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Over the past ten years, the suspension rate of 

Maryland’s public school students has steadily in-

creased to the point where nearly 10% of students are 

suspended each year.  The high and growing suspen-

sion rate raises juvenile justice, equality, health, and 

safety concerns.  It also imposes an increasing finan-

cial drain on schools in administrative and instructional 

time.  It may even exacerbate chronically disruptive 

behavior in school and in the community.  In short, if 

high suspension rates are meant to help either the sus-

pended student or his or her classmates, they are fail-

ing to do so. 

Effective alternatives to suspension exist, in-

cluding positive behavior supports, peer mediation, 

individual self-management plans for children with be-

havior problems, truancy courts and sportsmanship 

curriculum in physical education class.  A common ele-

ment of these alternatives is a focus on addressing the 

underlying causes of disruptive behavior, rather than 

merely seeking to punish it. 

Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports 

(PBIS) is a proactive school-wide approach to disci-

pline which focuses on teaching and supporting posi-

tive behavior to the entire student body.  By closely 

tracking disruptive behavior by class and student, PBIS 

is able to identify quickly students who need more in-

tensive interventions and teachers who can benefit 

from more classroom management tools.  PBIS has 

successfully reduced suspension rates in schools 

across the country, including in Maryland.  Studies 

have shown that PBIS, already a low-cost initiative, 

actually saves money, when factoring in staff time and 

increased instruction. 

Other strategies to reduce suspensions in-

clude clearer disciplinary codes, with a separate code 

for younger students, limitations on the use of multiple 

short-term suspensions, and working directly with 

teachers on classroom management. 

Currently, about 20% of Maryland schools are 

using PBIS.  Only elementary schools with extremely 

high suspension rates are required to use PBIS.  Leg-

islative action can bring PBIS and other effective alter-

natives to suspension to more schools, including those 

with high but less extreme suspension rates, middle 

and high schools, and schools with particularly dispro-

portionate suspension rates for low-income, minority or 

disabled students.  The cost of these strategies is not 

high; the cost of doing nothing is even higher. 
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Over the past ten years, the suspension rate of 
Maryland’s public school students has increased, raising 
a number of juvenile justice, equality, health, and safety 
concerns.  Not only do suspensions impose a myriad of 
social costs on Maryland’s youngest citizens, but the use 
of suspensions also imposes a financial drain on school in 
administrative and instructional time and may even exac-
erbate chronically disruptive behavior in school and in the 
community.  In short, if suspensions are meant to help 
either the suspended student or his or her classmates, 
they are failing to do so. 

 
Alternatives to suspension in different schools 

may also result in different rates of suspension.  If a 
school has few other options when a severe offense oc-
curs, then suspensions may be a more frequent re-
sponse.  Positive behavior interventions and supports,1 
peer mediation,2 individual self-management plans for 
children with behavior problems, truancy courts,3 sports-
manship curriculum in physical education class,4 and simi-
lar methods of discipline are all effective alternatives to 
suspension. 

 
SUSPENSIONS IN MARYLAND 
 

During the 2004-05 academic year, 71,085 Mary-
land public school students were suspended in 124,610 
suspension incidents.5   These students represent 8.4% of 
Maryland’s public school population.  Moreover, suspen-
sions are being imposed on Maryland’s youngest stu-
dents: 9,307 of suspended students in Maryland were 
elementary school students, 520 of which were kinder-
garteners.6  The trend is even spreading to pre-school 
students.7  When these students are excluded from 
school, alternative educational services are rarely pro-
vided.  In Maryland, 79% of suspended students in the 
2004-2005 school year received no educational services 
while out of school.8 

 
JUVENILE JUSTICE CONCERNS 
 

Evidence suggests that suspension is an ineffec-
tive tool for reducing misbehavior and that a history of 
suspension accelerates a child’s path to delinquency.  
Early application of suspensions and expulsions on stu-
dents can contribute to a pattern of antisocial behavior in 
these students that will continue into adolescence.9  The 
groups of children most frequently punished by schools 
are the same groups of people frequently targeted for in-
carceration as adults.10   Maryland’s juvenile justice sys-
tem is evident of this pattern.  During the 2004-05 school 
year, 61% of suspensions incidents involved African-
American students.11  Similarly, from July 2004 through 
June 2005, 56% of juvenile intake cases were African-
American youth.12 

HEALTH AND SAFETY CONCERNS 
 
 In addition to the correlation between the use of 
suspension and delinquency, suspension rates raise simi-
lar health and safety concerns for children.  According to 
the 2000 U.S. census, children who are suspended are 
often those children who are least likely to have supervi-
sion at home.13  Children in households near or below 
poverty level are more likely to be expelled than their 
more affluent classmates.14  Children with single parents 
are three times as likely to be suspended or expelled from 
school as are children with both parents at home.15 
 
 Moreover, these children are often in need of pro-
fessional mental health assistance because of depres-
sion, abuse and mental illness.16 Among susceptible 
youth, suicidal ideation and behavior may be expected to 
occur at these times of isolation.17  For students with ma-
jor home-life stresses, suspension adds yet another 
stress that, when compounded with what is already occur-
ring in their lives, may predispose them to even higher 
risks of behavioral problems.18  Despite the obvious asso-
ciation of mental illness and home-life stresses with 
school disciplinary problems, students are not routinely 
referred to a mental health provider after being sus-
pended or expelled.19 
 

When children are not in school, they are far 
more likely to become involved in physical fights, commit 
crimes, carry a weapon, have sex, smoke cigarettes, and 
use alcohol and drugs.20 Suspension also increases the 
risk that a student will permanently drop-out of school.21  If 
no intervention is given to students with behavior prob-
lems, these youth will often be rejected by their peers and 
begin to form friendships amongst themselves.  For ado-
lescents, once these youth identify with members of a 
deviant peer group, they have a 70% chance of a felony 
arrest within two years.22 

 
DISPROPORTIONATE IMPACT 
 

Research shows that school discipline is inconsis-
tent in its application and disproportionate to the severity 
of the offense.23  Different perceptions of the severity of a 
particular offense may result in differing disciplinary meas-
ures for the offense.  Further bias exists in the application 
of discipline, as a plethora of studies that show minorities, 
males, and disabled students are more frequently and 
severely punished.24  These studies show that students 
who receive free or reduced lunch are more likely to be 
suspended than those students who do not; emotionally 
disabled students are more likely to be suspended than 
other students in both special and general education; stu-
dents suffering from a learning disability or mild mental 
disability are suspended more often than general educa-
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higher rate than females; 25 and in many regions, includ-
ing Maryland, African American students are twice as 
likely to be disciplined than white students.26 
 
  The heavy reliance on discipline for these groups 
suggests discriminatory treatment at one or more stages 
of the disciplinary process.27  Typically, this disparity is not 
typically correlative to the student population.28  There is 
no supporting evidence that these groups are more likely 
to misbehave than their less punished counterparts that 
justifies such significant disparity.29  Schools typically pun-
ish children who are behind academically by depriving 
them of instructional time.30  Because instructional time is 
directly related to academic achievement, the overrepre-
sentation of minority and disabled students in suspension 
rates has the additional punishment of predisposing these 
students to underachieve academically.31 
 

Suspension statistics in Maryland are illustrative 
of application bias.  In Maryland public schools, suspen-
sions are disproportionately imposed along racial and 
gender lines, and students with disabilities are dispropor-
tionately represented in suspension statistics.  During the 
2004-2005 school year, males were given 71% of all sus-
pensions, compared with 29% of their female class-
mates.32  African-American students, making up 38.1% of 
the state’s student body, received 61% of all suspensions, 
compared to white students, who comprise 48.6% of stu-
dents, yet received only 33% of suspensions.33 

 
Students with disabilities, although they comprise 

only 13% of the student body, received 25% of suspen-
sions during the 2004-05 school year.34  African-American 
students make up 59% of those students labeled as dis-
abled.35  Students with disabilities were expelled for drug 
and weapon violations at a higher rate than non-disabled 
students committing the same violation.36  Unlike in the 
2003-2004 school year, these students received long-
term suspension at a lower rate than non-disabled stu-
dents: 7% of non-disabled suspended students were sus-
pended for more than 10 days, while 5.4% of disabled 
suspended students faced long-term suspensions.37  
Moreover, the misbehavior of students with disabilities is 
rarely classified by school boards in such a way as to give 
those students the protections warranted by law.  Of the 
15,540 students with disabilities suspended during the 
2004-05 school year, only 1,818 suspension incidents 
were determined to be a manifestation of their disability,38 
a determination that would prevent them from being pun-
ished in the same manner as their non-disabled class-
mates, who are better able to understand their actions 
and their consequences. 

 
NO CHILD LEFT BEHIND 
 

 Yet another reason to avoid high suspension 
rates is a requirement under the federal No Child Left Be-
hind (NCLB) Act that such schools be deemed 
“persistently dangerous.” Not only does this label a 
school, but students are allowed to transfer to other 
schools.39 
 
FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO SUSPENSION RATES AND JUSTI-
FICATIONS FOR PUNISHMENT 
 
 A substantial amount of the variability in school 
discipline may be attributable to multiple factors such as 
teacher attitudes, centralization of discipline, and school 
governance climate.40  Accordingly, schools with high sus-
pension rates typically have high student-teacher ratios, 
low academic quality ratings, administrative indifference 
to school climate, a disproportionate amount of time spent 
on reactive discipline, and ineffective school govern-
ance.41   Most disciplinary actions are initiated in the 
classroom.42  Different teachers give various levels of dis-
ciplinary referrals.  In most cases, a small proportion of 
teachers give out a substantial percentage of suspen-
sions.43  For example, in a study of an urban middle 
school, almost half of disciplinary actions were taken by a 
small number of teachers exhibiting an abnormal fre-
quency of discipline.44  What separates those teachers 
who experience frequent behavior problems from those 
who do not is the teacher’s ability to keep students fo-
cused on learning and intellectually engaged.45 
 

Although most critics cite the recent federal Gun 
and Drug Free School Zones acts and zero-tolerance poli-
cies as the causes for the spike in suspensions over the 
last decade,46 suspension statistics do not support this 
argument.47  In the 2004-05 school year, only 5.6% of 
suspensions in Maryland were for drugs and weapons.48   
Suspension data have consistently shown that the major-
ity of disciplinary measures are for non-serious or non-
violent offenses,49 consistent with findings that noncompli-
ance and defiance are among the least tolerated student 
misbehaviors by teachers.50   In Maryland, the offense 
category of “Disrespect/Insubordination/Disruption” is the 
most frequent reason given for suspension, with 46,369 
such incidents in the 2004-05 school year.51 

 
 The prevalence of such incidents is reasonable, 
considering that, the majority of suspensions are given to 
students over the age of twelve, and these students are, 
developmentally, dealing with issues of identity and au-
thority.  In Maryland, 86% of suspensions were given to 
middle and high school students.52  Instead of imposing a 
punishment on students exhibiting developmentally ap-
propriate behavior, non-punitive methods for dealing with 
insubordination may substantially reduce disciplinary ac-
tions. 
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SUSPENSION: PUNISHMENT OR REWARD? 
 

Following the rules of behavior analysis, if sus-
pension was truly a punishment for a given student, his 
inappropriate behavior would decrease following the sus-
pension.   Suspension may be effective for some students 
at risk for behavior problems.  However, as the term re-
peat offender implies, repeated suspension is not effec-
tive for changing the problem behaviors of all students, 
especially those with more intense behavior support 
needs.  A study of a Midwestern inner-city public school 
showed that when detentions and suspensions were con-
sistently used as punishments for one group of students 
over the school year, the overall number of such punish-
ments for that group increased in the spring semester.  
These data prove that suspensions were acting as a re-
ward misbehaving students in this group, who expected to 
be sent home as a consequence of their conduct.53 For 
the group of students only given detentions and suspen-
sions in the fall semester, the number of disciplinary refer-
rals decreased in the spring semester, after the students 
realized suspension was no longer a consequence to mis-
behavior.  In Maryland, 37.4% of suspended students 
(26,581 students) were “repeat offenders,” suspended 
more than once during the school year.54 

 
POSITIVE BEHAVIORAL INTERVENTIONS & SUPPORTS (PBIS) 

 
As a consequence of recent public attention on 

academic achievement and school safety, the amount of 
school time spent on positive reinforcement has de-
creased.55  Positive Behavioral Interventions & Supports 
(PBIS)56 provides an alternative approach to school disci-
plinary practices that has been proven to decrease the 
frequency of school discipline, thereby reducing the num-
ber of students suspended from school.57  PBIS is a pro-
active school-wide approach to discipline which focuses 
on teaching and supporting positive behavior in the entire 
student body.  The system reduces the frequency and 
intensity of misbehavior by providing students with exam-
ples of positive replacement behaviors.58  After PBIS im-
plementation, the majority of schools report a decrease in 
problem behavior, an increase in positive social skills, an 
increase in the overall academic achievement,59  and an 
increase in classroom instruction time.60   PBIS may also 
improve staff behavior by helping administration identify 
classroom management problems and improving teacher 
retention by reducing the rate of teacher burn-out due to 
student behavioral problems,61  the number-one reason 
cited for teacher burn-out.62 

 
 PBIS uses a continuum of support levels 

to provide both systematic and individualized strategies 
for achieving positive outcomes and preventing problem 
behavior.  This continuum is typically comprised of three 

levels of support: universal, group, and individual.63  Uni-
versal support, provided to all students, is generally effec-
tive in managing the 80-90% of students without serious 
behavior problems.  In addition to participating in univer-
sal supports, group support is provided to students at risk 
for problem behavior, generally 5-15% of students.  Indi-
vidual support is also provided for the 5% of students with 
intense problem behavior.  When school administration 
and staff is committed to the program, PBIS can be suc-
cessfully implemented within one to two years.64  In Mary-
land’s PBIS initiative, 78% of participating schools suc-
cessfully implemented PBIS by the end of the first year.65  
However, to increase the intensity of the impact of PBIS 
and its likelihood of success, teachers need support from 
principals, superintendents, and executive officials.66 

 
PBIS CASE STUDIES 
 

The success of PBIS and alternative behavior 
management programs prove that a relatively simple, in-
expensive intervention can have a dramatic impact on 
long-term child and adult behaviors.67 PBIS has been suc-
cessfully implemented in various states including Oregon, 
Illinois,68 Pennsylvania, and Hawaii.69 

 
An illustrative case study is that of the Waukegan 

School District, an urban unit district in Northeastern Illi-
nois comparable to many Maryland school districts.  Wau-
kegan has over 15,000 students, 87% minority, 57% from 
low-income households, and a history of budget shortfalls 
and safety concerns.70  The district hired a behavior con-
sultant to reduce incidents of behavior problems that led 
to detentions, suspensions, expulsions, and high rate of 
referrals to special education.  North Elementary School, 
an urban elementary school with a suspension rate of 
9.8%, was chosen as the pilot school. 

 
The PBIS team created a standardized referral 

form with continuum of administrative responses to disci-
pline and developed alternatives to suspension.  Alterna-
tives to suspension included administrator warnings, stu-
dent meetings, parent teacher meeting, incident debrief-
ing conferences, behavior contracts, behavior intervention 
plans, parent correspondence, and in-door lunch or re-
cess.  This standardized referral form helps administrators 
track both students with behavior problems and “hot 
spots,” places, classrooms, and times of day students are 
most likely to misbehave.  Although suspension is still an 
option and is sometimes mandated by district code, staff 
became more aware of and more comfortable with choos-
ing alternatives. 

 
To acknowledge appropriate behavior, the team 

developed “Gotchas,” a slip which staff distributed to 
award to students seen following school-wide rules. 
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These slips were then placed in lottery for weekly prize 
and both the student and teacher were recognized.  At the 
end of the week, secretary tracks how many “Gotchas” 
were given per classroom and the incidents of misbehav-
ior.  After one year of PBIS, NES experienced a 22% re-
duction in suspensions. 
 
CASE STUDIES: MARYLAND 
 

Currently, only 276, or 19.3% of Maryland’s 1,429 
public schools have implemented PBIS.71  Anne Arundel 
County has the largest number of participants, with 44 
schools participating in PBIS.72  Data from this county 
shows that the rewards system has increased student 
instruction time and decreased the amount of time admin-
istrators spend on conduct problems.73 

 
PBIS in Maryland has proven to be successful: 

Jennifer Elementary School in Charles County has re-
duced referrals by 67% and suspensions by 25%; Wash-
ington Heights Middle School in Washington County has 
experienced a 53% decrease in referrals; North Dorches-
ter High School in Dorchester County has reduced office 
referrals by 37% and suspensions by 43%;74 Germantown 
Elementary School in Anne Arundel County has reduced 
referrals by 68% and suspensions by 74%; Murray Middle 
School in Howard County has reduced referrals by 43%; 
Lindale Middle in Anne Arundel county had a 73% reduc-
tion in both referrals and suspensions in their second year 
of implementation; and Marley Middle School in Anne 
Arundel County has reduced referrals by 75% and added 
faculty incentives including “Preferred Parking Spaces” 
and incentives for Interdisciplinary Teams.75 

 
PBIS has also succeeded in alternative programs.  

At Mary E. Moss Academy, an alternative program for 9-
12 grades, PBIS has significantly decreased both office 
referral sand suspensions.76  The students employ a to-
ken economy, using MEMA bucks to reinforce student 
behaviors.  Students may use their money at the MEMA 
store. 

 
PBIS also has an impact on expulsions and long-

term suspensions.  Glen Burnie High had an 18% reduc-
tion in expulsions and long-term suspensions after one 
year of implementation and Bates Middle had a 32% re-
duction in expulsions and long-term suspensions after 
one year of implementation.77 

 
PBIS may also increase parent and staff satisfac-

tion rates, as well as increasing the rate of parent involve-
ment.  At Dundalk Elementary School in Baltimore 
County, parent involvement has significantly increased 
after one year of PBIS implementation.  In the 2004-05 
school year, 49% of parents volunteered at the school, 
compared to only 12% the previous year; attendance at 

Back to School Night has tripled, and attendance at par-
ent teacher conferences has increased by 21%.78  The 15 
PBIS schools in Charles County report an increase in 
community and parent satisfaction, an increase in staff 
satisfaction, a reduction in staff absenteeism, a reduction 
in Teacher Transfer Requests and Turnover, increased 
administrative time spent in classrooms and assisting with 
academics, and increased administrative time for staff 
support.79 

 
PBIS V. SUSPENSION: A COST -BENEFIT ANALYSIS  
 

PBIS is cost-effective.  The system saves schools 
thousands of dollars annually by decreasing the amount 
of administrator time spent on discipline and increasing 
student instructional time.80  Administrators spend an av-
erage of 45 minutes processing suspensions and 10 min-
utes processing disciplinary referrals.81   

 
 A case study of the cost benefits of PBIS was 
conducted at an urban Maryland elementary school.82  
After two years of PBIS, the school experienced a 71% 
decrease in suspensions and a 92% decrease in office 
discipline referrals.83  Based on an 8-hour work day, these 
decreases saved administrators 16.8 workdays of time.84  
When considering this time in terms of the administrator’s 
daily salary, the school saved an average of $6,478.77 
per year after PBIS implementation.85 
 
 PBIS implementation also increased the amount 
of student instructional time. For students, the loss of in-
structional time due to discipline results in lower academic 
achievement, which affects the school’s overall standard-
ized test scores.   On average, students lose six hours of 
instructional time for each day they are suspended and 20 
minutes of instructional time for every referral they re-
ceive.86  In the two years following implementation, the 
school saved an average of 79.5 schooldays of instruc-
tional time per year, including 50 days saved by reducing 
suspensions.87  When considering this time in terms of the 
yearly educational cost per student, the gained instruc-
tional time saved an average of $3,442.57 per year.88  
Other Maryland PBIS schools have experienced similar 
time savings. Germantown Elementary School saved a 
total of 24.5 days of administrative time, 134 days of stu-
dent time, and 8 days of staff time after PBIS implementa-
tion.89 
 
 These savings are significant when compared to 
the minimal cost of PBIS implementation.  The cost of 
implementation at the case study school included a one-
time training cost of $1,570 and an annual cost of $750 
for rewarding positive behavior.90  The school realized a 
net savings of $6,854.93 the first year and $9,917.74 in 
the second year of implementation.91  The cost benefits of 
PBIS may be the most persuasive evidence for school  
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boards and legislators, who are typically more concerned 
with public indicators of school success, such as stan-
dardized test scores and budget concerns.  At MacArthur 
Middle School, MSA Reading Scores increased from a 
55.5% student proficiency rate to a 70.4% proficiency rate 
after just one year of PBIS implementation.92  The county 
average is 68%.93  Similarly, Harman Elementary School 
experienced an increase in reading and math scores.  
Harman saw a 60% increase in 3rd grade reading scores; 
a 2% increase in 3rd grade math scores; a 96% increase 
in 5th grade reading scores; and a 115% increase in 5th 
grade math scores after PBIS implementation.94 
 
OTHER OPTIONS FOR REDUCING SUSPENSION 
 
 In addition to PBIS, Maryland’s suspension rate 
and its impact on students can be addressed by revising 
disciplinary codes, classroom-level behavior management 
methods, and legislative action.  
 
 A. STUDENT DISCIPLINE CODES 
 

By revising student disciplinary codes, local 
school systems can reduce the overall suspension rate, 
as well as addressing minority overrepresentation in the 
application of school discipline.95  Because short-term 
suspensions are left to the discretion of public school prin-
cipals, the overbroad language of district disciplinary 
codes may exacerbate the use of bias in school discipline.  
Delineating clear consequences for infractions and re-
moving the unilateral authority of principals may eliminate 
some of the bias. 

 
In Maryland, a public school principal has the dis-

cretion to implement a suspension for up to ten days 
(short-term suspension).  For example, the Baltimore City 
discipline code lists 30 categories of policy violations, as-
signed to three levels of severity.96  Despite the various 
levels, all 30 violations list suspension as a possible con-
sequence, the only major difference being the possibility 
of expulsion for level III infractions.97  Moreover, for re-
peated violations of level I infractions (disruptive behavior, 
insubordination, dress code violations), principals have 
the discretion to subject a student to more severe conse-
quences than those listed in the code.98 

 
By eliminating suspension as an option for less 

severe offenses, and creating a separate code for ele-
mentary students, bias can be reduced along with the 
number of elementary school students suspended. 

 
 In response to the inconsistency in school disci-
pline, the Anne Arundel school board revamped its disci-
pline code for the 2004-2005 school year to provide 
school administration with more guidance in choosing 
consequences for misbehaving students.99  The new code 

assigns six levels of severity to offenses and includes 
specific penalties for each level of offense.100  The code 
also provides a separate discipline code for elementary 
students.101  Although MSDE has not yet published sus-
pension statistics for the 2004-2005 school year, a survey 
of Anne Arundel parents, students, teachers, and admin-
istrators revealed that 70% of participants felt that the 
code is clear and 81% felt safe at their school.102 
 
 B. RESTRICTIONS ON MULTI-SHORT TERM  
      SUSPENSIONS 
 
 Stricter limitations should be placed on a princi-
pal’s ability to subject a student to multiple short-term sus-
pensions.  In addition to having the power to decide 
whether to impose a short-term suspension, the principal 
also has the discretion to determine the length of the 
short-term suspension.  For example, in Baltimore City, a 
principal may place a student on multiple short term sus-
pensions as long as the total number of short-term sus-
pension days the student has received does not total 
more than ten days for the quarter.103  While this provision 
seems like a limitation on a principal’s authority, because 
the limitation only applies to the quarter, and not the entire 
school year, a principal has the unilateral authority to sus-
pend a student for nine days each quarter, or 36 days per 
school year.104  The 36 days the child has been sus-
pended is the equivalent of a long-term suspension, how-
ever, it lacks the procedural safeguards which accompany 
a long-term suspension.105  After a principal determines 
that he or she wishes to pursue a suspension for more 
than ten days, the CEO determines whether a long-term 
suspension or expulsion is warranted.106  A parent or stu-
dent has the right to appeal a long-term suspension or 
expulsion to the School Board.107  The student lacks a 
right to appeal a short-term suspension.108 
 

Two thirds of Maryland’s counties provide the 
minimum level of due process to students facing suspen-
sions of 10 or fewer days.  This minimal due process does 
not permit the student to produce evidence or witnesses 
on his or her behalf and, in general, does not require the 
involvement of a parent in the initial phase.  In contrast to 
the effective due process required for suspensions of 
more than 10 days (in which a hearing with evidence and 
witnesses for both sides are allowed), short-term suspen-
sions are entirely at the will of the principal or another 
school official. 

 
As shown in the chart below, four counties have 

augmented the minimal due process required under the 
state regulations and provide the heightened level of due 
process when a suspension of more than 5 days is im-
posed.  While this represents an improvement for stu-
dents seeking effective due process within suspension 
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proceedings, it does not adequately address the ability of 
school principals to repeatedly exclude students for a sig-
nificant number of days so long as none of the individual 
exclusions requires a hearing (regardless of whether the 
threshold for such a hearing is 5 or 10 days). 

C. CLASSROOM OPTIONS 
 
The suspension trend can also be reversed at the 

classroom level.  Because the majority of disciplinary ac-
tions are initiated in the classroom, teachers can be criti-
cal in affecting change. One option for teachers is intro-
ducing a classroom-level behavior management system, 
such as the Good Behavior Game (GBG), a classroom 
management program for elementary school students.109  
To implement GBG, a classroom is randomly divided into 
three teams.  At the beginning of the school year, the 
teacher prominently displays a short list of classroom 
rules.  The teams are only rewarded for positive behavior.  
If a team member is disruptive, the team is not rewarded.  
Since the 1985-86 school year, three generations of GBG 
classrooms have been implemented in Baltimore City ele-
mentary schools.110  The first generation of GBG students, 
now ages 19-21, showed a marked decrease in drug and 
alcohol abuse and antisocial personality disorder 
(aggression), as well as a decrease in the use of services 
for behavioral and emotional problems, and drug or alco-
hol use.111  These students also showed a marked in-
crease in high school graduation rate.112 

 

 D. LEGISLATIVE ACTION 

 
Although the legislature has begun to make some 

efforts to try to reduce the suspension rate of Maryland’s 
students, more can be done to prevent its use.  Currently, 
state law requires an elementary schools with suspension 
rates exceeding 18% of their student population to imple-
ment either PBIS or an alternative behavioral modification 
program.113  This law holds county boards of education 
accountable for implementing PBIS.  The method for de-
termining which elementary schools exceed a suspension 
rate of 18% was finalized in September 2005.  At the time 
of its enactment, 25 elementary schools had suspension 
rates exceeding 18%, including 21 schools from Baltimore 
City and one each from Baltimore, Kent, Prince George’s, 
and Wicomico counties. 

 
The code should be amended to hold similarly 

situated middle and high schools accountable.  Other pos-
sible amendments might include lowering the suspension 
rate or mandating PBIS for schools suspending a dispro-
portionate amount of minorities or students with disabili-
ties.  Legislators might also revive their previous attempts 
to place a moratorium on elementary school suspen-
sions.114  A moratorium on suspensions for this group of 
children would reduce the state’s suspension rate by 
13%.115 

 
One major concern posed by the previous bills 

was the conflict between the moratorium on elementary 
school suspensions and the Gun Free Schools Act and 
the Safe and Drug-Free Schools program.116  Under the 
federal Gun Free Schools Act, public schools are required 
to expel students who carry guns to school.117  The mora-
torium might have endangered the $8.8 million in federal 
funding from the Safe and Drug-Free Schools program for 
the 2005 fiscal year.118 However, the Fiscal and Policy 
note did not discuss part of the Gun Free Schools Act 
which allows the chief administering officer of a local edu-
cational agency to modify the required expulsion for a stu-
dent at the official’s discretion.119    Regardless of this pro-
vision, future legislative efforts should create an exception 
for disciplinary procedures mandated by the Gun Free 
Schools Act as a means of placating the fiscal concerns 
of the General Assembly.  
 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
♦ Because students have a property interest in their 

education,120 law students and advocacy organi-
zations can collaborate with school systems to 
assist parents and students in the suspension 
appeals process. 

 
♦ Because suspension imposes an increase risk of 

health and safety concerns on children, parents  
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Counties with Modified Due Process Requirements for 
Short-Term Suspensions 

 
County Policy, Procedure or Regulation 

Baltimore 
Cecil 
Howard 
Wicomico 

Students facing suspension for 5 days or more 
are afforded the additional due process rights 
that apply to long-term suspensions. 

Montgom-
ery 

The student facing suspension, or the student’s 
parent, may, if unsatisfied with the informal reso-
lution with the principal, request a formal review 
by the principal.  In the formal review procedure 
the student will have the opportunity to present 
witnesses and evidence in support of the stu-
dent’s complaint. 

Prince 
George’s 

Although the intention of the parent conference 
within the suspension procedure is to maintain 
an informal setting, at all levels the student and 
the students parent have the right to be repre-
sented by legal counsel so long as notice of 
counsel is given to the Chief Executive Officer. 
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should contact their school boards and legisla-
tures and urge them to revise school disciplinary 
codes and support bills geared towards reducing 
suspensions.  
 

♦ Provide students with the same due process for 
multiple short-term suspensions as they have for 
long-term suspensions. 

 
♦ Because MSDE publishes data that is only illus-

trative of the disparate impact of suspension after 
careful examination and because the State offers 
broad discretion to local school boards in creating 
discipline codes for nonviolent offenses, these 
state officials should do more to educate the pub-
lic about its policies and actively involve parents, 
teachers, and students in revising disciplinary 
policies.  State officials should require school 
boards with disproportionate suspension rates to 
revise their codes or monitor teachers displaying 
an abnormal frequency of suspension. 121  
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