What Are the Alternatives to Out-of-School Suspension?

Schoolsin British Columbia and throughout Carada are charged with the regponsibility
of carrying out effective discipline programs As public percegtion builds around the increasng
acts of violence within schools, administrators are using stiff disciplinary acionsto affect studert
behaviour. Assuch, one of the most commonly useddisciplinary measireshasbeenout-of-
school suspersion. Thisacton is effective in removing immedate threas to school safety;
however, out-of-school suspension is probaly not effective in changing studernt behaviour (BC
Ministry of Educaion, 1999).

Threepromising alternative discipline programs to out-of-school suspersion arein-
school suspension, the idertifi cation of at-risk youth, and the building of positive relationships.
None of these methods is to be implemerted alone; rather a combination of two or all three may
proveto be the bed altermative. Likely the mast effective method for changing studert behaviour
isin-school suspersion. Albeit a costly one finarcially and structurally, this option mayreault in
the dedred change. Usedin conjunction with in-school suspension programs idertifying youth
who areat-risk and then supporting themthrough intervertion programsmay also alter their
problematc behaviour. Anintegral part of all alterrativesisthe developmert of positive
relationships with studerts who facedisciplinary acion. Thes relationships go along way in
supporting studerts in amelorating their behaviour.

The Surey and Langley Sclool Districts providedthe context for the study because they
aretypical of mary districtsin B.C. in thatthey aresocially, ecanomically, and culturally diverse
and pracise common disciplinary metods relevart to this study, including in-school and out-of-
school suspersion. The rationale for this study wasto invegigate the use of alternativesto out-
of-school suspersion in orderto inform policy makersof the strengths and limitations of out-of-
school suspersion and the effects of alternativesto suspension. Basdon our readng of the
literaure and our own personal experienceswith discipline, threequedions formedthe
foundation of our invegigation. Arein-school suspension programs an effecive method of
student discipline?Doesthe idertificaion of at-risk youth prevert out of school suspersion?
What interpersonal relationships areimportart in reducing the reaccurrence of problemaic
behaviour?

LITERATURE REVIEW

The literature on suspersion indicatesthereare mary negative agpects of using out-of-
school suspersion asadiscipline strategy. Firstly, it is oftenusedin regonse to relatively minor
infractions, such asdisobedence and disregpect and attendance problems that do not threaten
school safety (Morrison & Skiba, 2001, Skiba & Petrson, 1999). Secadly, out-of-school
suspersion is seenasheing anillogical solution, particularly for students suspended for skipping
class or school altogether (Morris & Howard, 2003). The research literaure shows thatthereare
alternativesto suspension that positively affectstudent behaviour. In-school suspersion programs
arebeing developed asa reault of the growing concern that out-of-school suspersions are
ineffectivein disciplining students and changing their behaviour. The goal of thess alternativesis
to provide a mearingful learring experience for the student, which reaultsin the modifi cati on of
their conduct to prevent further suspersion.

Our examination of the literatre reveals that resaichers define at-risk youth asthose
disadvartaged due to conditions of: socio-ecanomic status relatedto inner-city neighbourhoods,
childrenof substance abusersor abusersthemselves youth from single parert homes and/or
those having a history of violert, aggressive or problem behaviour. Orhereis eviderce that



students who are repeatedy suspendedfrom school suffer academically and are more likely to
drop out of schoolO(Dupper, 1994). The idertificaion of at-risk youth, followed by an effective
intervertion programmay leadto a positive effect of changing their problematic behaviour. The
mast significart finding amag studiesof intervertion programsis the importance of
relationships betweenstudents and adults, peersand mentors.

The development of supportive relationships canbe par of aneffecive strategy in the
prevertion of the reaccurrence of out-of-schools suspersions. Administrators, teaclers, peers
counsellors, parents and other supportive adults canall play arole in supporting studert
behaviour. It isthe callective sum of positive relationships that help to prevent the recccurence
of suspersion. CEffective discipline pracicesfocus on teacling social regponsibility and
appropriate behaviour, not on demanding arhitrary obedience © (BC Ministry of Education, 1999,
p.17) Theliteraure shows thatthe more often students have positive interactions with peersand
adults, the more likely achange in behaviour.

RESEARCH METHODS

The resarchis a mixed methods desgn, using both qualitative and quartitative research
in orderto gatherdata. Theinstrument for the quartitative method of data collecion wasa
guesgionnaire that wassent out to vice-principalsin both of our selecied school districts. In-
depth, personal interviews formedour qualitative metod of data collecion. We chose to survey
and interview high school administrators because they arethe peaple who have extersive
experiencerelating to suspension and its effectiveness and are awareof altermativesto suspension
thatarecurrently usedin the school system. The survey regponsesprovidedthe reseaicherswith
valuabe information about how vice principals felt about suspension ard its value asa
disciplinary tecmique. Many surveys werereturned with anecdbtal commerts about how out-of-
school suspensions areused within the regpondertsGschools and also mertionedary alterratives
currently being pracised

CONCLUSIONS

Four conclusions were drawn from the study conductedin the Surrey and Langley School
Districts. The conclusions areorganizedusing the conceptual framework of: Intervertion,
Idertification, and Prevertion. This framework is based on the findingsin the literaure review.
Our conclusions also provide aregonse to the threeresearchquedions posed at the beg nning of
the study.

Are in-school suspension programs an effective method of student discipline?

In-school suspersion programsare an effective method of studert discipline that
improvesstudent behaviour but thereare barriersthat prevert effectiveimplemertation. There
wasoverwhelming agreamert thatin-school suspension programs canbe aneffective metod for
changing student behaviour, provide an educatonal experience and rehahilitative component, and
not be punitivein nature. The lack of funding is the main reasn for the shortage of programsand
hasrealltedin few of thes altermative programs being implemened on aregular bags.

Does identifying at-risk youth reduce out-of-school suspension?

The idertifi cation of atrisk youth is not a clearindicator thatthis group of students will
engace in problemaic behaviour. In conjunction with identifi caion, astrong indication exists
thatintervention methods are necessary on a cae-to-case bassin order to change and support




student behaviour. While regponderts disagreedon the effeciveness of idertificaion, they
unanimously supportedthe creaton and implemertation of a school based program of
intervertion. With proper follow up and continued support along the way, vice-principals feel
thatyouth at-risk will begn to realize some succes and cea® to act out for attertion. Aswell,
vice-principalsin our study felt strongly about the importance of relationship building during the
discipline proces.

What interpersonal relationship are important in preventing the reoccurrence of problematic
behaviour, and why?

Relationships between students and administrators, teaders peers counsellors, ard
parerts play animportart rolein supporting the studert in order to prevert the recccurrence of
problematc behaviour. A recccurring theme from the interviews with vice-principals wasthe
importance ard needfor studerts to have gernuine, caring relationships with adults in schoals.
Vice-principals extolledthis strength and emphas zedthat studerts neededto forge positive
relationships with adults in schools becatse they oftenlacked that type of relationship outside of
the school.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Upon areview of our conclusions, we have developed a set of recommerdations for
schools, districts, and policy makers. We believe that studert discipline should not be punitivein
nature, but rather reformative. Vice-principals are challengedto improve studert behaviour, but
the mears by which thisisto be achievedunderthe presert systemlacks physicaland human
support. The following recanmendations advocate for alternativesto out-of-suspersion that do
not punish, but rather support behavioural change. In order for these recommerdations to be
effective, they needto be approached proactively rather thanreacively.

e The Ministry of Educaion must host ayearly symposium on the topic of
altermativesto out-of school suspernsion. It is also recommendedthat individual
Sclool Districts meet bi-yearly in order to collaborate and prepare for this yealy
confererce.

e The Ministry of Educaion must allocate specific funds for districts that wart to
implemert altermativesto suspension programs within their schools.

e Dueto thelack of in-school suspension programsin the Langley and Surey
Sclool District, the ressarchersrecanmend the creation of a pilot in-school
suspersion programin one Langley and Surey high school that canthenbe
evaluatedand reproducedin all high schools within both districts.

e More program evaluations are neededto meaaure the berefits and amalyze the
effects of in-school suspension programs.

e Administrators, counsellors, teaclers and district support staff who areinvolved
in the discipline process must work collaboratively to creat and implemert a
streamlned method(s) for the idertifi cation of atrisk youth.

* A database of major contacts (ex. District counsellors, Drug & Alcohol
counsellors, Youth CareWorkers) must be createdthatis easly acessible to all
viceprincipalsin the Langley and Surey School Districts.

While we found thatin-school suspension programsare effecive altermativesto out-of-
school suspersion programs issuesassociated with the implemenation of change prevert the
developmert of these programs A disciplinary model that doesnot educate appropriate behaviour
will be ineffective in teaching studerts to change their behaviour. Sctool Districts canno longer



be complacert with their disciplinary approach. Theissuesand diffi cultiesfacing studerts dictate
thata more regponsive aporoachto discipline is needed
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