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SAMPLE TALKING POINTS ON THE  
“Schoolhouse to Jailhouse Track” 

The following sample talking points are grouped into four categories: 

		  THE VISION	 THE PROBLEM
		  THE IMPACT 	 THE SOLUTION

The Vision

• Our schools should be places where children are nurtured rather than punished.  Every  
   school should be a place where students are cared for, supported, challenged, inspired,  
   treated fairly, and given every opportunity to succeed. Young people make mistakes, but  
   unless the safety of the school is threatened, they should not be pushed out of school  
   and deprived of an education for those mistakes.  Rather, those instances should be 
   opportunities for teaching and learning, and providing students with the support they    
   need to become healthy, productive adults. 

The Problem

• Students across the country are being systematically pushed out of school by overly  
   harsh “zero tolerance” school discipline policies and practices.  This “schoolhouse to  
   jailhouse track” results in students being denied class time because of extended and 
   unnecessary suspensions and expulsions, and also being directly fed into the juvenile  
   justice system by school-based arrests for even trivial misconduct.

• Zero tolerance discipline practices were initially intended for weapon and drug offenses,  
   but they have been expanded so that harsh consequences such as suspensions, expul- 
   sions, and referrals to law enforcement are increasingly common for minor misconduct,  
   such as acting up in class, name-calling, and fighting.  

• At the same time that school policies have become more punitive, school districts have  
   also expanded the role of law enforcement and school security in enforcing school dis- 
   cipline.  School districts are literally delegating their responsibility for school discipline  
   to police, resulting in a large number of incidents that are now handled by school police  
   and juvenile courts that could be – and were once – handled by a trip to the principal’s  
   office or a call home to a parent. 

• If we know anything about young people, it is that they will occasionally act out and  
   defy authority.  By ratcheting up the consequences for those normal childish and adoles- 
   cent behaviors, we set young people up for failure.  
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The Impact

• As school districts across the nation rely more on the police and the juvenile justice  
   system to handle even these most trivial acts of misconduct, they turn away from tradi- 
   tional education-based disciplinary methods. Instead, today, in too many schools, young  
   people are criminalized for acting their age: children as young as 5-years-old are being  
   handcuffed, arrested, booked, hauled before a judge, and sometimes locked up for being  
   disruptive in school. 

• The “schoolhouse to jailhouse track” has dire consequences for children and their families  
   and puts aside any notion of forgiving and teaching children.  It also removes students from  
   the learning environment and places them in the often unstructured environment outside  
   of school, where they are more likely to get in additional trouble.  Additionally, children  
   who are repeatedly and unjustly suspended or arrested often miss many days of school, fall  
   behind in their classes, become discouraged, and drop out of school altogether.

• School police are usually not trained to distinguish between youthful misbehavior and  
   truly criminal behavior that threatens the safety of the school. It also often costs schools  
   districts millions of dollars for school police officers who spend most of their time disci- 
   plining students for conduct that should be addressed by classroom interventions, school  
   programs, and counseling.  Moreover, the costs to the community of pushing these students  
   out of school far exceed the costs of keeping them in school.

Racial Disparities

• Students of color are more likely than their White peers to be suspended, expelled, or  
   arrested in school for the same conduct.  Yet there is no evidence that Black and Latino  
   students misbehave more than their White peers.  

• Students of color also receive longer suspension and expulsions than their White peers  
   for the same behavior. 

• Students of color are also more likely to attend schools that have harsh disciplinary  
   policies and extensive security forces, making them more susceptible to draconian 
   punishments.

Students with Special Needs

• Students with special needs are also affected more than their peers by harsh disciplinary  
   practices and police presence in school.  Frequently, these students are dramatically  
   over-represented among those being suspended, expelled, and arrested in school.  

• School security guards and police officers are often un-trained in working with students  
   with special needs, placing these students at even greater risk.
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Academic Impact

• Schools are not any safer or more effective in disciplining children than before zero  
   tolerance policies were implemented in the 1980s. There is also no credible evidence  
   that zero tolerance policies are an effective means for changing student behavior.  

• Research has shown that zero tolerance policies are associated with lower academic  
   achievement, lower graduation rates, and worse school climate. Also, students who are  
   arrested and appear in court are more likely to drop out of school.

Lingering Effects

• The impact of the criminalization of children by their schools stretches beyond the  
   teenage years.  The emotional trauma, embarrassment, and stigma of being handcuffed  
   can have long-lasting effects.  And in some places, even just being arrested in school can  
   become part of a child’s criminal record.  In some instances the arrests carry over and  
   become a part of a student’s adult records.  Even if a student manages to get his or her  
   record cleared, often he or she must still report an arrest to future employers.

• Research has shown that children who are arrested for the first time at a young age are  
   more likely to be arrested again in the future.  According to some studies, a student  
   arrested in school is more than twice as likely as another student to be arrested later in  
   life. 

The Solution

• Prevention and intervention strategies have been proven highly effective in addressing  
   school-based misconduct, promoting a positive school climate, and making schools safe.   
   These measures are also more cost effective than hurling students into the juvenile 
   justice system.

• These alternatives to out-of-school suspensions, expulsions, and school-based arrests  
   range from the most simple classroom teaching techniques to comprehensive school- 
   wide and community-based programs.  In fact, the vast majority of student misconduct  
   is best addressed through non-punitive classroom and in-school strategies.  Most require  
   little to no time or school resources, and are far more effective than exclusionary 
   measures in creating a sustainable positive climate within schools.  

• Many school districts are now realizing how ineffective their zero tolerance policies are  
   and have begun the process of reform.  Districts in cities such as Denver, Los Angeles,  
   and Baltimore have moved away from a punitive approach toward a more supportive,  
   educational, and child-focused approach to discipline.

• Districts such as these are: placing renewed emphasis on resolving low-level misconduct  
   in the classroom; focusing on using developmentally appropriate disciplinary techniques  
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   that limit the amount of time spent outside of class; treating misbehavior as a teachable    
   moment, rather than as a chance to punish; stressing the importance of fairness and uni-    
   formity, and the elimination of racial disparities; and calling upon law enforcement only   
   for serious or immediate threats to the safety of the school.  

• Solutions to the “schoolhouse to jailhouse track” include:
    	
	 - Limiting zero tolerance school discipline policies to only conduct that poses a 		
	   serious and/or immediate threat to school safety.
	
	 - Placing renewed emphasis on resolving low-level misconduct in the classroom. 
	
	 - Creating or expanding prevention and intervention programs, in particular programs 	
	    that keep students in school, learning, and in a structured environ ment, rather than 	
	    pushing them out of school (e.g., in-school suspension rather than out-of-school 		
	    suspension).

	 - Clarifying the roles and responsibilities of school police.  Any agreements between 	
	    school districts and police departments for school resource officers should be very 	
	    clear about when police should intervene, and should require police to receive 		
	    training on how to effectively interact with youth and children with special needs.

	 - Increasing or diverting funding for more guidance counselors and social workers 		
	   who are available to address students’ academic and behavioral problems.
	
	 - Requiring school districts to collect discipline and arrest reporting data in schools 		
	   disaggregated by offense, age, gender, grade, race, ethnicity, disability, and school.

	 - Investing in professional development for teachers and administrators on classroom 	
	   management, conflict resolution, and implementing a non-punitive approach to 		
	   discipline. 
	
	 - Developing incentives for schools to: keep students in school rather than push them 	
	   out, demonstrate reductions in school disciplinary actions, and utilize alternative 		
	   discipline programs that keep students in school and learning.
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

Advancement Project, Education on Lockdown: The Schoolhouse to Jailhouse Track 
(Washington, DC: Advancement Project, 2005), http://www.advancementproject.org/pub-
lications.html.

Advancement Project and Harvard Civil Rights Project, Opportunities Suspended: The 
Devastating Consequences of Zero Tolerance and School Discipline (Advancement Project 
and the Harvard Civil Rights Project, 2000), http://www.advancementproject.org/publica-
tions.html.

American Civil Liberties Union, Hard Lessons, School Resource Officer Programs and 
School-Based Arrests in Three Connecticut Towns (Nov. 2008), http://www.aclu.org/racial-
justice/edu/37767pub20081117.html.

American Psychological Association Zero Tolerance Task Force, Are Zero Tolerance Poli-
cies Effective in the Schools? An Evidentiary Review and Recommendations (2006), 
http://www.apa.org/ed/cpse/zttfreport.pdf.

Building Blocks for Youth Initiative, Unintended Consequences: The Impact of Zero Toler-
ance and Other Exclusionary Policies on Kentucky Students (Washington, DC: Building 
Blocks for Youth Initiative, 2003), http://www.buildingblocksforyouth.org/kentucky/ken-
tucky.html.
 
Center on Juvenile and Criminal Justice, School House Hype: The School Shootings and 
the Real Risks Kids Face in America (California: Center on Juvenile and Criminal Justice, 
1998), http://www.cjcj.org/pubs/shooting/shootings.html.

Children’s Defense Fund, America’s Cradle to Prison Pipeline (2007), http://www.childrens-
defense.org/site/PageServer?pagename=c2pp_report2007#entire.

David N. Figlio, Testing, Crime, and Punishment (2005), http://www.nber.org/papers/
w11194.

Ellen Boylan, Advocating for Reform of Zero Tolerance Student Discipline Policies: Lessons 
from the Field (New Jersey: Education Law Center, 2002), http://www.edlawcenter.org/EL-
CPublic/Publications/Pubs_Menu.htm.

Ellen Boylan and Jennifer Weiser, Survey of Key Education Stakeholders on Zero Tolerance 
Student Discipline Policies (New Jersey: Education Law Center, 2002), http://www.edlaw-
center.org/ELCPublic/Publications/PDF/Survey_ZeroTolerance.pdf.

Florida State Conference NAACP, Advancement Project, and NAACP Legal Defense and 
Educational Fund, Inc., Arresting Development: Addressing the School Discipline Crisis in 
Florida (Washington, DC: Advancement Project, 2006), http://www.advancementproject.
org/publications.html.
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Hema Sareen, Reinforcing Positive Student Behavior to Prevent School Violence: Enhanc-
ing the Role of School Safety Agents (New York: The Vera Intstitute for Justice, 2001), www.
vera.org/publication_pdf/198_380.pdf. 

Institute for Children, Youth and Families, Zero Tolerance Policies and Their Impact on 
Michigan Students (Michigan: Institute for Children, Youth and Families at Michigan State 
University for the Michigan Nonprofit Association, 2003), http://www.mnaonline.org/pdf/
spotlight%202002_12.pdf.

Joan N. Burstyn, et al, Preventing Violence in Schools: A Challenge to American Democra-
cy (New Jersey: Lawrence ErlbaumAssociates, 2001), http://www.erlbaum.com/shop/tek9.
asp?pg=products&specific=0-8058-3734-5.

Judith A. Browne, Derailed!: The Schoolhouse to Jailhouse Track (Washington, DC: Ad-
vancement Project, 2003), http://www.advancementproject.org/publications.html.

Kim Potts and Bintou Njie, “Zero Tolerance in Tennessee Schools: An Update” (Tennessee: 
Office of Education Accountability, Comptroller of Treasury, 2003), http://www.comptrol-
ler.state.tn.us/orea/reports/zerotoler2003.pdf. 

Melorra Sochet, A Model for School Safety:  Assessing the Accomplishments of two Brook-
lyn Neighborhoods in the First Year (New York: Vera Institute of Justice, 2001), www.vera.
org/publication_pdf/schoolsafetymodel.pdf.

Melorra Sochet and Catherine Berryman, “The Nuts and Bolts of Implementing School 
Safety Programs” (New York: The Vera Institute of Justice, 2000), http://www.vera.org/publi-
cation_pdf/nutsandbolts.pdf.

Milton Mino, Implementing a School Safety Project: An Evaluation of the I.S. 275 Browns-
ville Youth for Peace Safety Project (New York: The Vera Institute of Justice, 2003), http://
www.vera.org/publication_pdf/190_363.pdf.

Milton Mino, Working Together to Improve School Safety: An Evaluation of the Park West 
Problem-Solving Collaborative Initiative (New York: The Vera Institute for Justice, 2002), 
http://www.vera.org/publication_pdf/160_247.pdf.

NAACP Legal Defense and Educational Fund, Inc., Dismantling the School-to-Prison Pipe-
line, http://www.naacpldf.org/content/pdf/pipeline/Dismantling_the_School_to_Prison_
Pipeline.pdf. 

National Economic and Social Rights Initiative, Deprived of Dignity, Degrading Treatment 
and Abusive Discipline in New York City & Los Angeles Public Schools (New York: 2007), 
http://www.nesri.org/programs/Deprived_of_Dignity_07.pdf.

New York Civil Liberties Union and ACLU Racial Justice Program, Criminalizing the Class-
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room, The Over-Policing of New York City Schools (New York, 2007), http://www.nyclu.org/
files/criminalizing_the_classroom_report.pdf.

Pedro Noguera, Schools, Prisons and Social Implications of Punishment: Rethinking Dis-
ciplinary Practices (In Motion Magazine, 2003), http://www.inmotionmagazine.com/er/
pn_rethink.html.

Robert Balfanz, Kurt Spiridakis, Ruth Neild, and Nettie Ledgers, Neighborhood High 
Schools and the Juvenile Justice System: How Neither Helps the Other and How that 
Could Change (Boston: School to Prison Pipeline Conference-Harvard Civil Rights Project, 
2003), http://www.civilrightsproject.harvard.edu/research/pipeline03/BalfanzRobert.pdf.

Ronnie Casella and Jean Anyon, Being Down: Challenging Violence in Urban Schools 
(New York: Teachers College Press, 2001).

Russell Skiba, et al, The Color of Discipline: Sources of Racial and Gender Disproportion-
ality in School Punishment (Indiana: Indiana Education Policy Center, 2000), http://www.
indiana.edu/~safeschl/cod.pdf.

Russell Skiba, et al, Consistent Removal: Contributions of School Discipline to the School-
Prison Pipeline (Indiana: Indiana Education Policy Center & Indiana University–School to 
Prison Pipeline Conference: Harvard Civil Rights Project, 2003), www.civilrightsproject.
harvard.edu/ research/pipeline03/Skibbav3.pdf.
	  
Russell Skiba and Gil Noam, Zero Tolerance: Can Suspension & Expulsion Keep Schools 
Safe? (Massachusetts: New Directions for Youth Development, 2002), http://www.wiley.
com/WileyCDA/WileyTitle/productCd-078791441X,subjectCd-PS78.html.

Russell Skiba, Zero Tolerance, Zero Evidence: An Analysis of School Disciplinary Practice 
(Indiana: Indiana Education Policy Center, 2000), http://www.indiana.edu/~safeschl/ztze.
pdf.

Ruth Zweifler and Julia de Beers, “The Children Left Behind: How Zero Tolerance Impacts 
Our Most Vulnerable Children”, Michigan Journal of Race and Law, no. 8 (2002):191-220.

Sandra B. Simkins, Amy E. Hirsch & Erin McNamara Horvat, The School-to-Prison Pipeline 
for Girls: The Role of Physical and Sexual Abuse (Massachusetts: Community Legal Servic-
es, Law Center North Central–School to Prison Pipeline Conference: Harvard Civil Rights 
Project, 2003), http://www.civilrightsproject.harvard.edu/research/pipeline03/Hirsch.pdf.

Terry Keleher, Racial Disparities Related to School Zero Tolerance Policies (California: Ap-
plied Research Center, 2000), http://www.arc.org/Pages/ArcPub.html#erase.

The Rutherford Institute, Freedom Resource Brief: Zero Tolerance and School Discipline 
Policies (Virginia: The Rutherford Institute, 2001), http://www.rutherford.org/documents/
pdf/brief_bank/B03-ZeroTolerance.pdf.
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The Rutherford Institute, Teaching Public Schools the ABC’s of the Constitution – Part VI – 
Zero Tolerance Policies and School Searches (New York: The Rutherford Institute, 2003), 
http://www.rutherford.org/articles_db/legal_features.asp?article_id=61.

Vera Institute of Justice, Approaches to School Safety in America’s Largest Cities (New York: 
Vera Institute of Justice, 1999), http://www.vera.org/publication_pdf/apprchs_school_safe-
ty.pdf.

William Ayers, Bernardine Dohrn and Rick Ayers, eds., “Zero Tolerance: Resisting the drive 
for punishment – A Handbook for Parents, Students, Educators and Citizens” (The New 
Press, 2001), http://www.northwestern.edu/magazine/northwestern/fall2002/bookshelf/
bookshelf2.htm.
 

										        


