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Good afternoon, Committee Chairman Grosso and members of the Committee on Education. 
My name is Patrice Wedderburn and I am a proud Ward 8 DC resident and a Staff Attorney with 
Advocates for Justice and Education, Inc. I am thankful for the opportunity to be here today 
along with many of my colleagues from the Every Student Every Day coalition which represents 
several organizations working to ensure students in the District are in school every day and able 
to develop the skills they need to be successful in the classroom and beyond.  
 
AJE is the federally designated Parent Training and Information Center for DC and we provide 
free training, resources, individual assistance and support to parents and youth navigating the 
public education system with a particular focus on students with disabilities. Our mission is to 
equip and empower parents and youth with the tools to be effective advocates. We serve 
nearly 1000 families each year-addressing a myriad of school-based issues.  After special 
education, school discipline is the chief concern expressed by our parents.  A significant portion 
of my time is spent advising and representing families in school discipline matters.  My 
testimony today will focus on AJE’s concerns around the state of school discipline in the District, 
specifically, the harsh and exclusionary disciplinary policies that lead to repeat and extended 
removals of students from school. We desire to see schools and parents working together to 
ensure our students thrive academically, socially and emotionally. We recognize this work will 
require a commitment across the entire city and we are eager to work with the Council to make 
this vision a reality.  
 
Nationally, there has been much attention paid to the harmful effects of exclusionary 
disciplinary policies like suspensions and expulsions including decreased school attendance and 
poor graduation rates. This is alarming since young people who do not finish high school are 
eight times more likely to go to prison than students who graduate.1  Additionally, these 
harmful effects appear to disproportionally impact students of color and students with 
disabilities, with African-American students being three times as likely as white students to be 

                                                           
1
 Advancement Project (2010) “Test, punish and push out: how ‘zero tolerance’ and high-stakes testing funnel 

youth into the School-to-Prison-Pipeline, 29. 
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suspended and students with disabilities being twice as likely as students without disabilities to 
be suspended. These disparate statistics are also true in the District. 
 
In 2014, the Office of the State Superintendent of Education produced a report entitled 
“Reducing Out-of-School Suspensions and Expulsions in District of Columbia’s Public and Public 
Charter Schools,” highlighting both the harmful effects of exclusionary discipline strategies as 
well as the troubling fact that in D.C., students of color, students with disabilities, and students 
from low-income households are disciplined at higher rates than their peers. OSSE recently 
released another report on school discipline in the District and according to this report for the 
2015-2016 school year, the disparities remain the same, with black male students suspended at 
a rate of 5.8 times more than other males and black females being suspended at a rate of 9.1 
times greater than other females. Among students with disabilities, 17.7% of black students 
with disabilities received at least one suspension compared to 2.1.% of white students with 
disabilities.  
 
However, these numbers do not tell the stories of parents whose children are being removed at 
alarming rates due to harsh and overly punitive discipline policies in both traditional public and 
public charter schools. Today, you will hear from one of our parents who after multiple appeals 
to DCPS school administration and central office was able to successfully overturn her 
daughter’s short-term suspension for bringing a key chain to school.  Unfortunately, not all of 
our parents are as successful at preventing their children from being removed from their 
educational setting for extended periods of time. For example, during the 2015-2016 school 
year, it took three separate hearings at the Office of Administrative Hearings, the body that 
hears DCPS’s long-term suspension cases, before DCPS agreed to dismiss the disciplinary action 
against a middle school student and to conduct an evaluation for behavioral supports and 
services. Unfortunately, the student spent approximately 40 days out of school while the case 
was being litigated. 
 
Despite federal and local regulations and policy guidance, schools routinely ignore their 
obligation to complete an investigation into the matter, meet with parents to explain what the 
investigation revealed and provide the parent and/or student an opportunity to be heard on 
the matter prior to removing a child from the educational setting.  When schools fail to take 
these critical steps, not only does it violate the student’s right to due process, but it also breaks 
down the relationship between the school and the family.   
 
Schools claim immediate removals of students from the educational setting are necessary due 
emergency conditions in the building. However, as in the incident with the key chain, that you 
will hear about shortly or incidents of defiance, no true emergency exists which would require 
the immediate removal of a student from the school building. We routinely get calls from 
parents with children in both traditional public and public charter schools that their child is 
being sent home, they need to come pick up their child immediately or are instructed not to 
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send their child to school the following day.  Many of these communications are not 
documented or accompanied with an incident report detailing what occurred. Parents are left 
scrambling to find transportation or arrange childcare when a thorough investigation into the 
matter has not been completed. Again this practice damages the relationship between the 
school and family and runs roughshod over their right to due process. 
   
Parents are eager to partner with schools to address behavior challenges and ensure their 
children thrive academically, socially and emotionally so they can grow up to be productive 
citizens. However, many parents are frustrated by schools who respond to negative patterns of 
behavior with disciplinary referrals, suspensions and expulsions instead of assessing the 
student’s needs and creating appropriate plans to support the student’s needs, such as 
conducting Functional Behavior Assessments and creating Behavior Intervention Plans. 
 
As I stated at the beginning of my testimony, the work to create positive learning environments 
where children feel supported, thrive and graduate on time, will require a citywide 
commitment to these goals. It will require the consistent regulation and implementation of 
uniform discipline policies in both our traditional public and public charter schools.  A citywide 
commitment will require resources to ensure teachers have the training to appropriately 
identify and respond to behavior challenges with the appropriate supports and interventions.  
Finally, a citywide commitment will require an overhaul in our approach to school discipline. I 
have heard school administrators say they know school removals do not work. However, it 
seems easier, in a moment of frustration to remove a disruptive child from the building than to 
do the hard work of teaching the child the appropriate skills to self-regulate and deescalate 
conflict.  This is where the conversation around supporting the expansion of alternatives to 
suspensions like restorative justice practices which teach participants the skills to resolve 
conflicts, repair relationships and build community needs to continue. In the fall, AJE had the 
pleasure of hosting a community forum on restorative justice featuring a grandparent and 
student who participated in a restorative circle.  Both the grandparent and student shared how 
the restorative process provided a constructive avenue to address the harm and begin the 
important work of repairing relationships for all those affected by the incident including the 
students involved in the conflict, the school staff and caregivers.  While we applaud OSSE’s 
efforts in supporting the implementation of restorative practices at several schools across the 
city, we know we have a long way to go to ensure schools have the time, resources and energy 
to implement this strategy and other alternatives to suspension effectively. 
 
We are counting on this Committee, in particular, and the Council more broadly to 
ensure all our local public schools get the resources needed to create and sustain positive 
learning environments where students across the District remain in school receiving the 
appropriate supports and developing the skills they need to succeed in the classroom and 
beyond.  With that we recommend the following: 



 

2/2/2017 
Page 4/4 

 The implementation of District-wide uniform regulations-that consistently define and 
regulate school discipline in both our traditional public and public charter schools. 

 Reduce and redefine the use of emergency suspensions in both traditional public and 
public charter schools to limit a school’s ability to remove a child from school without 
due process. 

 Provide the necessary funding to give schools the ability to implement evidence based 
alternatives to suspensions and expulsions, including such practices as restorative 
justice. 

 
   
Thank you Mr. Chairman and the entire Education Committee for focusing on school discipline 
in this city.   


