students enrolled 
was suspended at least once.13

• African American students are far more likely than their white classmates to be punished 
for reasons that require the judgment of a teacher or administrator.  This type of offense 
includes disrespect, excessive noise, and loitering, as opposed to more concrete 
infractions such as smoking, leaving without permission, and vandalism (three offenses 
for which white students are more likely to be disciplined).
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12 Skiba, Horner, Geun, Rausch, May& Tobin, in press; Skiba & Rausch, 2006; Skiba, Michael, Nardo, & Peterson, 
2002. 

  

 
13 Losen, Daniel J., Discipline Policies, Successful Schools, and Racial Justice, The Civil Rights Project at UCLA 
and National Education Policy Center, October 2011 (citing Losen, D.L. & Skiba, R.J. (2010, September). 
Suspended Education: Urban Middle Schools in Crisis.  Los Angeles: The Civil Rights Project at UCLA. 
http:civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/research/k-12-education/school-discipline/suspended-education-urban-middle-
schools-in-crisis/Suspended-Education_FINAL-2.pdf.). 
 
14 Skiba, R.J.., Michael, R.S., Nardo, A.C., & Peterson, R.L. (2002). The color of discipline: Sources of racial and 
gender disproportionality in school punishment. The Urban Review. 34. 317-342. 
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• In a report analyzing 2006 data collected by the U.S. Department of Education’s Office 
for Civil Rights, more than 28% of Black male middle school students had been 
suspended at least once, which is nearly three times the 10% rate for white males.  
Further, 18% of Black females in middle school were suspended, more than four times as 
often as white females (4%).15

• A recent study found that in 15 of the nation’s largest districts, at least 30% of all enrolled Black 
males were suspended one or more times.
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• Research of student behavior, race, and discipline has found no evidence that African-American 
over-representation in school suspension is due to higher rates of misbehavior.
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• Variation in suspension rates among schools is due as much to the characteristics of the 
school and behavior of school personnel as to the behavior of students; schools with high 
suspension rates typically have high student-teacher ratios, low academic quality ratings, 
administrative indifference to school climate, reactive disciplinary programs, and 
ineffective school governance.
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• In fact, the presence or absence of these school characteristics, along with the specific 
student demographic characteristic, such as race and gender, make a more significant 
contribution to predicting suspension than student behavior itself.
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Students who have been suspended are significantly more likely to 
become involved in the juvenile justice system than their peers. 

   

• In addition to higher drop-out rates, students who have been suspended are significantly 
more likely to become involved in the juvenile justice system than their peers.20

                                                           
15 Losen, D.L. & Skiba, R.J. (2010, September). Suspended Education: Urban Middle Schools in Crisis.  Los 
Angeles: The Civil Rights Project at UCLA. http:civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/research/k-12-education/school-
discipline/suspended-education-urban-middle-schools-in-crisis/Suspended-Education_FINAL-2.pdf. 

  

16 Losen, Daniel J., Discipline Policies, Successful Schools, and Racial Justice, The Civil Rights Project 
at UCLA and National Education Policy Center, October 2011 (citing Losen, D.L. & Skiba, R.J. (2010, 
September). Suspended Education: Urban Middle Schools in Crisis.  Los Angeles: The Civil Rights 
Project at UCLA. http:civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/research/k-12-education/school-discipline/suspended-
education-urban-middle-schools-in-crisis/Suspended-Education_FINAL-2.pdf.). 
17 McCarthy, J.D. & Hoge, D.R. (1987). The social construction of school punishment: racial 
disadvantage out of universalistic process. Social Forces, 65, 1101-1120. 
18 Christle, C.A., Nelson, M. & Jolivette, K. (2003). School characteristics related to the use of suspension. 
Accessed at www.kysafeschools.org.   
 
19 Wu, S.C., Pink, W.T., Crain, R.L., & Moles, O. (1982). Student suspension: A critical reappraisal. The Urban 
Review.14. 245-303. 
 

http://www.kysafeschools.org/�
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• In an examination of data from 37 states, researchers found a strong relationship between 
rates of suspension and juvenile incarceration, as well as a correlation between racial 
disparities in school discipline and juvenile incarceration.21

 

  

Significant Physical Safety and Mental Health Risks Are 
Correlated with Suspension and Expulsion. 

• Suspension and expulsion have mental health and physical safety risks.  In a 2003 Policy 
Statement, the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) expressed grave concerns about 
the mental health impacts of suspension and expulsion on students.22

• There is little evidence that suspension and expulsion benefited students or their 
communities, and psychologists studying the issue have found that disciplinary exclusion 
policies could increase “student shame, alienation, rejection, and breaking of healthy 
adult bonds,” thereby exacerbating negative mental health outcomes for young people.
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• Removing students from school through disciplinary exclusion also increases their risk of 
becoming a victim of violent crime. Violence in schools is decreasing, despite high 
profile incidents to the contrary, and schools continue to be the safest places for youth. 
Rates of serious violent crime against schoolage youth, including rape, sexual assault, 
robbery, and aggravated assault, are more than twice as high outside of school as they are 
in school.

  

24

• “Children who are suspended are often from a population that is least likely to have supervision at 
home.  According to the 200 US census, children growing up in homes near or below poverty 

  

                                                                                                                                                                                           
20 Leone, P.E., Christle, C.A., Nelson, M., Skiba, R., Frey, A., & Jolivette, K. (2003) School failure, race and 
disability: Promoting positive outcomes, decreasing vulnerability for involvement with the juvenile delinquency 
system. College Park, MD: The National Center on Education, Disability, and Juvenile Justice; Wald, J. & Losen, D. 
(2003). Deconstructing the School-to-Prison Pipeline: New Directions for Youth Development. San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass. 
 
21 Skiba, R., Simmons, A., Staudinger, L., Rausch, M., Dow, G., & Feggins, R. (2003). Consistent removal: 
Contributions of school discipline to the school-prison pipeline. Paper presented at the School to Prison Pipeline 
Conference, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA. 
 
22 American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP). (2003). Policy statement: Out-of-school suspension and expulsion.” 
Pediatrics. 112 (5). 1206-1210. 
23 American Psychological Association Zero Tolerance Task Force. (August 2006) Are Zero Tolerance Policies 
Effective in the Schools?: An Evidentiary Review and Recommendations. 
24 Dinkes, R., Cataldi, E.F., Kena, G., Baum, K., and Snyder, T.D. (December 2006). Indicators of School Crime 
and Safety, 2006. Washington, DC: US Departments of Education and Justice. 
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level are more likely o be expelled.  Children with single parents are between 2 and 4 times as 
likely to be suspended or expelled from school as are children with both parents at home, even 
when controlling for other social and demographic factors . . .”  

• “[C]hildren most likely to be suspended or expelled are those most in need of adult supervision 
and professional help. In one study, 15% of children who . . . had witnessed domestic violence 
were suspended from school in the previous year.  This was attributed to heightened aggression 
and delinquency from living in a violent home environment.  For students with major home-life 
stresses, academic suspension in turn provides yet another life stress that, when compounded with 
what is already occurring in their lives, may predispose them to even higher risks of behavioral 
problems.”25

 
 

The Root Causes of Student Behavior Are Not Being Addressed, 
Even Though School-Wide Research and Evidence-Based Low or No 

Cost Solutions Exist 

• Behavioral problems among school-age youth are associated with high rates of 
depression, drug addiction, and home-life stresses. For students with these mental health 
concerns, the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) has found that suspension can 
increase stress and may predispose them to antisocial behavior and even suicidal 
ideation.26

• Despite the correlation between mental illness, home-life stresses, and school disciplinary 
problems, students are not routinely referred to mental health providers upon suspension 
or expulsion.

  

27

• A recent study of middle school students in San Francisco found that one in every 6 
students (an average of five or six children in every classroom) surveyed experienced at 
least one traumatic event, such as community violence, abuse, the death of a loved one, 
putting them at risk for mental health and trauma related symptoms.  Teacher reported 

  

                                                           
25 American Academy of Pediatrics. (2003, November). Policy Statement: Out-of-school suspension and 
expulsion. Pediatrics, 112 (5), 1206-1209. 
http://aappolicy.aappublications.org/cgi/content/full/pediatrics;112/5/1206. 
26 American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP). (2003). Policy statement: Out-of-school suspension and expulsion.” 
Pediatrics. 112 (5). 1206-1210. 
27 American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP). (2003). Policy statement: Out-of-school suspension and expulsion.” 
Pediatrics. 112 (5). 1206-1210. 
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that students were presenting with behaviors such as storming out of class for no apparent 
reason, overreacting to minor encounters, and withdrawing and refusing to participate.28

• The AAP recommends a full social, medical, and mental health assessment by a 
pediatrician for students who have been suspended or expelled from school. Moreover, 
when students are disciplined for the use of alcohol, tobacco, or drugs, they recommend 
enrollment in an appropriate substance abuse treatment program.

 

29

• Students struggling with behavior issues require interventions and direct instruction 
related to their behavior to get back on track and succeed.

  

30

• School-wide Positive Behavior Intervention and Supports is a comprehensive, school-
wide research-based system

   

31 that is “based on the assumption that actively teaching and 
acknowledging expected behavior can change the extent to which students expect 
appropriate behavior from themselves and each other.”32

• As of 2010, over 13,300 schools across the country are implementing SWPBIS.  Schools 
implementing SWPBIS report reductions in problem behavior, a more positive school 
climate, greater safety, and improvements in academic achievement.

  It is derived from decades of 
behavioral research, and has been empirically shown to improve student behavior and 
social-emotional skills and increase overall student learning outcome.    

33  Studies have also 
shown reductions in office discipline referrals of up to 50% per year.34

• Secondary benefits include improved academic achievement, reduced dropout rates, 
higher teacher retention, and a more positive school culture.
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• School staff also report greater satisfaction with their work, compared to schools that did 
not implement SWPBIS.

   

36

• A study of 28 K-12 schools and early childhood programs indicated that implementation 
of School-Wide Positive Behavior Support (aka SWPBIS) resulted in a reduction of 

   

                                                           
28 Tucker, Jill, Studying Trauma in Middle Schools, January 29, 2012, C1-3. 
29 American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP). (2003). Policy statement: Out-of-school suspension and expulsion.” 
Pediatrics. 112 (5). 1206-1210. 
30 Biglan, A., Wang, M.C. & Walberg, H.J. (Eds). (2003). Preventing youth problems. New York:Plenum. 
31 Simonsen, B., Sugai, G., & Negron, M. (2008). School-wide positive behavior supports: Primary 
systems and practices. Teaching Exceptional Children, 40(6). 32-40. Sprague & Golly, 2004;Sugai & Horner, 2010. 
32 Sprague, J., & Horner, R. (2007).  School Wide Positive Behavioral Support. In S. R. Jimerson & M. J. Furlong (Eds.), 
Handbook of school violence and school safety: From research to practice. Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 
33 Bradshaw, 2008; Horner et al., 2009. 
34  Irvin et al., 2004. 
35 For a list of sources, see “Redefining Dignity in Our Schools: A Shadow Report on School-Wide Positive Behavior Support 
Implementation in South Los Angeles, 2007-2010,” p. 79, note 1.  The report can be accessed at 
http://www.publiccounsel.org/publications?id=0134. 
36 Ross, Romer, Endrulat & Horner, 2010. 

http://www.publiccounsel.org/publications?id=0134�
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6,010 office discipline referrals and 1,032 suspensions, with middle and high schools 
experiencing the most benefit.  These reductions helped recover 864 days of teaching, 
1,701 days of learning, and 571 days of leadership. Implementation was associated with 
academic gains in math for the vast majority of schools who implemented with fidelity.37

• In general, schools that adopt a proactive approach to improving school climate through 
the creation of positive behavior incentives, classroom management and conflict 
resolution training for teachers and staff, and encouragement of greater parental 
involvement demonstrate low rates of suspension.

   

38

• In this regard, restorative justice, when applied on a school-wide basis has shown 
promising outcomes in recent years.  For example, a UC Berkeley study of a restorative 
justice program at Cole Middle School showed an 87% drop in suspensions over a multi-
year period. 

   

 

Key statistics from the OCR data: 

National statistics –  

• Black students are three-and-a-half times more likely to be suspended or expelled than their white 
peers. 

• Black students make up 48% of students suspended more than once, but only 18% of total 
students. 

• 70 percent of the students who were involved in arrests or referred to law enforcement agencies 
were black or Hispanic. 

• Black girls are suspended at high rates than even white, Asian, or Latino boys. 

• One in five (20%) black male students was suspended from school during the 2009-10 school 
year. By comparison, 7 percent of white males, 9 percent of Hispanic males and 3 percent of 
Asian American males were removed from school for disciplinary offenses. 

 

                                                           
37 Losen, Daniel J., Discipline Policies, Successful Schools, and Racial Justice, The Civil Rights Project at 
UCLA and National Education Policy Center, October 2011 (citing Muscott, H.S. et al. (2008, July). 
Positive behavioral interventions and supports in New Hampshire: effects of large-scale implementation 
of schoolwide positive behavior support on student discipline and academic achievement. Journal of 
Positive Behavior Interventions, 10, 190-205. 
38 Raffaele Mendez, L.M., Knoff, H.M., & Ferron, J.M. (2002). School demographic variables and out-of-school suspension 
rates: A quantitative and qualitative analysis of a large, ethnically diverse school district. Psychology in the Schools. 39 (3). 259-
277. 
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California local statistics: 

• For LAUSD, the out of school suspension rate for black students is nearly 6 times the rate for 
whites (17.3% vs 2.9%).  The Hispanic rate is 5.2% 

• For SFUSD, black out of school suspension rates are more than 6 times the rate for whites. 
(14.4% vs 2.2%). The Hispanic rate is 5%. 

• For Sacramento City USD, its black out of school suspension rates are 3 1/2 times that of whites 
(21.2% vs 6%). The Hispanic rate is 9.3% 

• Of note: these rates for LA, Sacramento and SF aren't expressly in the OCR report, but can be 
calculated based on data from the OCR. The related OCR data that have attracted media 
attention are things like how in LAUSD 27.6% of out of school suspensions are of black students, 
who constitute only 9.4% of the student population—which as you can see does not translate to 
black students having a 3x higher suspension rate).  We will calculate and share similar rates 
from the remaining 7 of the largest school districts, and can do so for other specific districts if 
needed.   

 
 
 
 


