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PreK-2 Suspension Ban: How are elementary
schools adapting to the policy change?

Discussions With Four Elementary School Principals

The Austin Independent School District (AISD) board of trustees approved a change to the
district’s disciplinary policy in February 2017, whereby students in prekindergarten (pre-K)
through 2" grade shall not be suspended unless deemed a serious safety risk to themselves
or others. The board stated the change was intended to encourage more equitable and
supportive disciplinary practices.

To better understand how schools are adapting to the suspension ban, the Department

of Research and Evaluation (DRE) conducted interviews with principals at four AISD
elementary schools. Schools were chosen based on participation in training for Culturally
Responsive Restorative Practices (CRRP) and Trust-Based Relational Intervention (TBRI).
CRRP is a framework for building relationships, addressing confict, repairing harm, and
improving school climate through an equity-focused and culturally responsive lens. TBRI
is an attachment-based framework rooted in empowerment, connection, and correction
that helps adults work with youth trauma. Additional discussions with program specialists
and district leaders indicated that the mission, values, and practices of these schools were
well aligned with the district’s goal of implementing nonpunitive disciplinary practices as
a means of improving school climate and equity. Demographically, these schools are more
ethnically diverse than the district average, with a relatively greater percentage of students
classifed as economically disadvantaged, English language learner, or special education.

Interviews were largely guided with the following questions: What resources, programs,
methods, or techniques are useful when responding to students’ behavioral needs?
What challenges do schools continue to face? What can be done to better meet students’
behavioral needs and improve equity and school climate?

What themes emerged from the principal interviews?

Importance of Mindset

Principals emphasized the importance of internalizing a mindset rooted in respect,
empathy, humanity, and compassion for students, families, staff, and the self. A natural
byproduct of this mindset is the belief that punitive discipline is not an effective tool for
changing behavior, as most misbehavior is the product of trauma. Multiple principals
emphasized the irrationality of sending a student back to the environment where the
trauma likely occurred. Without additional supports in place outside of school, principals
believed suspensions are unlikely to elicit an enduring change in behavior. This context
further necessitates acceptance of the idea that
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are a simple concept: staff and students sit together in a circle for an informal discussion,
wherein one person speaks at a time while all others listen. Sometimes circles are held as

What is the
suspension ban?

In February 2017, the AISD
board of trustees approved
changes to the district’s
student disciplinary policy
to prohibit any home
suspension, placement

in alternative education
program, or expulsion for
students below 3" grade,
except “when required by
law or for behavior that
represents a clear and
present danger of physical
injury to the student,
other students or school
personnel” (AISD board of
trustees, 2017).

The board stated that

the policy change was
intended to support

the implementation of
nonpunitive disciplinary
practices and to create

a more responsive,
supportive learning
environment. The press
release stated that
“additional staf will
support campuses as

they address discipline
challenges and students’
behavior skill development,
and will deliver
professional learning to
campus administrators and
teachers.”

The press release can be
found on the AISD website
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