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Introduction

Every year, families make the difficult choice of finding
optimal care for their children. The quest for the perfect child
care setting sometimes begins while the child is still in utero.
Families consider the overall environment, the number of
children and teachers in the classroom, the experience of the
teacher, and the cost of care. Many Black, Indigenous, Latine,
and other families of color also consider cultural and linguistic
representation when searching for ideal care. What may

not be considered is the possibility of the child being kicked
out of their child care facility sometimes as early as infancy.
Sadly, suspensions and expulsions in the early years occur

at astounding rates: they happen often, start early, and are
applied disproportionately to Black children, children with
disabilities, American Indian and Alaska Native children, and
boys.

Preschool suspension is a short term removal of a child from
the school for one or more days. Expulsion is the permanent
termination of the child from their early childhood program
(American Academy of Pediatrics Committee on School

Health, 2013).

We know, and consistently laud, the benefits of a high quality
early childhood setting for young children (Yoshikawa et al.,
2013). It has been proven that participation in a high quality
early childhood program results in long term benefits for all
children, specifically Black children and those living in poverty
(Garcia et al., 2021; Weiland & Yoshikawa, 2013). Benefits
include increased rates of high school completion, higher
college graduation rates, better salaries, and greater overall
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term removal of a child from
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Single solution responses to a

complex, multidimensional problem
are

life outcomes (Bustamante et al., 2022). Research consistently
shows the long term benefits of quality early childhood
programs on the lives of children who have been historically
marginalized, disadvantaged, and maligned in our society
(Bustamante et al., 2022).

Not only has the promise of early childhood programs

been broken, the practice of suspending young children is
detrimental to their well-being and leads to negative outcomes
(Meek & Gilliam, 2016). Suspended children are often
labeled, stigmatized, socially isolated, and separated from
their peers (Rosenbaum, 2018). Suspensions are not effective
in improving behavior or increasing academic outcomes. In
fact, exclusionary discipline places a child at risk for long-term
negative outcomes, including grade retention, disengagement
from school, lower academic success and increased risk for
entering the juvenile justice system (American Academy of
Pediatrics Council on School Health, 2013; Arcia, 2006;
Gregory et al., 2010).

For over ten years, the early care and education field has
been aware of the high rates and stark racial disparities

in exclusionary discipline. The federal government has
issued guidance (though it was subsequently revoked), and
many states and local districts have implemented policies
to mitigate these harmful practices. Decision makers have
invested in expanding access to social emotional supports,
including approaches like infant and early childhood mental
health consultation (IECMHC). Providers have engaged in
professional development on this issue. Still, much of these
actions have been piecemeal, rarely implemented as a
holistic, comprehensive approach, and importantly, most
efforts have lacked a focus on addressing disparities in
expulsion and suspension.

Single solution responses to a complex, multidimensional
problem are simply insufficient. This brief will review the state
of the data on early childhood exclusion, summarize research
on systemic drivers of these practices, and present a holistic,
multidimensional framework to consider in addressing and
eliminating suspensions and expulsions, and racial disparities
in such practices.

PAGE 2



A Review of the Data

Nearly 20 years ago, the first preschool suspension data
were published, showing that preschool children were
suspended three times more than those in kindergarten
through 12th grade. The study also found that Black children
were expelled twice as often as White children and up to ten
times as much as Asian children (Gilliam, 2005). Subsequent
studies confirmed these early findings. In 2014, the United
States Department of Education released the results of its Civil
Rights Data Collection (CRDC) that for the first time included
preschool data (United States Department of Education,
2014). Data indicated that approximately 5,000 preschoolers
were suspended at least once. The data also revealed that
Black children, who comprise only 18 percent of the preschool
population, make up nearly half of preschool suspensions
(United States Department of Education, 2014). Subsequent
CRDC releases in 2016, 2018, and 2020 showed decreased
suspension rates, but stark, consistent racial disparities, with
Black children being disparately impacted each year.

In preschool, Indigenous children, multiracial children,

and children with disabilities are also disproportionately
suspended. When broken down by gender, Indigenous,
Black, and Multiracial boys were overrepresented in
suspensions and expulsions, however, the data for girls
revealed only Black girls were overrepresented. Preschoolers
with disabilities are more than twice as likely to be excluded
and account for over half of expulsions (Office of Civil Rights,

2021). Suspension studies conducted at the state level have
yielded similar results, indicating high rates of suspension
(Hoover et al., 2012; Greenberg & Ash, 2012; Kalinowski &
Kalinowski, 2011; Martin et al., 2018). Data for many of these
state studies are not disaggregated by race, unfortunately, but
where they are, racial disparities are documented in line with

federal data (Greenberg & Ash, 2012).

Other state research reveals exclusionary discipline in even
younger children. A survey conducted in lllinois reported that
more than 40 percent of the State’s child care programs had
suspended infants and toddlers (Cutler & Gilkerson, 2002). In
North Dakota, 20% of providers expelled children from child
care facilities, and of those expelled, 53% were infants and
toddlers (North Dakota State Data Center, 2008).

These data do not include exclusionary discipline practices
that are not formally categorized or reported as suspensions
or expulsions, often referred to as ‘soft suspensions’. Soft
suspensions are practices that exclude a child from the
learning process without explicitly and formally suspending
or expelling them. This could manifest by sending a child to
the director’s or principal’s office or to another classroom,
isolating a child from their peers, denying participation in
activities such as a field trip or party, repeatedly asking
parents to pick their children up early, or pressuring families to
disenroll their children (Allen, 2022; Zinsser et al., 2019).

FIGURE 1 PRESCHOOL ENROLLMENT, SUSPENSIONS, AND EXPULSIONS

We present two different scales to more clearly display disproportionality in groups with smaller relative populations.
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Diagnosing Systemic
Drivers of Disparities

Exclusionary discipline practices are complex and cannot
be attributed to a single factor. Factors that are believed to
contribute to suspensions and expulsions of young children
include lack of teacher training on supporting young children’s
social emotional development; racism and implicit or
explicit bias; inadequate, poorly designed and implemented
exclusion policies; lack of accountability for excluding
children; adult and child mental health; and poor overall
working conditions for teachers and providers, including
large class sizes, inadequate breaks, low compensation and
no benefits, and subpar poor quality facilities and physical
environments.

Implicit Bias and Anti-Black Racism

Suspensions and expulsions happen to children across every
racial/ethnic group. But, consistently, over time and across
systems, states, types of harsh discipline, and child ages,
Black children are disproportionately affected and harmed
(Office of Civil Rights, 2021). Exclusion of Black children
from American schools is not new. Since the creation of the
country, Black children have been excluded from and not
afforded the opportunity to engage in the learning process.
Laws prohibited those who were enslaved and Black people
who were free from engaging in any educational activities,
including reading and writing (Erickson, 1997). Following the
13th Amendment, when slavery was prohibitied, newly freed
African Americans began to build schools to educate their
population. Separate but equal laws profoundly impacted
the educational resources Black communities could access.
Desegregation orders resulted in Black children being bussed
into formerly all white schools, at the protest of many white
parents, teachers, and policymakers. Over time, exclusion has
taken many forms. Today, and over the past fifty years, part
of that form is expulsions and suspensions disproportionately
applied to Black children.
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Personal implicit and explicit biases are also associated with
exclusionary discipline (Allen & Gilliam, in press). Implicit
biases are unconscious beliefs and associations that influence
how we see, treat, and interact with others. Implicit bias
shapes our perceptions of people and supports stereotypes
through unconscious messages that are received over the
course of our lifetime (Eberhardt, 2019). Research finds that
teachers perceive Black children as more aggressive than
white children engaging in the same behavior, as needing less
care and nurturing (in the case of Black girls), and hold lower
expectations for Black children than white children (Dunham,
2011; Gilliam et al., 2016; Morris, 2016; Tenenbaum &

Ruck, 2007). Further, teachers are more likely to recommend
exclusion for Black children with a previous behavior referral
than white children and to view them as “troublemakers”
(Okonofua & Eberhardt, 2015), an internal rather than
external or situational (e.g. they are tired or having a bad
day) attribution.

Research beyond the classroom has found that Black boys
are viewed as less innocent than their white peers and

are thought to be 4.5 years older, even by teachers who
understand child development (Goff et al., 2014). Research
has found that Black girls are believed to need less nurturing,
less compassion, and less comfort than white girls the same
age (Epstein et al., 2019). Black girls are also more likely

to receive corporal punishment and are often labeled as
aggressive, defiant, and non-compliant (Morris, 2016;
Onyeka-Crawford et al., 2017).

It is critical to note that there are no credible data that
indicates that Black children simply behave worse or
demonstrate more frequent misbehavior (Scott et al., 2019).
This area of research relies largely on teacher’s perceptions
of children’s behavior, which is influenced by implicit bias
(Zimmermann, 2018). The plethora of research on bias,
however, including differential perceptions of behavior,
empathy, expectations, and scrutiny, among others, point to
the role of bias in exclusionary discipline disparities.
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Inadequate Professional
Development

Inadequate professional preparation and in-service supports
also contribute to harsh discipline and its disproportionate
application. Research finds that teachers are ill prepared to
address the behaviors they find challenging in their classrooms
and are often completely unprepared to acknowledge,
identify, and combat their own biases (Hemmeter et al.,
2006). When children exhibit behaviors teachers label

as defiant or oppositional, they feel powerless, and may
experience a sense of hopelessness (Irwin-Vitela, 2010).
Researchers have found that teachers fear the child’s behavior
may not improve and express concern that the child will
continue to disrupt the classroom or even hurt themselves

or other children, which may impact their job (Gilliam et

al., 2018). When these behaviors persist, feelings of anger,
frustration, and hostility may be developed toward the child.
Children whose teachers deem them as impulsive, who are
perceived to lack control or restraint, and those who are
labeled inattentive, are also disproportionately suspended
and expelled from early childhood programs (Gilliam,

20035; Gilliam & Reyes, 2018). These negative perceptions
are exacerbated for children with suspected or identified
disabilities, particularly those who are Black, Latine, and/or
American Indian (Gage et al., 2019; Novoa & Malik, 2018).
These adult perceptions, feelings, and behaviors can interfere
with the implementation of practices designed to positively
support children’s behavior (Keat, 2008; Quesenberry et al.,
2014).

A fundamental misunderstanding of child development

and age appropriate behavioral expectations, rooted in
inadequate professional preparation, contributes to harsh
and exclusionary discipline. Research shows the reasons

for early childhood suspensions are often for behaviors

that are not within a child’s control and for skills that have
not yet been developed. For example, infants are usually
suspended and expelled for excessive crying and biting and
children’s undeveloped spatial awareness or rough play may
be perceived as aggressive and lead to exclusion. Further,
some children are labeled disruptive for giving answers
without raising their hand or interjecting an experience while
the teacher is reading a book. These mis-labeled behaviors
can end with the child being removed from the classroom

(Graham, n.d.).
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Additionally, preservice teacher education programs rarely
include coursework on social emotional development or
managing behaviors teachers find challenging (Hemmeter,
etal., 2008). For example, out of 304 teacher preparation
programs across the nation, only 13% had at least one
required course covering some type of SEL content
(Schonert-Reichl, 2017). Teachers express frustration and feel
unprepared when a child engages in externalizing behaviors
such as defiance, impulsivity, explosive tantrums, and being
disruptive (Perry, et al., 2010). However, when teachers
receive the training, support, and tools they need to address
these concerning behaviors, exclusionary incidents decrease
(Gilliam, et al., 2006; Sugai & Horner, 2006).

Finally, teacher preparation and professional development
on bias is sorely lacking. Disciplinary decisions are made
based on adults’ perception of children — which is malleable.
Training that focuses on teaching adults how to deal with
biases and the impact of bias on perception, expectations,
and decision making are central to addressing this issue
(Allen, 2021). Exercises that include de-biasing activities
can reduce implicit bias (Devine et al., 2012).Other research
has found that professional development based on building
empathy is associated with reductions in exclusionary
discipline (Okonofua et al., 2016; Okonofua et al., 2022).

Bad Policy and Lacking
Accountability

Policy and accountability, or lack thereof, also contribute

to exclusionary discipline. Over the past five decades, the
policy pendulum on exclusionary discipline has swung
several times. In the 1990s, Congress enacted the Gun-Free
Schools Act, which required states to create laws to expel
students who bring guns on school grounds (Sughrue, 2003).
The law served as the impetus of rigid “Zero Tolerance
Policies” (ZTP) in America’s schools (Sughrue, 2003), in
which schools and districts created harsh, predetermined,
mandatory consequences for infractions deemed harmful or
threatening (American Psychological Association [APA] Zero
Tolerance Task Force, 2008). Though these policies started

as consequences to a narrow set of infractions (e.g. bringing
guns to school), they soon ballooned into exclusions for a host
of minor, subjective, non-violent infractions, like dress code
violations or behavioral incidents in line with developmentally
appropriate tantrums.
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Today, there is no federal law on exclusionary discipline of
young children, though the Child Care and Development
Block Grant Act requires states to report their expulsion
policies. Additional bills have been proposed by various
Congressional committees, but most address K- 12 systems
(Meek et al., 2020). Many states have some restrictions
placed on exclusionary discipline, most commonly limiting
the number of days children can be excluded, the types of
behaviors children can be excluded for, and the ages at
which children can be excluded. In addition, many states have
preventive or supportive measures in place (Alexander et al.,
in press).

Federal data indicate that between the 2016-2017 and
2018-2019 school years, the rate of preschool suspension
fell by nearly 50%. While this is an important and noteworthy
improvement, it is also true that disparities between white and
Black students did not meaningfully change and remained
stark. This points to the need to move beyond focusing on
decreasing exclusionary discipline in general, to specifically
developing policy to address disparities in discipline,
specifically. To date, the vast amount of policy movement has
been almost exclusively focused on decreasing the rates of
exclusionary discipline, particularly in young children. Very
few states implemented any meaningful policy directed at
decreasing disparities. Thus, the data indicating decrease

in rates and no change in disparities, are not surprising, but
informative to decision makers in developing a new era of
policy to address disproportionality in harsh discipline.

In early childhood systems, many programs have no policies
at all, making decisions to exclude entirely subjective and
offering no protections to children, especially those who are
more likely to be harmed by such practices. At the state level,
many have implemented various policies around exclusionary
discipline in child care settings, though very few have limited
or prohibited the practice. Some states have implemented
policies around data collection, communicating with families,
ensuring access fo social emotional support, or offering
professional development on related issues (Meek et al.,
2020). The vast majority of policies in the early childhood
system, though well intentioned, lack data, monitoring,

and accountability structures, limiting their effectiveness in
protecting children and supporting workers.

A Holistic Approach to Ending Exclusionary Discipline for Young Learners:

A Review of the Rata, Research, and Multidimensional Solutions
The Children’s Equity Project

Low Pay, No Benefits, and
Poor Working Conditions
for Early Educators

Children's social emotional wellness is negatively impacted
when teachers are working under stressful conditions and in
adverse environments. Early childhood teachers are amongst
the lowest paid in the teacher workforce (Mclean et al.,
2021). The 2018 United States Labor Statistics Report showed
the median annual salary for early childhood teachers was
less than $24,000. Regardless of education and experience,
Black early childhood teachers are paid nearly a dollar

less per hour than white teachers. These wage gaps vary
depending on the age of the children, the source of funding,
and the race of the teacher (Austin, et al., 2019). Many
qualify for government subsidies, struggle with emotional and
psychological well-being and are subjected to some of the
worst working conditions in the industry (Mclean et al., 2021).
Early childhood workers are also less likely to have medical
and sick leave benefits, essential resources, and are often
subjected to unfavorable work conditions that impact their
emotional and psychological well being (Kwon, et. al, 2019;
Whitaker, et al., 2015).

Early childhood teachers often work long hours with few
breaks, manage large classes with high ratios, and are
provided little support to perform their duties at optimal
levels, causing stress and feelings of inefficacy. Turnover

rates are higher than the general population and there

are few opportunities to receive coaching, mentoring, and
professional development activities (Otten, et al., 2019). Staff
shortages have rendered many early childhood facilities
unsustainable and are stretching current workers beyond their
mental and physical capacities (Kwon, et al., 2021b). This
level of dysfunction in early childhood workspaces is leading
to high stress, depression, and chronic illnesses amongst early
childhood professionals.

The most critical predictor of an emotionally and
psychologically supportive classroom is the mental health
of the early childhood teacher. Research has documented
an association between the teachers’ mental health and the
quality of teacher-child interactions. For instance, teachers
who experience stress and feelings of depression are less
emotionally available to children and less capable of
providing social and emotional support (Buettner et al., 2016;
Hamre & Pianta, 2004; Koles et al., 2013). This in turn, can
make it more difficult for children to form secure attachments
and regulate their own behavior (Kwon et al., 2022).
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A Holistic Framework

TO ADDRESS RATES AND DISPARITIES IN

SUSPENSION AND EXPULSION

Exclusionary discipline is a multidimensional problem. It is associated with an array of negative outcomes for children. It places

families, especially working families, in difficult situations and causes stress. And it causes stress to teachers, who did not enter the

field with desires to exclude children. Previous efforts to address this complex problem have often been unidimensional. Too often,

the solution is lackluster policy with little accountability or professional development. Factors that influence the stressful conditions

under which exclusions occur, like large class sizes and workforce compensation, are usually left out of the conversation altogether.

Here, we provide a holistic 10-part framework for addressing exclusionary discipline that policymakers can use to make

meaningful progress in eliminating the rates and disparities in exclusionary discipline.
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Develop Policy with
Accountability Systems

Good policy is not exclusively the answer to
addressing discipline rates and disparities, but

it is undoubtedly a critical part of the answer.

The policy efforts implemented in the past ten
years have been significant and meaningful, but
incomplete. In order to make greater progress,
policies must be more expansive than they have
been. All policies to date have been exclusively
focused on reducing the rate of early exclusion,
and have failed to address the stark, consistent
disparities noted in the data. Most policies have
been narrow in scope, applying to only one
sector of the broader system that serves young
children (e.g. public pre-K). In addition, most
policies have not prohibited early exclusions, they
have only limited their use in certain age groups,
for various types of behaviors, or in the number of
days children are allowed to be excluded. Finally,
almost all policies lack coordinated data systems,
monitoring, and accountability. This weakens
protections, and can diminish the effectiveness of
policies altogether. A more holistic policy includes:

* A prohibition of exclusionary discipline
across the systems that serve young children
(e.g. child care, public pre-K, early grades),
with exceptions only in rare circumstances
that involve an objective, immediate, and
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serious safety threat and with a commitment to supporting
families to find a more suitable placement.

* Data collection requirements that include multiple
reporters (i.e. families, teachers, administrators, mental
health consultants), across all forms of exclusion, and
requirements to interpret and use data to inform policy
and professional development.

* Monitoring and accountability systems that track
exclusions, deploy support where needed, and establish
corrective action plans to protect children.

* Requirements to track disparities in use across groups
(by race, language, and disability), deploy supports to
address root causes, and establish disparity corrective
action plans to address lack of progress on bridging
gaps.

* Positive behavioral interventions and supports systems
at the program and state levels that include tiered
approaches to supporting children and teachers and
detailed steps to prevent exclusion, including accessing
early childhood mental health consultation or other social
emotional promotional approaches.

* A detailed description of the conditions under which
planned transitions can and should occur, that include
joint family-program decision making, screening
for additional services, support from mental health
consultants, and a warm hand off to a different program.

* Requirements for professional preparation and
development, including entry level credentials and
continuing education work, that include a focus on child
development, bias and its effects on adults’ perceptions
of behavior and discipline decisions, and securing strong
partnerships with diverse families.

It is important fo note that policy in exclusionary discipline
can exist across many levels, including federal, state, district,
city, and program levels. In fact, in most cases, exclusionary
discipline is managed locally or programmatically. In many
cases, policies across levels will be layered and include
different dimensions. Because of this complexity, it is critical
for states to bring together the many players across early
childhood systems to ensure consistency in policy across levels
and, critically, in implementation. State technical assistance
on holistic, positive policy development and accountability,
considering the factors discussed here, could help ensure
alignment in expectations and support, and improved
outcomes for children.
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9 Focus and Enhance
Preparation Systems
and Ongoing Professional
Development on Content to
Reduce Harsh Discipline

To decrease the prevalence of exclusionary discipline in
early childhood, preparation and development systems must
include focused content on social emotional development,
classroom management, and bias in their core curriculum
(e.g., Wymer et al, 2022). Today, too much of this content is
optional and is infrequently part of the base curriculum. For
professional development support to be effective, it should
be ongoing and focused, and it should include observation,
reflection and feedback in the practice setting (e.g., Snyder et
al., 2015). Preparation systems and credentialing at all levels,
including entry level credentials, and associate’s, bachelor’s,
and advanced degrees, as well as in-service professional
development (e.g., training, coaching, and consultation)
should deeply cover, as a base:

A. CHILD DEVELOPMENT AND APPROPRIATE
BEHAVIORAL EXPECTATIONS

Many children are suspended for engaging in typical
behaviors that are consistent with their development and
age. In these cases there is an expectation gap, where the
adult’s expectations of the child are disconnected from their
developmental capability (Zinsser et al., 2022). Deeply
understanding the stages of development can help adults
create appropriate expectations. Activities that promote
children’s impulse control and self-regulation are also key
to preventing suspensions and expulsions. It is important
that early childhood professionals avoid penalizing children
for simply being children through improved understanding
of child development. It is also important to understand
that development may be slower or faster for children

with disabilities, which should also influence behavioral
expectations (Zeng et al, 2021).

B. ANTI-BIAS, ANTI-RACIST PROFESSIONAL
DEVELOPMENT

Anti-bias, anti-racist professional development. It is important
to note that Black children do not behave worse than non-
Black children; yet, despite this fact, stark disparities in harsh
discipline exist. A robust body of research has found that adult
perceptions of child behavior are associated with race; that
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Black children are more closely “watched” and their behavior
scrutinized more, and that Black children are more likely to

be excluded for the same behavior, compared to their white
peers. Supporting the early childhood workforce through
professional development on the history and legacy of racism
and the impact of implicit bias on behavioral perceptions and
discipline decisions is critical. Indeed, research suggests that
improving teachers’ cultural consciousness and understanding
of bias may help to reduce disproportionate exclusionary
discipline by modifying teacher’s perception of students (Davis
et al., 2018; Derman-Sparks & Phillips, 1997; Farago et al.,
2015; hooks, 1994 & 2014; Kumashiro, 2000; Legette et al.,
2021; Mclntosh et al., 2021a, 2021b; Shivers et al., 2021;
Wink et al., 2021).

C. CULTURALLY RESPONSIVE AND
SUSTAINING PRACTICES

Cultural differences and diversity in child rearing approaches
are also associated with children’s behavior and with

adults’ perceptions of children’s behavior. For teachers,
cultivation of cultural humility and understanding how to

form relationships with children and families with different
backgrounds is critical. An inclusive, culturally responsive-
sustaining education (CRSE) is one where Black, Latine,
Indigenous, and other children of color receive education
that centers their cultural, racial, and linguistic identities (Gay,
2015; Paris, 2017). It builds strong connections with families,
applies high expectations, and uses child-led curricula that
engages them in creating a more just society (Ladson-Billings,
1995). Research shows that applying culturally responsive-
sustaining practices leads to greater academic gains (Aronson
& Laughter, 2016; Swain-Bradway et al., 2019). Despite these
benefits, teachers are poorly prepared to implement high
quality, inclusive instruction that is also culturally responsive
and sustaining (Barrio, 2020) and there is limited guidance
on what culturally responsive-sustaining practices look like in
early childhood (Hammond, 2014). Professional preparation
and development must include core content on CRSE.

D. STRONG FAMILY AND COMMUNITY
PARTNERSHIPS

Research shows the importance of school, family, and
community partnerships (Abel, 2014). However, 57% of early
childhood teachers feel unprepared to work with families
(Wright et al., 2000). Professional development efforts
should prepare teachers to create an environment that fosters
authentic, positive, and reciprocal relationships with family
and community members. It is imperative that preservice and
inservice teachers are confident in their ability to engage

A Holistic Approach to Ending Exclusionary Discipline for Young Learners:
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UNDERSTANDING
DEVELOPMENTALLY
APPROPRIATE BEHAVIORS
THAT MAY BE CHALLENGING
TO ADULTS

Birth to 2 Years

Inability to understand rules
May cry when hungry, tired, or
uncomfortable

May pull hair, earrings, or other dangling
items as they learn to grasp

Explores and experiments without knowledge
of safety

Easily frustrated and may respond by biting,
throwing, or screaming

Asserts their newly discovered independence
by refusing to comply

Insistence on doing for themselves

Very possessive of their things, or the
perception of ownership

Inability to wait or sit still for long periods of
time

Protests when their needs are not met

3- to 5-Year-Olds

Inability to wait or sit still for long periods
of time

Tests limits and boundaries

Lacks impulse control and the ability to resist
what is prohibited

Argues their ideas and desires

Blames other for their behavior and may
deny their role in misbehavior

May misbehave to gain attention from an
adult

Experiments with profanity, sometimes to gain
adult attention

May be aggressive and argumentative with
children and adults

Understands the impact of hurtful words and
will use them when angry

Needs assistance to calm down and regulate
their emotions
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families, especially those who are racially, culturally, and
linguistically diverse, those whose children have disabilities,
and families that have been historically marginalized (Abel,
2014; Smith & Sheridan, 2019). Many early childhood
teachers have limited knowledge of and experiences

with diverse populations. Professional preparation and
development should include learning opportunities that
assist teachers in identifying local leaders, community
resources, and cultural and linguistic assets, through asset
mapping, community cafes, and community equity audits.
This may help teachers acquire cultural knowledge of the
children they serve, and recognize the strengths, values,
and wisdom embedded in the community (Yuan, 2017).

Improve Classroom Climate

To address and prevent exclusionary discipline in early
childhood, the workforce must be highly skilled and
knowledgeable about classroom management and the
foundational practices that promote a positive learning
climate. This includes maintaining nationally recommended
adult-child ratios and group sizes, implementing a
curriculum that is developmentally, culturally, and
linguistically appropriate, and pedagogy that engages
and meets the emerging needs and interests of all children,
allowing children to move with agency.

A. RATIOS AND GROUP SIZES

Low adult-child ratios and small, manageable group sizes
are critical in creating a healthy classroom environment,
reducing chaos, and promoting positive relationships
between adults and children. Young children simply need
more individualized attention and care, for learning and
safety purposes, than their older peers, making ratios and
group sizes especially critical to this age group. Responsive,
warm, and enriching relationships are at the foundation

of healthy brain development, and require an adult to

be available to respond to a child’s needs—emotional,
cognitive, or physical. This work is more difficult if the adult
is tasked with being responsible for 10 toddlers or 6 infants.
Research shows that children of color are more likely to
attend programs with higher adult-child ratios than their
white peers (Schachner, et al., 2016). Research has found
that lower ratios and smaller group sizes are inversely
related to teacher stress. Indeed, programs with higher
ratios have more incidents of suspensions and expulsions
(Zinsser et al., 2019). Additionally, as the teacher-child
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FIGURE 2 HEAD START RECOMMENDED

RATIOS AND GROUP SIZE
Adult/
Type of Age of . Child
Pr):;ram Ch%dren Srosplize Ratio or Reference
Case Load
C Birth-3 8 1 Teacher | 1302.21(b)
enter- f 4 (2)
based or every
hildren
chi
4-5 17-20 2 paid staff | 1302.21(b)
years children, with people (3)(4)
a maximum per class
of 20 children | —teacher
enrolled in any | and
one class. teacher
aide, or 2
3 years 15-17 teachers
Center- children, with
based a maximum
of 17 children
enrolled in any
one class
3 years 13-15
children, with a
maximum of 15
children
0-5 Individual Caseload 1302.22(c)
years Family Home of 10-12
visit — One children
home visit per | with a
week thatis at | maximum
Home- minimum 1.5 of 12
based hour Provide,
ase L
at minimum,
22 group
solicitation
activities over
the course of
the year
0-5 With one child | Child Care | 1302.23(b)
years care provider: | Provider’s
Maximum own
group size is 6 | children
children with under the
no more than 2 | age of 6
Family children under | must be
child the age of 2. counted in
Care Infants One child fhﬁ mttll?
Homes | nd care provider v e}? ey
toddlers | may care for are home
4 infants and
toddlers with
no more than 2
under the age
of 18 months.
Schachner et al., 2016
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ratio increases, so does the likelihood of expulsion (Gilliam,
2006). In an analysis of the National Prekindergarten Study,
Gilliam (2006) found that an additional 3-4 children per
teacher was associated with a 15% increased likelihood of
expulsion.

The National Association for the Education of Young Children
(NAEYC) has minimum recommendations for ratios and group
sizes. The Head Start Program Performance Standards, which
is considered the gold standard in this dimension in particular,
include ratio and group size requirements for grantees (Figure

2).

These recommendations are rarely reflected in state licensing
regulations. Some states have ratios as high as 1:18 of 1:20
for preschool children and 1:11 for toddlers in their licensing
regulations (World Population Review, n.d.). Of course,
appropriate ratios and group sizes require more workers.
Workforce shortages make achieving smaller group sizes
more difficult. Since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, four
out of five child care centers are experiencing staff shortages
(National Association for the Education of Young Children,

2021).

It is critical that states adopt, at a minimum, NAEYC's
recommendations for ratios and group sizes and move
toward future alignment with Head Start’s Program
Performance Standards, in order to mitigate teacher stress
and burnout. Beyond licensing requirements, states can use
their CCDF quality funding, state funding, American Rescue
Plan Act Funding, reimbursement rates, and Quality Rating
and Improvement Systems (QRIS) to support programs in
transitioning to lower ratios and group sizes.

B. CLASSROOM DESIGN AND FLOW

To engage all children and prevent challenging behavior,
children must be fully engaged in activities that meet their
developmental, cultural, and linguistic needs (Houen et

al., 2016). An evidence-based curriculum should be used
that is aligned with state standards and competencies. A
highly qualified and skilled workforce with knowledge of
how young children grow and develop, social emotional
development (United States Department of Education & The
United States Department of Health and Human Services,
2015), and addressing challenging behavior is critical to
prevent exclusionary discipline. Early childhood educators
must understand trauma and resilience and implement frauma
informed and trauma healing practices using an equity lens
(Holmes et al., 2015).
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The design of the classroom should be aligned with the ages,
interests, and cultural and linguistic needs and abilities of
the children. The foundation of all teaching and learning

is positive relationships between the children and adults,
teachers and families, and all adults, school-wide (Howes et
al., 2013). The environment should provide a balance of active
and quiet activities and a myriad of materials that promote
growth in all developmental areas. There should be minimal
transitions or long periods where children are expected to
wait and/or be still. Children should be able to move freely,
actively engage, and have authentic interactions with adults
and children. Children should be able to interact, discover,
explore, and experiment without being overly controlled or
their bodies overly policed. They should have the option of
how they'd like to sit rather than being forced to sit with legs
crossed and hands in laps (criss-cross applesauce), or how
they’d like to walk (hands behind back) (e.g., Wadsworth et
al., 2011). Children should be encouraged to ‘gather’ rather
than being required to stand in line and should be allowed
to exit an activity once they are finished rather than being
made to wait for long periods of time for others to complete
a project. Gross motor skills should be readily available and
included in the classroom design, especially for active children
who learn through best while moving.

C. RELATIONSHIPS

Positive, trusting, and reciprocal relationships are foundational
to social emotional development and learning in young
children. It is important that positive relationships are
developed with children, between children, with families and
with colleagues (Hemmeter et al., 2006). Research shows the
importance of nurturing relationships in promoting optimal
development in young children (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000).
Children develop in the context of family and community
where the capacity to form healthy relationships, learn cultural
norms, and expectations takes place (Fox, et al., 2009).
Authentic relationships are a critical component of preserving
cultural values and ensuring strong racial identity development
through the use of culturally responsive practices (Gay,

2002; Ladson-Billings, 1994). Thus, setting the conditions for
strong relationships by promoting workforce wellness, fair
compensation, and mental health; building teacher capacity
in establishing relationships with diverse children and families;
and ensuring developmentally appropriate classrooms that
enable children to move with agency, are critical to preventing
and reducing exclusionary discipline.
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Improve Working Conditions
for the ECE Workforce

The early care and education workforce does some of the
most challenging and important work that exists. They are
tasked with ensuring our nation’s youngest children are safe,
cared for, healthy, loved, and learning. Despite this, they

are underpaid and undervalued, overworked, and lack the
respect their work merits. In every state in the nation, the
median wage for child care workers makes them eligible for
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP). Other
research has found that large numbers of workers are eligible
for public income support programs, such as Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) (Mclean et al., 2021;
Otten et al., 2019). Chronic underfunding of the system has
caused conditions that make the job even harder: high group
sizes and ratios, inadequate breaks and time off, no benefits,
and lack of support staff who can provide added assistance
in areas like mental health and behavior (Kwon et al., 2022).
There is often little opportunity to advance in the profession.
All of these factors contribute to stress and hardship, and

an inability for these workers to care for their own families,
which affect dispositions, competencies, and efficacy at work,
and fundamentally affects the children they serve. A holistic
approach to addressing suspensions and expulsions must
include:

A. INCREASED COMPENSATION

Livable wages, and basic work benefits, such as health
insurance, family leave, and paid time off (PTO) are crucial
factors associated with better physical and mental health
outcomes for early childhood workers (Jeon et al., 2018;
Linnan et al., 2017; Wagner et al., 2013). Therefore, it is
imperative to increase wages for ECE teachers and guarantee
basic work benefits, so ECE teachers can access the resources
they need to support their own well-being.

B. MENTAL HEALTH PROMOTION OF THE
WORKFORCE

The mental health of the early childhood workforce is
foundational to the success of all early childhood programs
and is essential in promoting positive and nurturing teacher-
child interactions (Buettner et al., 2016; Koles et al., 2013)
and preventing early childhood suspensions and expulsions
(Silver & Zinsser, 2020). Therefore, it is crucial to increase
access to mental health resources in the workplace, such as
implementing social-emotional programs that focus on the
mental health of teachers and children.
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C. WORK ENVIRONMENT AND
COMMUNITY

Providing work resources is crucial for early childhood
teachers to do their jobs, but also for their well-being. For
instance, the healthy physical work environment of ECE
programs, such as the quality of the physical facility, clean
drinking water, and the presence of adult-sized furniture, and
a positive work climate, such as supportive relationships with
co-workers, have been predictive of positive ECE teacher
well-being outcomes and even work commitment and higher
self-efficacy skills (Kwon et al., 2021a). Regularly scheduled
breaks, planning time, and additional classroom staff is
critical in promoting employee well-being as well (Kwon

et al., 2022). Access to substitute teachers is important for
ensuring child care providers are able to take time off and
prevent burnout. Providing these basic but essential resources
and supports can help reduce staff turnover and improve job
satisfaction.

D. CAREER AND EDUCATIONAL
ADVANCEMENT

The opportunity for career advancement is a contributing
factor to the well-being of early childhood professionals. Early
childhood teachers are rarely afforded access to mentors,
coaching, professional development, and opportunities to
grow and advance in their careers (Gibbons et al., 2016).
Scholarships should be available for those seeking higher
education degrees. Programs such as the Teacher Education
Assistance for College and Higher Education (T.E.A.C.H.)
grant provides funding for early educators to access higher
education, and require a commitment to remain employed
with the participating facility for a specified period of time.
Not only does the grant provide educational assistance, it
also contributes to reducing turnover that is rampant in early
childhood programs. In addition to scholarships, universities
should offer flexibility in course offerings that meet the
needs of those working with children during the day. This
includes evening and weekend formats, online and hybrid
classes. Colleges and universities should create articulation
agreements so that early childhood professionals can easily
progress from a community college to a four-year institution
with no credit hours lost. Finally, courses should be offered in
the languages providers and the children they serve speak,
which should include, at @ minimum, English and Spanish.
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5 Implement Universal
Developmental and
Behavioral Screening

According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,
about 1 in 6 children have a developmental disability or
developmental delay that affects their social, emotional,
motor, and cognitive development (CDC, 2022). Only a
fraction of potentially eligible children are identified early
and receive the supports they need to thrive. Partnering with
children’s medical homes, early care and education providers
can implement periodic developmental and behavioral
screening to identify concerns and ensure children and
families receive the supports they need. Without identification
and supports, providers may not understand the source or
root cause of children’s behaviors or be equipped to build
relationships and foster their learning effectively. This can
result in misattributions of behavioral roots and mismatches
between the child’s development and the adult’s behavioral
expectations, eventually leading to harsh and exclusionary
discipline. What's more, when children are excluded

from early childhood programs through suspensions and
expulsions, it is highly likely that they will lose access to
screenings and other services that they may need, such as
mental health, early intervention, and special education
(Meek & Gilliam, 2016). Ensuring screening processes are
in place to identify and support children and the staff who
serve them, is a critical part of preventing suspensions and
expulsions.

Ensure Linkages to

Additional Services, Like
Early Intervention, Preschool
Special Education, and Direct
Mental Health Services

Developmental and behavioral screening is critical for
identification, but appropriate referrals for additional services
after children are identified, are a necessary next step.
Children with disabilities or with mental health needs can be
served successfully in inclusive early childhood programs and
by general early educators, but both teachers and children
may need additional supports from specialists. Children with
disabilities have the right to these supports by law, and should
be served in the environment they would be served in if they
did not have a disability. In addition, children with disabilities

have some protections from suspensions and expulsions in
the Individuals with Disabilities Education law, and cannot
be excluded if the reason for exclusion is based on their
disability.

Still, children of color, including Black, Latine, Asian American,
and American Indian/Alaska Native children are less likely
to have access to early intervention and preschool special
education (Meek et al., 2020; U.S. Department of Education,
2022), and they are more likely, with some exceptions, to
receive services in the special education system later in life.
Considering the documented benefits of supporting children
as early as possible and the consequences of not doing so,

it is critical for states and programs to be especially attentive
to the need for appropriate referrals in efforts to prevent
suspensions and expulsions. When children are removed
from programs through suspensions and expulsions, referrals
are not made, children are punished rather than treated,

and valuable time is lost when intervention has the greatest
impacts (Meek & Gilliam, 2016). Suspension and expulsion
can both adversely influence the likelihood that children will
be identified and supported, and be the consequence of not
being identified and supported.

] Ensure Access to Statewide
and Program Wide Social

Emotional Supports Like

Infant and Early Childhood Mental

Health Consultation and Positive

Behavior Interventions and Supports

Providing equitable social emotional supports for children
and families is crucial to preventing exclusionary discipline.
Young children engage in behaviors adults find challenging
daily. This is normal, developmentally expected behavior. It is
a time of significant brain development, when communication,
self regulation, and social and emotional development are
just beginning to unfold. Often, early learning programs are
the first setting children spend time in outside their home and
care of their immediate families. These facts, paired with both
large group sizes and ratios and inadequate professional
preparation systems, create a climate vulnerable for exclusion.
It is critical that early educators have the specialized supports
they need to foster the learning and healthy development of
all children.

Infant and Early Childhood Mental Health Consultation
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(IECMHC) is one promising model for promoting positive
social-emotional development in children and preventing
expulsions and suspensions. In this model, early childhood
mental health specialists team up with programs to support
teachers’, children’s, and families’ mental health needs.

This work includes supporting teachers in creating healthy
classroom climates and building their competencies to support
children’s social emotional development. It also includes
screening adults and children to identify if additional support
services are needed, and fostering positive family-teacher
relationships. This work may also include examining policies
and data systems to address organization-wide climate.

A recent randomized controlled trial showed that children
who received IECMHC services through their ECE programs
exhibited an increase in self-initiation and self-regulation skills,
better attachment relationships with adults, and a decrease in
aggressive behaviors and anxiety compared to children in the
control group (Reyes & Gilliam, 2021). Additionally, emerging
research has found benefits for Black children specifically.
One study found that when consultants had positive
relationships with ECE teachers there were greater gains in
teacher-child interactions and attachment with Black children,
especially Black boys compared to their white peers. Findings
were not significant for other children (Davis et al., 2018). The
researchers also found that IECMH consultants who self-
reported expertise in cultural diversity were more effective

in using the strength of the consultant-teacher relationship to
enhance teacher-child interactions (Davis et al., 2018). Other
research has found that while ECE teachers with high levels of
depression were more likely to request a child to be expelled,
this was less likely if ECE teachers were working in programs
that offered IECMHC services Silver & Zinsser, 2020).

Holistic social-emotional programs, such as the Pyramid
Model for Promoting Young Children’s Social Emotional
Competence (an early childhood application of Positive
Behavior of Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports)
may also be helpful in reducing exclusionary discipline

since they focus on building teacher capacity to support
children’s social-emotional development by providing
universal, targeted, and intensive supports while promoting
systems and policies needed to create warm, responsive, and
positive climates that foster close relationships and learning
(Hemmeter et al., 2022; Hemmeter et al., 2021). Evaluations
of the Pyramid Model have shown positive effects on children
when teachers or educators receive ongoing coaching and
support (Hemmeter et al., 2016; 2021). One study showed a
dramatic decrease in early childhood expulsions as teachers
improved their ability to teach prosocial skills embedded

A Holistic Approach to Ending Exclusionary Discipline for Young Learners:
A Review of the Rata, Research, and Multidimensional Solutions

The Children’s Equity Project

in the Pyramid Model (Vinh, et al., 2016). In K- 12 systems,
Positive Behavior Intervention and Support (PBIS) has been
shown to decrease racial discipline gaps (Mclntosh et al.,
2018), especially when implemented with equity-oriented

practices (Mclntosh et al., 2021, 2021b).

Establish Culturally-Responsive
and Asset-Based Partnerships
with Families

Family engagement is the practice of interacting with families
as partners in the care and education of young children.

The foundation of all family engagement activities is the
recognition that parents/caregivers are the first, best, and
most consistent teacher in a child’s life. Research shows
children experience better outcomes when families are
valued, embraced, and included as fundamental partners in
their child’s learning experience (Barger et al., 2019).

States should engage families in the policy development
process and include them as reporters in data collection.

Early childhood programs should incorporate strategies

and activities that promote partnerships with families that

are culturally responsive and asset-based (McWayne et

al., 2022). Optimal family engagement places families as

the experts on their children and values families’ funds of
knowledge. It also involves two way communication, positive
relationships, trust, and respect. Early childhood programs
should ensure alignment of the curriculum with the child’s
culture and school environment (Galindo & Sheldon, 2011).
Early childhood professionals should engage in cultural
humility and equity-oriented practices to learn the needs and
desires of families. Cultural humility places early childhood
personnel in the position of a learner who humbles themselves,
abandons what they believe they know about families, and
learns about the family holistically, from a cultural perspective.
Equity-oriented practices support the well-being of families by
providing family support, social and human capital resources
that families want and need, so they can thrive and be the best
parents possible (Sabol et al., 2018).
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Develop Coordinated,

Multiple Reporter Data
Systems and Establish Continuous
Feedback Loops .

Data can be a powerful lever for civil rights. Harsh discipline
became the subject of major policy movement over the last
ten years, in part, due to the federal government's first ever
release of preschool discipline data indicating stark disparities
in suspensions and expulsions. Disaggregated dataq, in
particular, can reveal inequities in opportunity and disparities
in outcomes, which enables decision makers to understand
where challenges exist and where resources are needed.
Data are also necessary to guide professional development
and better understand intervention effectiveness. Where there
are no data, there is no visibility into practices, and this lack of
visibility obscures where additional resources and attention is
needed. That said, data are only useful when disaggregated,
analyzed, and used to inform decision making related to
resources, policy, and professional development (Mclntosh

et al.,, 2020). Collecting, analyzing, and using data on

harsh discipline is a critical part of the solution to end these
practices. In developing a data system, states and programs

should:

* Collect data on all forms of harsh discipline,
including suspension, soft suspension, expulsion, soft
expulsion, seclusion, corporal punishment, and restraint,
across all systems that serve young children (child care,
Head Start, state and locally funded pre-K, kindergarten,
elementary schools), and across multiple types of
reporters (administrators, teachers, families, mental
health consultants). Existing national data are helpful,
but limited in scope and coverage, only collecting
information on public pre-K-12th grade, excluding child
care and Head Start, which serve millions of children.
The data are also exclusively reported by administrators
at the district and state level, which may result in
undercounting exclusionary discipline, particularly soft
expulsions and suspensions which occur with greater
regularity in the early years.

* Require all data to be reported and disaggregated
by race, ethnicity, language, gender, income, and
disability. It is impossible to understand disparities
without disaggregated data. Groups of children who are
overrepresented in exclusionary discipline may differ
based on community demographics and context. It is
important to understand these trends and tailor solutions

A Holistic Approach to Ending Exclusionary Discipline for Young Learners:
A Review of the Rata, Research, and Multidimensional Solutions

The Children’s Equity Project

accordingly. Ensure state and local capacity in analyzing
disaggregated data and understanding disparities.
Mcake disparity tracking common practice alongside rate
tracking, to understand progress and inform resource
allocation.

Use data to inform policy development and policy
change. Data is only an impetus for change if it is
analyzed and used to inform policy and funding. Too
often, data are collected, only to be left unanalyzed and
unused. States and programs should institute regular
reviews of data, at least quarterly, and use those review
periods to examine policies that are contributing, whether
positively or negatively, to exclusionary discipline. These
analyses should inform what policies are expanded

or rolled back, target “hot spots” of exclusionary
discipline (i.e., specific situations in which exclusionary
discipline is more likely), and influence budget and dollar
allocation decisions. Special attention should be paid to
disaggregation of the data and how policies are affecting
particular groups of children, especially those who are
most likely to be the subjects of unfair exclusion, including
Black children and children with disabilities. Additional
groups of children may be at higher risk of suspension

or expulsion at the community level, depending on the
population and community context.

Use data to inform professional development and
technical assistance. In addition to using data fo inform
policy decisions, states and programs should use data
to make decisions about the deployment of resources
for technical assistance and professional development,
including coaching, infant and early childhood mental
health consultation, and other approaches. They can use
data to identify where high rates and stark disparities

in exclusionary discipline exist, and deploy targeted
supports focused on understanding bias, improving
school climate, and supporting children’s and adults’
mental health and wellness.

Build local data capacity. Local programs should
understand why they are collecting data and have

the skills to analyze and use their data to support
improved outcomes and reduced disparities. As

states build more robust data systems, they should
concurrently deploy technical assistance to support
local communities in data collection, analysis, and
interpretation. Programmatic data can help reveal where
harsh discipline happens most often (e.g. a particular
classroom, the playground, the hallways), to whom it is
happening disproportionately, and who is utilizing these
practices more than others. This information can help
school and program leaders implement targeted change
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through deep supports to particular teachers, improving
environmental conditions where exclusionary discipline
happens most frequently, and talking with students,
families, and teachers about possible misalignment in
rules between home, community, and schools (Muldrew

& Miller, 2021).

Consider Context,
Promote Family Wellness

Children grow up in the context of their families and
comamunities. A holistic plan to address exclusionary
discipline must include atfention to family wellness and to
the communities in which children live. The Head Start model
is centered on this premise, and beyond early care and
education, provides families with connections to whatever
resources they need, such as health insurance and a
medical home, GED or ESL courses, continuing education
opportunities, employment support, housing vouchers, food
assistance, and transportation support.

Exclusionary discipline both influences and is influenced by
children’s broader contexts. For example, economic, food,

or housing insecurity may contribute to a child’s stress and
manifest in behaviors adults find challenging, particularly

in young children who do not have the language skills to
communicate their feelings, wants, and needs. Housing
instability, for example, is associated with both physical and
mental health risks (Gultekin et al., 2020) and children who
have experienced homelessness may face higher risks of
exclusion from school. A study of child homelessness and
discipline in Michigan found that a higher percentage of
these children were excluded (16% of homeless students,

11% of economically disadvantaged students, and 4% of non
economically disadvantaged students). These higher rates

of exclusion continued even after children were no longer
unhoused and disproportionately impacted Black children
(Erb-Downward & Blakeslee, 2021). Approximately 2.5
million children experience homelessness annually, more than
half of them under the age of six (Bassuk, 2014; National
Association for the Education of Homeless Children and Youth,
2016).

Other research has found that boys in households with
moderate-to-severe food insecurity were 11 times more likely
to be excluded from preschool {Jackson & Testa, 2020).
Approximately 127 million households with children struggled
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with food insecurity and used the federal supplemental
nutrition assistance program (SNAP) in the last year
(American Community Survey, 2021). Families of color face
this challenge disproportionately, with 26% of Black, 20% of
Latine, and 8% of White households receiving SNAP in the last
12 months (American Community Survey, 2021).

At the same time, exclusionary discipline affects children’s
broader context. A child who is excluded has a direct
impact on a parent’s ability to work, which may impact
families’ ability to stay economically afloat, and secure food
and shelter (Powell, 2020; Powell & Coles, 2020). This is
especially challenging for families who receive child care
assistance, due to the limited number of facilities that accept
child care subsidies. It may take time to find alternate care,
further impacting the ability of parents to maintain stable
employment (O'Grady, 2021; Stegelin, 2018). Parents of
children with disabilities or behavior problems are 2-3 times
more likely to experience child care related employment
problems (i.e., absent from work, changing schedule; Montes
& Halterman, 2011).

Families experiencing poverty, who live in child care deserts,
and those who have children with disabilities have limited
options when choosing child care for their children. Children
under five out number the available openings for child

care (Morrissey, 2020). Families of color and those who
have children with disabilities have even fewer options for
accessing child care in their areq, especially high-quality
programs (Novoa, 2020). Suspensions and expulsions place
yet another access barrier in these families’ paths to providing
their children with high quality learning experiences.

States and programs can address family wellness to support
reductions in exclusionary discipline by:

A. UNDERSTANDING FAMILY NEEDS

Understanding families’ needs is a first step in supporting their
wellness. This requires establishing authentic partnerships
with families, acknowledging and repairing school-induced
collective trauma, proving trustworthiness, forming open
lines of communication, and being willing to engage in
conversations about broader family needs. The Head Start
model requires individualized family plans that support
families through identifying their personal strengths, goals,
and needs, and makes programs accountable for supporting
families in these areas. States and programs can forge
partnerships with local Head Start programs, which operate
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in nearly every zip code in the United States, to better
understand the processes and approaches to successfully
support holistic family wellness through individualized family
plans.

B. ESTABLISHING COMMUNITY
PARTNERSHIPS

States and programs should establish relationships and
connections with adjacent systems in communities to promote
family wellness cohesively and place less burden on families.
The Head Start model has implemented this as a core part

of the approach for several decades and could be used as

a resource. Learning and education programs should, at a
minimum, connect with medical homes, including federally
qualified health systems; mental health systems; transportation
systems; food and housing support systems; employment
training systems; higher education, including community
colleges; and economic support systems to ensure seamless
connections and referrals for families, as needed.

C. CONNECTING FAMILIES WITH SUPPORT
SERVICES AS NEEDED

Many times, families are labeled as hard to reach. When we
shift our thinking to considering services as hard to reach,

we can better meet the needs of the families we serve. There
may be barriers that prevent families from accessing services
such as where the services are located, lack of knowledge
about availability and eligibility of service and past negative
experiences with similar services. It is important fo meet
families where they are. Provide information about services in
areas that families frequent, including churches, little league
venues, barber shops and beauty salons, and community
centers. Be visible in the community. Whenever possible,
partner with parents to promote activities in the community
such as parents night out, field days, talent shows, etc. It is
important to build mutual trust and respect with families and
community members to assist in overcoming past negative
experiences that may prevent families from accessing services

(Cleveland, 2012).
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D. CREATING SPACES FOR FAMILIES TO
BUILD COMMUNITY

Create healing zones within communities to “break down
stereotypes, change attitudes, foster mutual empathy, and
improve communities,” (Abrahams, 2017). There must

be intentional efforts to create healing spaces within the
community including investments in policy and funding to
build a system that is sustainable and ensures equity for all
children. These spaces are created beyond the school and
programs and are designed to ensure “community, culture,
agency, relationships, meaning making, and achievement—
largely collective and community based processes,” (Kimmer,
2021 p. 2) are valued and implemented. This pattern of care
and support has always been vital to the fabric of communities
of color, especially in Black communities (hooks, 1990).

E. ALLOCATING GREATER FUNDING FOR
SERVICES THAT PROMOTE FAMILY AND
CHILD WELLNESS

Families are struggling to meet basic needs. Economic,
housing, and food insecurity is widespread and millions of
Americans remain un- or under-insured. These challenges
disproportionately affect historically marginalized
communities, including communities of color, immigrant
communities, and people with disabilities. Supports that help
families attain economic security, like the child tax credit,
family allowances, and paid family and medical leave;
greater access fo housing and food support through WIC,
SNAP, or housing vouchers; and greater access to healthcare,
can support families’ holistic wellness. This includes improving
the conditions in which children live and learn, and supporting
healthy child development. States, localities, and programs
should work together to secure greater funding and equitable
access to these supports.
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Conclusion

Expulsions and suspensions happen too frequently, they start
as early as toddlerhood, and they are disproportionately
applied to Black children and some other children of color,
children with disabilities and boys. This happens, despite

the fact that research consistently shows that these practices
are ineffective - they do not help children, they do not help
teachers, they do not help families. In fact, they are associated
with a host of negative short and long term impacts.

Solutions to date — including policies and practices —

have been piecemeal, and often, unidimensional. This long
standing, complex problem warrants greater attention, and

a more holistic approach that includes policy, professional
preparation and development, working conditions, classroom
and school conditions and climate, coordinated data systems,
attention to whole family wellness, and more.

Fundamentally, expulsions and suspensions are a denial

of access to early learning opportunities. Decision makers
cannot continue promoting greater access to ECE services
via enrollment, while continuing to inadequately address
major denials of access through exclusionary discipline,
particularly when such denials are consistently, starkly,
disproportionately affecting Black children and other groups.
Policymakers, administrators, and professional preparation
and development systems must act to end these harsh,
developmentally inappropriate, and unfair practices, and do
so through comprehensive reforms and investments.

A Holistic Approach to Ending Exclusionary Discipline for Young Learners:

A Review of the Rata, Research, and Multidimensional Solutions
The Children’s Equity Project

Decision makers cannot continue
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services via enroliment, while
continuing to inadequately address
through

exclusionary discipline, particularly
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