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“When children attend schools that place a greater value on discipline and security than on 
knowledge and intellectual development, they are attending prep schools for prison.” 

- Angela Davis 

FACT: Black children in DC are 7.7 times more likely to receive an out-of-school suspension than their White 
peers.1  Because of the direct link between suspension rates and school failure,2 meaningful, evidence-based 
interventions are needed to ensure all of our children can access the education they need to become 
confident, contributing members of our community. 

 

SY16-17 Quick Facts3 
 

 Black students accounted for 95.3% of all 
students expelled.  
 

 Black students represented 92.4% of students 
who received an out-of-school suspension, but 
only 67.6% of all students.   
 

 Black students were 7.7 times more likely to 
be suspended than their White peers. 

 

 Black students were 3.4 times more likely to 
be suspended multiple time, compared to 
White students. 
 

 91% of schools with an out-of-school 
suspension rate of 20% or higher were in 
Wards 5, 6, 7, and 8.  These schools tend to 

be at least 89% Black/African American. 
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Implicit Racial Bias in School Discipline 

Our schools’ discipline policies must be updated 
to take into account what scientists have told us: 
implicit racial bias affects people’s 
interpretations of events and actions. Implicit 
bias refers to the attitudes and stereotypes that 
impact our understanding, actions and 
decisions—all in an unconscious manner.4 
Extensive research has documented the negative 
effects of implicit racial biases in various realms, 
including the classroom. For example: 
 

 A Stanford study found that when Black 
students misbehaved more than once, 
teachers were more likely to stereotype 
the students as troublemakers and 
recommend harsher discipline.5 
 

 A Yale study found that school staff 
members of all races expect challenging 
behavior more from Black children than 
from their White counterparts and, 
therefore, examine Black children’s 
behavior more critically.6 
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Suspensions = Keys to Academic Failure 

Suspensions are not “just days out of school.” 
They lead to school disengagement and therefore, 
become indicators of a student’s future success. 
This means the disproportionate suspensions of 
Black students set these children up for failure 
each time they are sent home.  

 Suspended and expelled students are more 
likely to perform poorly academically, fail 
classes, and drop out of school.9  
 

 Students who are suspended or expelled, 
especially those who experience them 
repeatedly, are more likely to be held back 
a grade or drop out of school.10 
 

 In DC specifically, Graduation Pathways 
work illustrated that suspensions in middle 
school are a strong predictor that students 
won’t graduate from high school.11 
 

 Students who have been suspended or 
expelled are almost three times as likely to 
be referred to the juvenile justice system 
the following year.12 

 

How Will the Student Fair Access to 
School Act (SFASA) Help? 

This bill establishes rights and supports that 
directly address causes of and effects from the 
overuse of suspensions and expulsions for 
Children of Color, including requiring the Office 
of the State Superintendent of Education to 
provide professional development support to 
schools on implicit bias and culturally responsive 
corrective action techniques. 
 

Current Law SFASA 
No protections for 
students from 
subjective disciplinary 
actions, which may be 
driven by implicit 
racial bias. 
 

Limits exclusionary 
discipline practices to 
cases of threatened or 
actual bodily injury or 
emotional distress. 

 

Schools are not 
required to educate 
all suspended 
students, leading to 
loss of valuable 
educational hours for 
the student. 
 

Schools must continue 
education for students 
while they are suspended 
and have a reengagement 
plan in place for 
suspended students to 
return to school. 

 
No legal parameters 
for how long students 
can be suspended 
from school, often 
leading to weeks or 
months out of the 
classroom and missed 
instructional time. 

Out-of-school suspensions 
are limited to 5 
consecutive days for 
grades K-8, 10 consecutive 
days for grades 9-12, or 20 
cumulative days for any 
grade level (unless written 
reasoning from head of 
LEA is provided). 
 

 

Disproportionate Discipline Reinforces 
Racial Stereotypes 

Research, like the Clark’s “Doll test,”7 shows that 
most children, regardless of race, make negative 
racial associations—equating black and brown skin 
with being “bad.” Disproportionate discipline 
(when Students of Color are disciplined for things 
their White peers are not disciplined for or when 
Students of Color are disciplined more harshly 
than their White peers) reinforces the myth that 
Students of Color are bad children. This lie can 
distort all children’s view of Students of Color and 
prompt poor self-concept in suspended Students 
of Color.8 Students need to unlearn negative 
stereotypes about Students of Color and DC 
schools can/need to be their teacher by 
implementing policies that limit racial bias from 
influencing suspension decisions.   

 

Disproportionate Discipline Strains the 
Resources of Families of Color 

When students are suspended, their parents and 
caregivers must then decide whether to 
jeopardize their job by staying home with their 
children, or leave their children unsupervised.  
Parents have lost jobs because of repeated 
suspensions. Disparate suspensions mean disparate 
economic impact for Parents of Color. The 
economic impact for these families is magnified 
by living in a city with huge employment, wage, 
and wealth gaps between White, Black and 
Hispanic DC residents.13   
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