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Texas school districts will soon have a one-time opportunity to put $2.2 million in federal
stimulus dollars to work to benefit at-risk and special education students — the same
demographic that overpopulates the school discipline system, dropout statistics and juvenile
justice referrals.
Texas schools should use part of this money to train teachers statewide in evidence-based
classroom management strategies that work.
By doing so, our schools can meet key education goals attached to the stimulus package: to
improve academic achievement, increase teacher effectiveness and support successful
interventions for low-performing schools.
Research shows that schools that succeed in changing the overall climate of the classroom — to
enable teachers to teach and students to learn — are also schools where disciplinary referrals are
low, classrooms are safe and the greatest gains in student achievement occur.
Texas Appleseed, a public interest law center, enlisted the help of pro bono attorneys in 2007 to
research the impact of discretionary school disciplinary policies in Texas public schools.
We found evidence of a school-to-prison pipeline that was fed by school disciplinary policies
and practices. For example:
• • Many Texas school districts suspend, expel or refer at-risk minority and special education
students to alternative schools at disproportionately higher rates compared to their overall
representation in the school population; and

• • The likelihood of a child receiving a disciplinary referral depends more on the school attended
than on the nature of any offensive behavior.
In 2007-08, Texas public schools removed more than 100,000 students from regular classes and
sent them to Disciplinary Alternative Education Programs.
Two-thirds were removed at the discretion of local school districts, rather than for behavior for
which removal was mandated by state law.
Our ongoing research of school discipline practices reveals increased school-based ticketing and
arrest of students, in many cases for problem behavior historically addressed at school.
Once again, at-risk minority and special education students are being “sent to court” at above
average rates.
Reversing these disturbing trends will require leadership.
The American Psychological Association and a national center for mental health law have
endorsed evidence-based programs, such as Positive Behavior Supports, because they are highly
effective in bringing much-needed climate change to troubled schools.
The U.S. Department of Education is actually encouraging school districts to use stimulus funds
to implement Positive Behavior Supports.
One major Texas urban district has implemented Positive Behavior Supports. The program,
which entails school-wide behavior support training, is already credited with bringing about
gains in academic performance, reduced disciplinary disruption and referrals, stronger
communication between home and school, and a school climate with “less restriction for
everyone.”
Until now, few Texas schools have had the funds to conduct the training required to make such
programs work.
With the first federal stimulus dollars expected to reach local school districts this spring, Texas
schools should waste no time in investing in evidence-based programs that train teachers and
staff in strategies to reinforce positive student behaviors and minimize disciplinary referrals.
By making effective use of stimulus funds, Texas can boost student achievement while restoring
a more positive, supportive climate in our schools.
Moreover, this investment will pay dividends by dismantling the Texas school-to-prison
pipeline.
Lewis, an attorney with Houston-based Marshall & Lewis LLP, is chair of Texas Appleseed. For
more information on education and other projects, visit www.texasappleseed.org.

