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Exclusionary School Discipline in Connecticut 
Despite the growing body of evidence that removing students from the classroom is harmful, exclusionary discipline continues to 
be used as a tool for the promotion of appropriate behavior in our schools. In this new series, we take a hard look at 
Connecticut's school discipline data, which reveal troubling inequalities. Our first brief analyzes the role of school transitions, 
examining the data by grade level to understand in which grades students are most likely to be suspended, expelled or arrested.  
 
Introduction 

When students are removed from the classroom via suspension, expulsion, or arrest, they are more likely to 
experience academic failure, be retained, drop out of school, use drugs, or become involved in the juvenile 
justice system.1 Research shows that suspension and expulsion do not improve student behavior but instead 
have the opposite effect, increasing the likelihood that the student will be suspended or expelled again.2 
Despite the growing body of evidence that exclusionary discipline is harmful, it continues to be used as a 
tool for the promotion of appropriate behavior (and punishment of inappropriate behavior) in Connecticut 
public schools. 

Not all students are suspended, expelled, or arrested at equal rates. Our analysis of school discipline data 
from Connecticut reveals troubling inequalities, showing that students of color, students with special needs, 
and those from poorer socioeconomic backgrounds are more likely to be suspended, expelled, or arrested 
than their peers.3 These students already face a multitude of barriers to success, making them more likely to 
lag their peers academically; 4 removal from the classroom makes it even harder to catch up.5 

In this issue brief, we expand our analysis of the exclusionary school discipline data set, looking at it by 
grade level in order to understand at which grades students are most likely to be suspended, expelled, or 
arrested. We find: 

• School arrests, expulsions, in-school suspensions, and out-of-school suspensions all peak in ninth 
grade, declining slightly thereafter. 

• Discipline rates increase sharply between fifth and sixth grades and between eighth and ninth 
grades. 

Since the majority of students in Connecticut attend schools that follow a traditional school grade model 
(transitioning from elementary to middle school in sixth grade, and from middle to high school in ninth 
grade)6, our findings suggest that targeting school transitions may be an effective strategy in state-based 
efforts to reduce exclusionary discipline. The connection between exclusionary discipline and school 
transitions warrants further study. 
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School Transitions: Background 

Changing schools has long been associated with negative educational and behavioral outcomes for students. 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, students who change schools more frequently than their peers for reasons of family 
relocation perform worse in school.7 But research suggests that even the school transitions that we think of 
as standard (the middle school transition from fifth to sixth grade and the high school transition from 
eighth to ninth grade) may have detrimental effects for students, and that students who do not experience 
these traditional transitions fare better than their peers.8  

Regardless of race, level of academic achievement, and suspension history, students who have transitioned 
to middle or junior high schools are suspended at significantly higher rates than students in K-8 elementary 
schools.9 As well, moving students from elementary to middle or junior high school in sixth or seventh 
grade, versus keeping them in the same school through eighth grade, is associated with statistically 
significant decreases in academic achievement.10  

The more transitions a student is forced to make, the worse off a student will be.11 For example, adolescents 
transitioning in a more traditional school grade model (i.e., elementary to middle to high school) earn lower 
grades and are more likely to drop out than adolescents making a single school transition (i.e., K-8 to 9-12 
or K-6 to 7-12).12 Similarly, students making two school transitions are more likely to engage in delinquent 
behaviors and associate with friends who hold negative attitudes toward school.13 

The relationship between school structure, school engagement, and student behavior may help explain these 
findings. While elementary school students have only one primary teacher, middle school students have 
multiple teachers in a given day and spend less time with each. Since each middle school teacher is also 
responsible for more classes and more students, building close teacher-student relationships is much more 
difficult in middle school than in elementary school. Students report less favorable interpersonal relations 
with their teachers in sixth grade than in fifth.14  

The middle school environment may lead students to be less engaged with school, which may also lead to 
more misbehavior. At the same time, the less personal environment may make it more likely for teachers 
and administrators to react more harshly to discipline problems. One study of fifth graders (in an 
elementary school) and sixth graders (in a middle school) found that most of the increase in suspensions 
between the two grades was attributable to subjective infractions such as “class disturbance” and “failure to 
follow the rules”(versus objective ones such as fighting).15 This may reflect an increase in inappropriate 
behavior on the part of students, or more punitive disciplinary practices on the part of administrators. 
Likely, the increase in suspensions from elementary to middle school is due to some combination of the 
two.  

Similarly, at the high school level, several studies have found a decline in school engagement as eighth 
graders make the transition to ninth grade,16 and this decrease in school engagement is associated with 
higher levels of violent delinquency and aggression.17 Ninth graders are less involved in extracurricular 
activities, are more frequently absent, and often experience a decline in their GPA.18 Teachers rate ninth 
graders as more disruptive and less educationally engaged than eighth graders.19 Notably, these problems 
seem to lessen over time: ninth graders are subject to more misbehavior referrals than students at any other 
high school grade level.20 This difference may reflect adjustment to the new environment over time, 
maturation with age, and/or students dropping out after experiencing suspensions and expulsions as ninth 
graders. 

Though researchers acknowledge that school transition is only one of many factors that impact academic 
and behavioral outcomes for students, it is important to study the effect of these transition points on rates 
of exclusionary discipline to identify appropriate interventions. 
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School Grade Models in Connecticut 

The majority of students in Connecticut attend schools that follow a traditional school grade model. In this 
model, students attend elementary school starting in pre-K or kindergarten through fifth grade, then move 
to a separate middle school, which they attend from sixth to eighth grade, and from there continue on to a 
high school, which they attend from ninth to twelfth grade.  

There are a number of other school grade models in Connecticut. Some of these models (K-12, K-8, 7-12 
schools) reduce the number of school transitions a student experiences. Others (K-2; 3-4; 5-6 schools) 
increase the number of transitions. Specifically, in Connecticut: 

• 97 public schools serve grades K-8 or 1-8  

• 4 public schools serve grades K-12 or 1-12 

•  6 public schools serve grades 7-12 

There are also 39 schools that serve only grades K-2; 28 schools that serve only grades 3-5; and 14 schools 
that serve only grades 5-6.21 

Nevertheless, for the majority of Connecticut students, sixth and ninth grades are key points of transition. 
Our analysis shows that: 

• During the 2012-2013 school year, 56.9% of sixth graders were enrolled in a school that 
begins in sixth grade. In other words, over half of Connecticut’s sixth graders experienced a 
school transition that year.22 

• During the 2012-2013 school year, 96.2% of ninth graders were enrolled in a school that 
begins in ninth grade. That is, nearly all of Connecticut’s ninth graders experienced a school 
transition that year.23 

Methodology 

The Connecticut State Department of Education (SDE) provided Connecticut Voices for Children with the 
2012-2013 school discipline data used in our analysis. Individual schools report these data to SDE on an 
annual basis. The data set includes student counts of all recorded arrests, expulsions, in-school suspensions 
(ISS), and out-of-school suspensions (OSS) in public schools across the state, at both the district and state 
level.  

The Connecticut SDE also provided Connecticut Voices for Children with enrollment data for the 2012-
2013 school year. This data set includes the number of students enrolled per grade, as of October 1, 2012, 
in each of the 1,105 public schools in Connecticut.  

We used these two data sets to calculate rates of each type of exclusionary discipline at each grade level 
during the 2012-2013 school year. We calculated these rates by dividing the unduplicated number of 
students in each grade who were arrested, expelled, suspended in-school, or suspended out-of-school at 
each grade level by the total number of students enrolled in each grade.  

We used the set of enrollment data to calculate the total number of students enrolled in sixth and ninth 
grades during the 2012-2013 school year and the number of sixth and ninth graders enrolled in schools that 
begin at that grade level. Using these two figures, we were able to calculate the percentage of sixth and ninth 
graders enrolled in schools that begin at that grade level, which we use as a rough estimate of the percentage 
of sixth and ninth graders experiencing school transitions that year. 
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Data Analysis: Exclusionary Discipline by Grade Level in Connecticut  

Our analysis finds that, in Connecticut, each exclusionary discipline practice (arrests, expulsions, in-school 
suspensions, and out-of-school suspensions) follows the same general trajectory across grade levels: a 
progressive increase from kindergarten through ninth grade, followed by a gradual decrease from ninth 
grade to twelfth grade. Across all types of exclusionary discipline, ninth grade is consistently the peak in 
discipline rates: the percentage of students getting arrested, expelled or suspended is higher in ninth 
grade than in any other grade. The absolute number of arrests, expulsions and suspensions is highest in 
ninth grade as well (see Figure 1 and Figure 2, below, and Appendix B).24  

Figure 1.  Source: Connecticut Voices for Children analysis of State Department of Education data. 
 

 
Figure 2.  Source: Connecticut Voices for Children analysis of State Department of Education data. 



Connecticut Voices for Children 5 

A closer look at the data reveals that significant year-over-year increases in discipline rates occur at two 
points: the transition from fifth grade to sixth grade (i.e., typically the middle school transition) and from 
eighth grade to ninth grade (i.e., typically the high school transition). These grades — where the majority of 
Connecticut students are attending schools that are new to them — see the greatest uptick in the percentage 
of students receiving the most severe forms of exclusionary discipline (arrests and expulsions).25 Specifically, 
the data reveals:  

• Arrest rates increased sharply at these two transition points: In 2012-2013, sixth grade students 
were arrested at 4.6 times the rate of fifth graders, and ninth graders were arrested at 2.2 
times the rate of eighth grade students. 26  

• Expulsion rates increased sharply at these two transition points as well: In 2012-2013 sixth grade 
students were expelled at 3.3 times the rate of fifth graders, and ninth graders were expelled 
at 1.5 times the rate of eighth grade students.  

• In-school suspensions and out-of-school suspensions increased more gradually and steadily across 
grade levels. The student in-school suspension rate increased by 1.58 times between fifth and 
sixth grade, by 1.46 times between sixth and seventh grade, and by 1.46 times between eighth 
and ninth grade. Out-of-school suspension rates increased by 1.36 times between fifth and sixth 
grade, by 1.37 times between sixth and seventh grade, and by 1.08 times between eighth and 
ninth grade.27  

Directions for Future Research 

The correlation between the high numbers of students experiencing school transition at sixth and ninth 
grade, and the spikes in exclusionary discipline at those two grade levels, suggests that the relationship 
between school transition and exclusionary discipline warrants further exploration. In particular, we should 
seek to answer the following questions: 

• How do exclusionary discipline rates for schools following a traditional grade level model 
compare with those following alternative models? For example, are exclusionary discipline rates 
in sixth grade higher for schools in which sixth grade is a transition year? Is the fact of transition 
itself an independent, contributing factor to increased rates of exclusionary discipline (as the 
national literature suggests)? School-level disciplinary data will enable this analysis, but it may be 
difficult to control for the other variables that may differ across the populations that attend one type 
of school versus another. 

• Are particular subgroups of students more likely to be suspended, expelled, or arrested at 
school transition points? We know from our previous analysis that, across the board, students of 
color, students with special education needs, and those from more disadvantaged socioeconomic 
backgrounds are more likely to be suspended, expelled, and arrested than their peers.28 However, it 
is worth examining this disproportionality at a more granular level, looking at the treatment of 
subgroups at school transition points to see whether the disproportionality at these points is greater 
than, less than, or the same as the disproportionality overall. We should also investigate whether 
there are other spikes in disproportionality separate from these points, or general trends, that might 
guide our efforts in addressing this issue. 

• What are districts across Connecticut currently doing to improve school transitions for 
students? We need to understand the programs, policies, and trainings already under way to 
address school transition, but through the lens of exclusionary discipline. That is, we should assess 
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whether existing efforts to improve school transitions address the overuse of school discipline, 
whether any have had an impact on rates of exclusionary discipline, whether any recognize 
disproportionality as an issue and seek to address it, and whether any have succeeded in doing so. 

Conclusion 

Our analysis of school discipline by grade level shows sharp increases in the use of exclusionary discipline in 
sixth and ninth grade. Overall, ninth graders have the highest rates of arrest, expulsion, and suspension of 
all of our students. This points to targeting school transitions as one possible avenue to reducing the use of 
exclusionary discipline in Connecticut. If we can ease students’ transitions to middle and high school, 
perhaps we can lessen our reliance on arrests, expulsions and suspensions. Providing additional support to 
students transitioning to a new school, encouraging alternatives to exclusionary discipline for students in 
transitional grades, and piloting programs to build personal relationships between students and teachers in 
transitional grades may all be useful interventions to explore. 

Further research is needed to understand the independent impact of school transitions on the use of 
exclusionary discipline, as well as to understand what programs are already in place to address school 
transitions, their impact, and their potential for replication. With further research, developing programs to 
target school transitions could lead to meaningful progress in addressing the overuse of exclusionary 
discipline in schools. By targeting these sharp increases in arrests, expulsion, and suspension in the middle 
and high school transitions, reformers can create positive change for our students. To keep Connecticut’s 
children in the classroom, we must continue our inquiry into when, how, and against whom exclusionary 
discipline practices are being used. 29
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times the rate of arrests of third-graders. However, overall arrest numbers are so low at the elementary school level 
that this rate increase represents an absolute increase from three arrests of third-graders statewide to nine arrests of 
fourth-graders statewide.  
27 Suspension data does not show such a marked uptick at the fifth/sixth and eighth/ninth grade transition points. 
However, ninth grade still claims the highest absolute number and highest percentage of students receiving in-school 
and out-of-school suspensions. By ninth grade, one in every twenty students receives an out-of-school suspension, 
and more than one in every ten students receives an in-school suspension. The fact that ISS and OSS are more 
common than arrest and expulsion may contribute to the more gradual change in rates of students suspended across 
grade levels. 
28 See generally Sarah Iverson, Edie Joseph and Cyd Oppenheimer, “Keeping Kids in Class: School Discipline in 
Connecticut, 2008-2013,” Connecticut Voices for Children (February 2015), available at: 
http://www.ctvoices.org/sites/default/files/jj15schoolarrestsreport.pdf. 
 

https://www.questia.com/library/journal/1G1-222314892/the-importance-of-the-ninth-grade-on-high-school-graduation
https://www.questia.com/library/journal/1G1-222314892/the-importance-of-the-ninth-grade-on-high-school-graduation
http://www.ctvoices.org/sites/default/files/jj15schoolarrestsreport.pdf
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Appendix A. Data Limitations 

Because our exclusionary school discipline data set did not include school-level data, we could not group 
schools according to grade levels served. Accordingly, we were unable to compare school discipline rates 
for particular grade levels across different school models. For example, we were unable to compare the 
rates of suspension for sixth graders in K-8 schools with rates of suspension for sixth graders in traditional 
middle (grades 6-8) schools (analysis that would have enabled us to compare Connecticut’s experience with 
national literature showing a link between school transitions and increases in exclusionary discipline). 

Additionally, because our data set was limited to a single school year, we were unable to track a single 
cohort of students over time. Our comparison of rates of suspension, expulsion, and arrest between grades, 
therefore, must be accompanied by the caveat that we are comparing different groups of students. We 
assume that the overall population of students across the state remains fairly consistent (at least in aspects 
that are likely to influence rates of exclusionary discipline); i.e., that differences in school discipline rates 
across grades in this one school year cannot be explained by one grade having a particularly high population 
of students with a higher propensity for rule-breaking behavior. 

Finally, our data set did not include a breakdown of exclusionary discipline practices by race/ethnicity and 
grade, nor by Free and Reduced Price Lunch status and grade, nor by special education status and grade. 
Accordingly, at this stage we were unable to assess the degree of disproportionality based on such factors in 
the imposition of exclusionary discipline by grade level.  
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Appendix B. Out-of-School Suspensions and In-School Suspensions, 2012-2013 

 

 
 

Figure 1. Source: Connecticut Voices for Children analysis of State Department of Education data. 
 

 
 
 

 
 

Figure 2. Source: Connecticut Voices for Children analysis of State Department of Education data. 
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Appendix C. Students Transitioning to New School By Grade  

Percentage of students in each grade who transitioned to a new school (2012-2013) 
 

Grade % of students who transitioned* 

2 1.08% 

3 11.9% 

4 5.23% 

5 16.8% 

6 56.9% 

7 22.3% 

8 0.34% 

9 96.2% 

10 0.35% 

11 0.75% 

12 0.58% 
 

*school transitions due to school grade model only 
 

Table 1.  Source: Connecticut Voices for Children analysis 
 of State Department of Education data. 

 


