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Good morning, Chairman Oelslager, Vice Chair Manning, and members of the
committee. Thank you Senator Lehner for inviting our comments regarding the need
to promote positive behavior interventions rather than exclusion from school for our
youngest students.

My name is Danielle Gadomski Littleton. I am an attorney with The Legal Aid Society
of Cleveland, a non-profit law firm serving the civil legal needs of low-income and
vulnerable people in Northeast Ohio. I primarily serve children in foster care and
families referred by doctors in The MetroHealth System through our medical-legal
partnership. Legal Aid has partnered with MetroHealth for more than 15 years to
resolve legal issues that intetfere with health and access to opportunity. My colleagues
at Legal Aid and I remove barriers to education through our legal work.

Research shows suspension and expulsion in the early years lead to continued
exclusion from school.' Suspensions and expulsions often result in failing grades, grade
retention, and negative attitudes towards school." Frequent suspensions and expulsion
can also lead to a greater likelihood of dropping out of school and justice system
involvement.”

I came down from Cleveland today on behalf of my clients who are parents in poverty
who want their children to have a quality education. Their children want to be in
school, but their disabilities, lead poisoning, or trauma mean they need different
suppotts to succeed. In almost every case the teachers are doing their best to teach a
student they are not equipped to setve and the decision to suspend or expel the child is
made at the administrator or district level.

I’d like to share just a few of the stoties which highlight how appropriate suppotts can
help children be successful in school.

In his first grade year, in a suburban school district, 6 year old Christopher was
suspended for a total of 13 days, restrained 4 times, and eventually proposed fot
expulsion due to not completing class work and tantrums. Through my
representation, the district agreed to a special education classtoom which has fewer
students and is led by teachers with behavior intervention expetience. Christopher is
thriving in his new setting.
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In a small school district in Lake County, from Match to May, 10 year old Charlie was suspended
for a total of 19 days for a seties of incidents including inappropriate language, pushing and
shoving, and biting a child while playing zombies. In May he was proposed for expulsion for
flicking another student with a rubbet band. I tequested an evaluation for special education
services and when special education suppotts wete put in place his behavior began to change.
Chatlie’s behaviors have imptroved, but this year he has had over 15 days of suspension for vague
offenses like disruption and disrespect.

Just last week I met a mothet living in a shelter with her two young children after leaving her violent
partner. Ten year old Raymond has PTSD from the violence he witnessed in his home. To date
this school year, Raymond has been suspended or expelled for 32 days. Raymond has constant
conflicts with the male School Resource Officer. Recently when the officer grabbed his back pack,
Raymond pushed him back. This is a classic example of aggression in times of threat for sufferers of
PTSD. The district expelled Raymond fot 45 days. Due to an appeal of the expulsion, Raymond is
now back in school and his special education team is working on ways to help him manage his
symptoms of PTSD in a safe way.

Many of these stories implicate federal laws which protect childten. For example, excluding a student
with a disability instead of providing special education setvices is a violation of the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). Helping schools understand these responsibilities is the way I am
able to help individual students, but there were 34,000 suspensions of pre kindergarteners through
third graders in Ohio last school year.i" The answer to the systemic problem of school exclusion is
mote training and suppott fot teachets and administrators. This bill will provide the guidance and
resources our schools need to prepare children — and particulatly children in poverty — for
graduation, higher education, and employment and remove the option that undermines all these

goals.

Thank you again for the opportunity to provide comments on behalf of The Legal Aid Society of
Cleveland and out clients. I am happy to answer questions and provide follow up if necessary.

iThe Connections Between Education and Health: Suspensions and Expulsions Among Young Children, Health Policy
Institute of Ohio (January 2018) 2.
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v Id at 1.
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The connections betwee

Suspensions and expulsions among young children

The third policy brief in HPIO's four-part education and
health series describes the importance of a child’s eary
years for both health and future educational attainment.
Adverse environments and experiences during these earty
years have a critical impact on development and can
affect behavior in an educational setting. Certain school
disciplinary practices, such as out-of-school suspensions
and expulsions, can hinder academic success and
reinforce behavioral problems instead of resolving them.

The most severe disciplinary sanctions a school can
impose, suspensions and expulsions, involve the removal
of a child from schoal, either for a limited period of time
or permanently.’ It is not uncommon for young children
to be suspended or expelled. In the 2014-17 academic
year, the Ohio Department of Education (ODE) registered
approximately 34,000 suspensions and expulsions among
students in kindergarten through third grade, including
16,400 for disobedient or disruptive behavior.?

Researchers have found the rate of expulsions in US. state-
funded pre-kindergarten (pre-K) systems to be more than

n education and health

three times the national expulsion rate of K-12 students. The
highest expulsion rates are in for-profit child care centers
and faith-based settings. Rates in schoolHbased and Head
Start locations are lower.?

Rates of suspensions and expulsions are higher among
black, male and economically-disadvantaged students —
both in early childhood and K-12 education. For example,
during the 2016-2017 school year, a black student in Ohio
was 6.1 times more likely to receive an out-of-school
suspension than a white student, and an economically-
disadvantaged student was 6.4 times more likely to be
suspended than a more financially-stable student. Also,

in the 2016-2017 year, students with a disability were more
than twice as likely to be suspended than students without
a disability? (see figure 1).

Negative outcomes associated with

suspensions and expulsions

Suspensions and expulsions can reinforce and perpetuate
behavioral problems instead of resolving them. Many
behavioral problems stem from developmental challenges

Figure 1. Out-of-school suspensions per 100 Ohio students (2016-2017)
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Note: Rates are calculated by dividing the total number of out-of-school suspensions received by students of a certain category in all grade levels by
the total numbber of enrolled students in that category. This number is then mulfiplied by 100. This can include multiple suspensions for a single student.

Source: Ohio Department of Education interactive report card data (iLRC)



or exposure to frauma, such as oppositional defiance,
hyperactive behavior and aggression. If these conditions
are not addressed in early years, they may lead to
behaviors in school and in later years that are resistant to
treatment.5 Children who are expelled from preschool

are also often ilHorepared for kindergarten, starting their
educational trajectories on a negative path very eary on.#

Children who are suspended or expelled at a young age

are also more likely to be suspended or expelled in later

years.” Negative outcomes associated with suspension

and expulsions include:

» Academic failure, grade retention and negative
afttitudes toward school

* Ten times greater likelihood of dropping out of high
school

» Greater likelihood of justice system involvement and
incarceration®

What can be done?

Reducing or eliminating suspensions and expulsions is most
likely to succeed through comprehensive, evidence-
based approaches. Efforts to create a positive school
climate, such as through schoolwide adoption of Positive
Behavior Interventions and Supports (PBIS) (discussed in a
separate HPIO fact sheet), sociakemotional leaming and
trauma-nformed education, can prevent behavioral
problems and eliminate the need for suspensions and
expulsions. Expanding availability of mental health services
through community partnerships is another valuable
approach.

The Ohio Preschool Expulsion Prevention
Partnership

Teachers with regular access to an early
childhood mental health consultant or
similar professional report significantly fewer
preschool expulsions. The Ohio Preschool
Expulsion Prevention Partnership, created by

Nationwide Children's Hospital and the Ohio
Department of Mental Health and Addiction
Services, provides early childhood consultants

at early learning sites. These consultants make
recommendations for strategies, interventions
and training and offer resources for students and
families, including referrals to local mental health
providers, if necessary.’

Ensuring that teachers are adequately trained, supported
and prepared to manage student behavioral challenges
is critical. Higher teacher stress levels are associated with
higher expulsion rates.' The likelihood of expulsion has
been found to significantly decrease when teachers have
access to classroom-based behavioral consultation and
support from mental health professionals'! {see the Ohio
Preschool Expulsion Prevention Partnership lbox). A focus
on teacher health and wellness, lower student-teacher
ratios and professional development aimed at promoting
socialkemotional and behavioral health of children and
eliminating unconscious biases can also help decrease
expulsion rates.'?
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