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REDUCING DISPROPORTIONALITY IN SUSPENSIONS AT DES MOINES PUBLIC SCHOOLS: FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS FROM  

FOCUS GROUPS WITH STUDENTS AND PARENTS
Introduction

The Des Moines Public Schools identified over-representation in suspension as an issue that needed attention and resolution. At the same time, a state-funded project designed to address over-representation in the juvenile justice system was underway in Des Moines: The Polk County Diversion Project. Another project, the Minority Youth and Families Initiative funded by the Iowa Department of Human Services, which targeted issues surrounding the over-representation of minorities in the child welfare system was also being implemented in inner-city Des Moines.
Because of the participation of the DMPS in the Polk County Diversion Project, technical assistance was available through the University of Iowa School of Social Work’s (UI-SSW) Disproportionate Minority Contact (DMC) Resource Center located within the UI-SSW’s National Resource Center for Family Centered Practice (NRC). The DMC Resource Center provides research, education, and technical assistance to targeted sites. The DMC Resource Center also sponsors an annual statewide conference on the issues of over-representation of minorities in juvenile justice and child welfare and has more recently been addressing the link to issues in the educational system. The annual conference is titled Investing in Iowa’s Youth, Investing in Iowa’s Future.  The 2005 DMC Resource Center Conference theme is “Systems in the Cycle” which includes the educational system; conference information can be found at on the Resource Center website at www.uiowa.edu/~nrcfcp. 

The technical assistance provided to DMPS included assistance with the design of an instrument to be used in conducting focus groups, training in culturally competent focus group facilitation, and follow-up technical assistance with the interpretation of results and presentation of findings. Results are documented in this report. 

Sample and Method

Social Workers and School Psychologists participated in two trainings provided by the DMC Resource Center and then conducted focus groups with students and parents during spring 2005.  Minority students who had experienced suspension were chosen from a list of students with one or more suspensions.  The students’ parent or guardian was contacted and students were recruited after verbal consent for participation was given by their parents.  A follow up letter was sent following the verbal consent with information on the date and time of the focus group along with a brief summary of project information.  The student focus groups were held at the school where students attended.  In total, student focus groups were held at five high schools, five middle schools and one alternative high school program.  In total, 81 students participated in student focus groups.  Students ranged in grade level from 6th through 12th grade; 46 males and 35 females participated.   The students identified themselves as African American, Latino, Native American and one student self-identified as Bi-Racial. 

Parents were selected for participation in the focus groups from a list of parents of students with one or more suspensions and contacted either by phone or in person.  A follow up letter was sent to the parents confirming the date, time and location of the focus group.  The focus groups were held at a variety of locations including at the school where their child was enrolled and at local churches.    Efforts were made to have parent focus groups at each of five high schools and four middle schools.  In total 16 parents attended six focus groups; nine parents attended four high school focus groups and seven parents attended two middle school focus groups.  Four parent focus groups were planned and confirmation was given by parents willing to attend that resulted in no parent participation. While the selection process was not a true random sample, the methods employed provided coverage which was believed to be representative of the population of students and parents with whom we are concerned. 
Instrument and Procedure

The instrument was designed in collaboration among DMPS Family and Student Services staff with technical assistance from the DMC Resource Center. The instrument was designed to be a semi-structured guide rather than a structured format to allow facilitators to pursue serendipitous topics while attending to the general topics agreed upon as fundamental to gaining a better understanding of the issues surrounding disparity in suspensions.

Focus group questions were developed at the request, and in collaboration, with the Deputy Director and Director of Special Education Services who initially suggested the following questions:
Why were you suspended?

Data show African American and Latino students are suspended more often than Caucasian students, why do you think that is?

What do you do when you are out on suspension?

What do you think are alternatives to suspension?

What do you think of the length of time you were suspended?

Working from these initial questions the DMPS social workers and psychologists and the DMC Resource Center developed the tool to be used in both the parent and the student focus groups.  The DMC Resource Center at The University of Iowa School of Social Work, National Resource Center for Family Centered Practice provided training with social workers and psychologists on February 24th and March 30th, 2005.  DMC Coordinator Brad Richardson, Training Director Diane Finnerty, and Training Associate Patricia Parker provided the training and follow-up technical assistance to finalize how the questions would be framed in a culturally sensitive and strength-based manner while obtaining the most valid and reliable information.  

Throughout two days of the training the draft tool was refined to a list of nine content area questions with an additional set of probes for each content area. The Resource Center and administrative staff of DMPS worked together to finalize the instrument and interviews were conducted during the months of April and May, 2005. On May 6th data from focus groups with students were processed at a meeting facilitated by the DMC Resource Center with all those who conducted focus groups with students. On May 13th the DMC Resource Center facilitated a similar meeting with those who conducted focus groups with parents. A brief summary of findings and recommendations from the process with both students and parents is reported below. The parent and student focus group guides are presented in Appendices A and B, below.    

FINDINGS FROM DISCUSSION WITH FACILITATORS OF FOCUS GROUPS WITH PARENTS

1. Parents perceive that suspension “does not work.”
A plethora of reasons were given why parents think “suspension does not work.” For example, one concern expressed was that suspensions “put students farther behind academically.” Parents indicated that in some cases they believe that it is the failure to thrive in school that results in behaviors for which students are suspended. 

The use of suspensions are not perceived to be fairly administered and what goes on in the classroom was referenced as a factor contributing to suspensions. There was concern about disparate use of suspension by teachers and insufficient communication between teachers and parents about suspension. Some teachers reportedly “punish the whole class, not the individual, while some suspensions appear to occur because the teacher doesn’t want to deal with problem.”  In either case suspensions were not perceived to be effective and the use of suspension as a mechanism of control was thought to be an immediate reaction that did not address or eliminate the problem giving rise the “need for suspension in the first place.”  

Zero tolerance was mentioned as a contributing factor to the growth in the number of suspensions particularly as a consequence for “defiance or even absences.”  Other reasons for suspension were also mentioned including “separating students who are behaving badly” or “time out to cool off,” “keeping control in the building,” and to “show other students there are consequences.” However, there was widespread belief that those ends could be accomplished in other ways and that suspension, particularly of minority students, “does not accomplish the stated objectives.” 

2. Parents perceive an interaction between race and suspension.
Parents reported that tolerance by staff at the school differed between students, and suspensions were administered differently “depending on the culture.” This means there is disparity both in who receives suspension and in which behaviors result in suspension. There were reports of differences by school and by teachers within schools. The legitimacy of suspension as a tool in schools is severely compromised by the perceived widespread disparity in the use of suspension. As one parent stated: “Most of the kids I talk to feel that it is unfair.”
Parents believed that sufficient effort was not targeted toward “the school staff understanding what is going on before suspending students.” “Before it gets to the fight, if teachers would listen, they would know what is about to happen and bring the kids together. Make students talk it out or through mediation if that’s what’s needed.” Earlier and more effective intervention is believed to be a key element in reducing tensions and is predicted to lead to fewer fights outside the school as well. 

3. Parents recognize the importance of their expectations for student behavior.   
Parents recognized that they have an important role in student behavior and indicated that they feel responsible for their students’ behavior. This means that there is ownership of the behavior of their children and also means that in some instances behaviors for which suspension may occur are acknowledged to be supported at home. Parents are sometimes worried about the safety of their students at school and transitioning to and from school. A typical comment about fighting was, “I know they have to have zero tolerance, [and] I have always told my kids to walk away, and if you have to defend yourself, beat them down so [it won’t happen again].” “If they are not the initiator, they get in trouble and are sent home, but not in as much trouble as if you started the fight.”

Once a student is suspended parents report two scenarios in their perception of the experience of students who are out of school. One scenario is the home where a parent is not at home during the day and students “are free when they’re out there.” One parent stated, “Think of what they can do in 10 days,” and another responded with, “think of what they can do in 1 day.” A second scenario was reported to involve hard work assigned by parents while students are home due to a suspension.  Parents reported that some students faced harsh treatment at home as punishment for the suspension.  What happens at home following suspension was thought to have a significant impact on whether it happened again. 

4. Parents perceive school staff as lacking appreciation and understanding of factors that could be considered resiliency factors when interpreted within cultural context.
Parents are aware that teachers and other at the schools may not be aware of the larger context within which minority families in particular may be operating.  For example, parents may be working extra or evening hours to make ends meet and this work burden may result in less than optimal energy to devote to children at all times as well as not being able to be in the home as much as they would like to be in the home despite whether the home is in a “safe neighborhood.” 
Parents express a desire for more information from the Schools about their students’ experiences and feel as though they don’t have access.  Alienation from the schools begets further alienation because the same parents who feel least connected to the schools do not join PTOs, attend sporting events, plays, and other extra curricular activity and ultimately do not meet teachers in other settings and situations.  In addition, by being excluded from activities that would enmesh the family, the family becomes even less trusting and supports an orientation to “just go to school and get by.”

At the core of this finding is a general lack of understanding by parents of teachers and the school system, and by teachers and other staff of the context and life circumstances from which minority students enter the school each morning. Facilitators were witness to this through the process of attempting to recruit parents and finding it was not easy to gain participation from as many as they thought would come forward. Based on the results, however, it was clear that facilitators learned to be careful in their judgments about why parents did not participate in great numbers. Facilitators said that it was “certainly not that they don’t care, because what I heard was a lot of caring.”  For example, one parent stated,”my kid’s education is so important to me!” 
“Sometimes I think our building staff has an idea of what it means and looks like if you care for your kid’s education and that is not always in line with what parents are able to do.  But it doesn’t mean they don’t care.  You cannot assume these parents don’t care about their children; they may be showing it in a different way, but they care deeply.”

Another relevant issue to consider is the disparity and consequences of misunderstanding where a parent is not involved in the school compared to when parents frequent the school and are active in PTO and school activities and know teachers, Teachers respond to those kids in ways considered to be better than to student’s who have parents who do not regularly come to the school. 

5. Power and respect between staff and students are issues in need of more in-depth processing at all schools. 

Parents reiterated many of the comments heard in the focus groups with students. Students and parents both want better relationships with teachers and do not feel that the teachers want better relationships with them. Parents thought teachers lacked knowledge of normal behavior for those of different cultures (e.g., “when an African American student stands outside during lunch rapping to music he might get in trouble,” but parents would like teachers to understand that music is really important to them; “on the other hand a White student might be outside listening to music and not get in trouble”).

It is necessary that school staff understand cultural differences. When students do not get along with teachers parents indicate that may lead to students “acting out of control.” Specific teachers were also mentioned who were thought to “consistently suspend students.” One parent said, “Teachers are rude and disrespectful to the students and students act bad back.”  Another said, “With mine it’s mouth. I had an incident with my son today around his peers.  He wanted to show off. It’s his mouth that gets him in trouble. Other students do the same behavior and receive warnings, not suspensions.”

One example of how disrespect can be perceived was reported by a facilitator: 

A teacher tried to force a student to sit next to her rather than across from her. The student felt uncomfortable.  The teacher said she was suspended and this was largely for a cultural issue - because she sat across from the teacher, not next to her.  The teacher said it was insubordination. The parent said it was important when you are looking why kids are suspended to look at which teachers suspend kids the most; who they are suspending and why.  She really felt strongly that the school should look at these patterns and identify teachers who had high rates of suspension.

6. Suspension may be required as a more severe consequence under limited conditions and should include transition plans back to the classroom. 
“Fighting should be suspended.  No one has the right to put their hands on another. Weapons and drugs should result in suspension.”  However, parents thought there should be better transition planning for return to school following suspension. “It doesn’t teach them anything to be out of school.” It was also suggested that there is a need to sit down and find out why a behavior has occurred prior to suspending a student. Perhaps there is a need for counseling or social skills instruction. 
“We set aside the problem rather than dealing with it – the problem doesn’t go away when the child comes back a week later. Not looking into it or not trying to remedy it takes the focus off what is going on at school, and at home.  It is how it is approached though.”  

7. Follow-up, continued input by parents and students and action based on the information collected were requested by parents.
Parents requested assurances that “something come out of the experience of these FOCUS groups.”  They were concerned that the effort they made to attend would not be reciprocated with equal effort to respond to the information gathered.  There was widespread concern (skepticism) and there was also a great deal of hope that the district would use the information from the focus groups. One parent hoped that she could continue to be involved before “things are finalized” and keep a dialogue open with the stakeholders. Other parents expressed desire to receive a copy of the final report. Some left with new found motivation to continue to “bring people to the school along with the neighborhoods." 
FINDINGS FROM DISCUSSION WITH FACILITATORS OF FOCUS GROUPS WITH STUDENTS

1. District personnel who conducted the focus groups were surprised by the depth of understanding of issues students possessed and they were emotionally affected by what they heard in the focus groups.
Facilitators reported that the experience was invigorating and exciting as well as informative. In reviewing information obtained through the focus groups with facilitators it was also apparent that the information provided by participants was very emotionally moving. Listening to the students and how they wanted to respond to the questions, how important they felt to be asked and for school personnel to listen, and to see them listen to each other’s responses was surprising. Where it might have been expected that students would be nervous or anxious and “act silly” or giggle, they did not. The students listened thoughtfully to their peer’s responses and conducted themselves well. “It was really thrilling to hear.” One facilitator said, “How many other adults in the school system never have that opportunity to sit with those kids and have those conversations and know that it is possible with them, because, either they don’t take the time or don’t want to or don’t have time.”

The following represent exemplary statements about the experience of facilitating the focus groups:

I think I learned more from them (Latina students), about their feelings, about education and about how strongly they want it. I found out later that one of the students (early teen) had a child.  

I felt honored. Once we got going, all of a sudden you sit and listen and bear witness to what they have experienced.  We are the lucky ones because I am really hopeful something will happen, but this was a transformational kind of thing for me because it will change the way I do my work.  We know we have to do it differently and it was wonderful.

Some of their statements were amazing to me. I have had so many classes and done so much work and [I never heard what these students were able to tell me]. They said they “don’t allow the Black kids to carry fundraising stickers because they are going to steal the $5.”  

I was surprised how much help they really want from school and teachers.

They said, “Sometimes we act up, but we really want to learn.” They didn’t feel that they got as much of an opportunity, and felt [the curriculum] “isn’t exciting, not enough hands on stuff, it is just boring.  It is hard for Black people to pay attention for that long a time.”  They were really open and honest.

I was impressed with their impression that education was so punitive with only “one trick up its sleeve; if you have one trick, have it be education.”

We felt very responsible afterwards; we couldn’t sleep because we wondered what happens now; I mean, you feel like you have made promises to these kids and feel really responsible to them. That’s the thing about putting a face with it; when it goes to someone else they don’t have to look at those kids - they are just the kid that got suspended for graffiti - but what we saw was actually the kid.

These five boys said to me, “I wonder what it would be if you had five Caucasian boys and you asked them these same questions?”  

2. Students perceive a general lack of experience in cultural diversity and cultural competence among school personnel. 

Cultural competence is an ongoing issue and ongoing training is needed. As one facilitator stated, “the District needs Pat Parker for teachers.”  The home environment sometimes encourages behavior resulting in suspension. What may be strength in the home or in the neighborhood may be viewed differently in the school setting and this “culture clash” contributes to over-representation in suspensions. With respect to fighting, in some families we were told that parents give permission to fight and say “if you don’t kick their butt, then I will kick your butt when you get home.”  So students are encouraged to fight back.  “We are told not to start the fight, but once it happens, we are told to get in there and get it over with.” 

There were mentions of students wanting more Black teachers and more minority teachers, “and not just PE teachers, but Black teachers who are caring.” The students were reported to be “remarkably insightful” about how staff and administration of the schools do not evidence appreciation for cultural diversity and do not exhibit cultural competency skills. Students feel that they are left to “deal with and understand their own culture” on their own.  

3. Race is perceived to play a role in whether or not a student is suspended.
Race is an issue that plays a significant role in students’ thinking about suspension. Some teachers are perceived to treat African American students unfairly. Staff were reported to “expect Black students to always be doing wrong; always question what they were doing in the hallways; even though a white kid might be standing right next to them.  There could a white kid on one corner smoking and the campus monitor might walk by and say quit smoking; and then give the Black kid a ticket.”  Another example is given was where a student “asked to go to the bathroom and was told no and 5 minutes later a White kid would ask and they would be allowed to go.”  In general there was a perception that “we are always expected to be doing wrong and so are basically being watched.”

Parents are also perceived to contribute to over-representation in suspension because they sometimes hold fatalistic attitudes about suspension and “see it as [something one needs] to roll along with.”

4. The perception that suspension “does not work” is widely held. 
Teachers are thought to use suspension to keep control of their class. However, many students said suspensions don’t work because they fall behind in class; falling behind in class disrupts their education and they feel like giving up. They get frustrated and the cycle continues. Having long suspensions and more suspensions among minority students increases the achievement gap, and contributes to more disparity as a result of being suspended. [Academic] learning is reported to not occur during suspension.  “You are suspending them so they will stop something, but they are not learning anything different to do.” The group said, “If you want to punish us, keep us in school – Saturday school; evening school.”
Suspension was not seen as an agent of behavior change or making them “think differently.” Upon return it was reported that students liked seeing their friends, despite the fact that they had likely been “hanging out with their friends anyway.” Sometimes other students would feign illness to stay out of school in order to be with a friend who had been suspended. 

One student said they just have time to “sit home and stew on this and it makes them angrier.”  When a problem isn’t resolved, and they come back from a suspension, nothing has changed. The problem does not “just go away” unless they have time to mediate it with the other students in the VP office or wherever it needs to be mediated.  “Kids don’t feel comfortable going to the office because then they are asked, "Why have you been in the office.”  It isn’t private and felt it was really important that the school leaders get the story from both sides before they suspend them.  “Half the time students felt they weren’t listened to and they don’t understand why when teachers were disrespectful to them and the student wants to tell them so why they were reprimanded and the teacher wasn’t.” It’s very important to take the time to capture what “the whole story is, not only with teacher and student but with student and parents.  Something may have happened from at home or in the neighborhood and when the student is in school those factors are not usually considered – school is viewed as isolated from other life experiences when it should not be viewed in that manner.

5. Improved transition plans for return to school after suspensions are needed.
For suspension to be used effectively transition back to school requires looking at the behavior that resulted in the suspension, teaching and re-teaching behavior, and planning for the return to the classroom and follow-up after the return to the classroom.  Simply suspending a student without an overall plan contributes to the perception that suspension does not work and that it is not primarily due to the behavior of the student. 

Students reported that upon returning to school after suspension they frequently received little help with their academic work. Teachers were thought to be angry with them. In the absence of assistance with school work and in the face of their perception that the teacher was angry with them, students reported that they felt farther and farther behind until at some point their discouragement resulted in “just giving up” (or as other research on exposure to environmental hazards has documented (i.e., Richardson, 1984), successive victimization leads to “learned helplessness” – 

Psychological reactance refers to the attempt to regain behavioral freedom when constraints are imposed which are evaluated as threatening to that freedom. For example, Brehm and Cole (1966) found compliance in choosing a task to work on was reduced by 30 percent when subjects were pressured (constrained) toward one of two possible choices.

Failure of the processes of psychological reactance to reduce perceptions of the stress of behavioral constraint may result in what Seligman (1975) has labeled “learned helplessness.” Seligman portrays individuals in a situation of learned helplessness as slow in their initiation of responses, accompanied by feelings of powerlessness and hopelessness, and a perception of the future as bleak – which began as a reaction to having lost control over gratification and relief from suffering. [Six symptoms are provided]:  

           1. Lowered initiation of voluntary responses


        2. Negative cognitive set (loss of realization that actions produce outcomes)

                    3. Time course – persistent adverse stimuli create persistent helplessness

                    4. Lowered aggression

                    5. Loss of appetite

                    6. Physiological changes 

On coming back:  “Teachers treat me like I just got out of prison.”
“Always watching me, giving me warnings and asking if I want a referral?”  “The teachers will tell you not to talk about the suspension and then they will bring it up in class and say things like ‘remember that is what you got suspended for in the first place.” A kid came back with a black eye and the teacher said “I guess you lost.”  The teacher made negative comments that make them feel unwelcome and agitate them so they would get into a fight right after they get back from suspension. "There was even more frustration upon return because it was at that point that suspended students discovered that they had more work to do and if they were already struggling it simply contributed to the feeling over being over-whelmed and helpless to do anything to find relief from the situation." 

Two typical experiences are reported in regard to the typical day’s experience of being suspended. Where a student knew that the parents wouldn’t follow up on suspensions students tended to “party” (the scenario described is that of a “truancy party” when more than one student is suspended on the same day or when other students would skip school to “hang out” with a student who had been suspended).  An alternative description was when a student was suspended the parent might assign additional work at home or experience “hard labor” administered by parents. 

6. Students agreed that there was a place for suspension limited to situations involving weapons, drugs, bullying or where the safety of others was at-risk.

While students generally believe that suspensions don’t work, there are acts that students believe should result in suspension. Suspension should be taken seriously and is a serious consequence for serious misbehavior. However, its use has extended far beyond maintaining the safety of others. Overall one gets the impression that suspension has become perceived as a relatively benign consequence for a wide range of behaviors. Some students report that they feel they are supposed to do things wrong; they’re supposed to get into trouble once in a while. One said he “didn’t feel right if he didn’t get suspended at least once a month.”

Alternatives were suggested that included Saturday school and in-school suspension. These were cited as more effective sanctions and sanctions that should be considered in a broader behavior plan for the student as described above in the section on transition planning. 

Students also point out that school is relatively safe compared to their neighborhood. If they are going to be involved in a fight they would rather be in a fight at school where someone will break it up than carry it home where they are more at-risk. Some of the most serious school violence has occurred at the hands of students who have not been in school at the inception of their acts of violence. Keeping students in school and working with them is often more effective than sending them out of school. 

7. Minority youth benefited from the process of participation in the focus groups and express desire for feedback and further input.
Participation in focus groups by students provided an outlet where minority students could vent some of their frustrations (“it was great to get this off my chest”), but more than that, students felt a sense of purpose and control over what was considered to be beyond their control. Students left the focus groups with the benefit of feeling like they had been listened to and with a new sense of rapport with school staff that facilitated the discussions. School staff also reported feelings of connectedness to the students with whom they interacted and a better understanding of issues faced by minority students in their day to day activities in and out of the schools. 

As a casual observer might suspect, focus groups conducted with students can provide them with a setting in which frustrations or anger over personal circumstances or situations may be expressed. Just being “listened to” was a benefit reported. However, the benefit quickly expanded into a sense of the issues being discussed were important to many students and apprehension and other feelings that students entered gave way to a sense of responsibility to provide important information for positive change. 

Students and parents alike wanted to know that the information would be used by the school district.  As one student said, “Schools start something and don’t always finish or follow through.  I could be studying right now if the school is not going to be doing something with this information.”

The focus groups also provided students with a place to offer input to the district on what they believed would help in reducing suspensions. For example, students asked for mentors, more people in their corner, somebody they can talk to that they feel they can trust, teachers that were willing to help them, care about their learning and are willing to be available after school.  It was in this discussion context that students were able to say that they really “didn’t care what color they were, as long as they were caring for them and helpful. We may be joking around in school, but we still want our education.”

Because they felt “listened to,” many of the groups expressed desire for similar discussions to occur again. In addition to the topics identified by the instrument, facilitators reported that other topics spontaneously generated from the discussion which surprised them. For example, one facilitator reported that:

When we were dealing with our groups it is kind of different population all in one place.  These are students who have been suspended... because of their behaviors [and] these students felt a complete lack if inclusion in the district.  Not only had they been suspended from their school, but they were feeling left out from their home school, now they are separated from their comprehensive school.  ... They talked about not having the same academic materials as their comprehensive school had; not having the same opportunities.  They focused on life in the science lab for some reason, for example, being able to dissect worms and frogs – none of that is available to these students.  They really didn’t focus too much on the behaviors; they didn’t minimize them at all but they focused on not [being] included in the district any longer.  To try to go back to the home school [seemed] almost impossible.  ...they are isolated, the home school forgets about them, [and they wonder] “why doesn’t someone from their home school keep in touch with them if I am going to be going back there.”  They really feel completely set aside.  

Another facilitator expressed surprise that during a focus group one student referred to “No Child Left Behind” and “seemed somewhat knowledgeable of it.”  This student suggested that suspension may compromise the pursuit and spirit of NCLB because “suspension in itself contributes to kids failing.”

8. Participants felt personally invested and involved perceived that the input they were providing could make a difference; however, there was concern about follow-up and follow- through. 

More than simply being able to speak their mind, students felt validated by the process and perceived the opportunity to speak in the focus groups as their opportunity to have meaningful impact on current conditions. The focus group setting provided an ambience of respect that students desired. “Teachers say you have to respect us and I say we are all human, you have to respect us, and you have to show us that.” Students report that teachers talk to them disrespectfully and when they talk back then they’re in trouble because of the power differential. But the teacher is not respecting me.

One concern that students expressed is that there be follow-up from the information gathered. Many wanted to have a follow-up session to further discuss issue related to suspension and over-representation. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Following discussion of information obtained through the focus group process and review of the findings generated, the following recommendations are provided to address those findings:

1. It is incumbent upon the District to respond quickly to the request by participants for follow-up and feedback.

Parents and students expressed hope that the focus group process not be perfunctory and that they would receive a response from the District. Participants expressed a desire for knowledge about actions planned and implemented subsequent to the focus groups. Rapid turnaround time and information directly related to the input provided are essential. Students and parents are eager to hear what the District is doing with the information gathered and it is incumbent upon the schools to make that reciprocal good faith effort. 

2. Suspension should be viewed as a process rather than as an action or event.
All those involved in the focus groups (i.e., parents, students, social workers, psychologists) indicated that policy and practice regarding suspension should be reviewed from top to bottom; this includes the behaviors which result in suspension, how suspension decisions are made, all the way through the suspension including after suspension when the transition back to the classroom has seemingly been completed. To be clear, suspension and transition back to school represent a continuum from initial decision-making to the suspension episode to the return back to class and follow-up rather than a single event or action which has a clear beginning and end.  A particular element present in schools that was not fully discussed and that should receive further attention is alternatives to suspension and the lack of information about alternatives.

3. Teachers were not heard from and input from teachers through a similar focus group process is needed. 

The focus groups were conducted by school social workers and psychologists with input from students and parents. Noticeably absent, inextricable with suspension and critical to a full understanding is the teacher in the classroom. Input from teachers is important to provide complete information about the issues. A process similar to that conducted with parents and students would allow teachers to express their points of view and contribute to solutions.   

4. District Administration and the School Board participating in processes similar to those engaged in by social workers and psychologists to process the data would provide better understanding and response to the findings of the study.   

We heard repeatedly that the organizational culture was established “at the top” in the schools and that principals were key to what happened at individual schools with regard to suspension. District Administration and the School Board are believed to set the tone for the District and would do well to take this opportunity to pursue the opportunity of participating in group processes similar to those engaged in by DMPS staff, parents and students. This experience would provide an opportunity to review, fully understand and react to the information obtained from the study and respond in-kind to the participants and the community.  Participation would send a clear message that administration takes seriously the issues surrounding school suspension and disproportionality in suspensions at DMPS. This process would also provide a time where responses could be openly discussed and actions identified that could be sanctioned district-wide outside the usual meeting times and format.

5. Plans for cultural competence training throughout the district should be made.
Cultural competence should be incorporated as an embedded element in all district training and materials should be reviewed for cultural competence. In addition, to address the serious and immediate need for cultural competence training among current DMPS staff, stand alone training should be instituted.    

6. To ensure reduction in suspensions and disproportionality, separate goals for reducing the number of suspensions and for reducing disparate rates should be set.
Consistent with the maxim, “that which gets measured, gets done,” goals should be set for both reduced numbers of suspensions and reduced disproportionality in the relative rates of suspension. 

APPENDIX 
A

APPENDIX A:
FOCUS GROUP GUIDE FOR FACILITATORS
OF FOCUS GROUPS WITH STUDENTS

Setting the Tone

Process Point:  Before the group begins, spend time talking with the students and create an environment that helps them feel welcome as people, not just as “research subjects.”  Ideas might include talking about the classes they are missing to be there, supportive comments you can make about their families or friends, introducing students to each other, topics you know they will have an interest in (e.g., music, community events). If you have someone else from the school that the kids trust come in to introduce the process, it would also be a good time to show your support and relationship with that person. This time of setting the tone is essential to the success of the group and demonstrate that this will be a process in which their insight will be valued and welcomed.   If you have a group of parents or students for whom English is their second language, showing your support and respect for the interpreter and show your respect for their first language by offering a welcoming greeting in Spanish (e.g., “Mucho gusto, Sra. García.  Me llama Lori Smith.”)  Or, the interpreter could serve the role to personally introduce the co-facilitators and interpret social comments in advance of the role plays.

Introduction

Hi, my name is _______________and this is _______________. [Facilitator #2 greets group]  And we want to begin by thanking you all for being here.  ___ and I work for the Des Moines Public Schools as [insert roles:  e.g., a social worker and school psychologist] and we’re here because the leaders of the school district have asked us to talk personally with students and families about their experiences in the schools and, specifically, about experiences of getting in trouble and being suspended in school.  The school district wants to deal with the high rates of African American and Latino students being suspended and to do that we know that the students and families affected by those policies are the best experts on what’s going on and how to improve the situation.  So, we’re hear to listen to what your experiences have been like and get your ideas for  ways the school district can make sure it’s not only fair  with students, but also be places that kids can really succeed in.  Groups like this are happening in schools across the city and I’ll give you a sense in just a bit about what we have planned today and talk about any questions you have, but first let’s go around and introduce yourselves.  For now, just your name and school you attend. [Process point:  Humor and fun in the introduction process will help break the ice with each other.  Giving some kind of supportive feedback when each students says their name (e.g., saying “Thanks, Kesha”) can also communicate your caring for each individual student.] Thanks everyone.  

We’re assuming some of you know each other and some of you don’t, so we want to create an environment today that everyone feels able to talk and give their opinion.

Here’s how we see today working and then you tell us what you need:  

We’ve got a set of questions that students in the school district are discussing in groups like these.  We want you to be as honest as you can about answering them from your experience and respect each other’s right to answer them, too.  I will be the main facilitator and ___________  will be taking notes so that we can write  a report to give to the superintendent using all of the ideas that come out of the group – no names will be included in anything we write and if there’s something you don’t want us to include,  you can say that, too.  

We will hold everything said here in confidence except, as staff at the school and mandatory reporters, we of course have to report anything we hear about child abuse. 

Ground Rules

We really do want this to feel like a place you can talk honestly – what else are you thinking that would make this feel like an okay place to speak your mind? [Process Point:  Use newsprint, and first write confidentiality on the top.  As students offer different ideas, write them up, too.  If no one has suggestions say:  “Other groups have said it’s important to respect everybody’s experiences.  Can we include that one?  How about sharing the time so that everyone gets a chance to talk?”  See “Proposed Ground Rules” document.]
Also, if you have a particular question or want to talk one-on-one after the group, just let me or ____ know and we’ll be glad to hang around afterward.   

Statement of Purpose

As I said, we are here today to talk about how Des Moines Schools deal with suspensions and what changes you would suggest that might reduce the number of suspensions.  

Questions 

1)  Let’s start with hearing, from your point of view, what kinds of things schools usually suspend students for? [Process Option:  Go around the room and have each student say one thing, write the list up on a newsprint to see where there’s commonality or differences.  How this question is facilitated will set the tone for future participation.  Notice who is/isn’t talking, body language, side conversations you may want to bring into the circle, etc.]
Probes: 

· What are things that kids know will always result in suspension?  

· What do students say about why they are suspended?  How is that similar/different than what the principals say?

2)  Describe what you think is the main reason that schools use suspension.

Probes:  

· Do you think it’s working for the schools?  How/how not? 

· What behaviors would you say are deserving of suspension?  For how long?  

· What would you make sure happens before someone is suspended?  

· If you were leading the school, what would you do differently?  

· What other consequences would you use?

3)  Here’s some information that the school district and community are particularly concerned about.  It shows that African American students make up 15.2% of the total student enrollment in middle schools and high schools, but make up 25.2% of the students suspended in those schools.  For Latino students it’s 9.7% of total enrollment and 11.5% of students suspended.  So that means that African American and Latino students are suspended at higher rates than other students.  Does that make sense to you?  [Process Point:  Make sure that students understand this concept before going on. Facilitate and use whatever energy comes back from learning this data.] Give me all the explanations you can come up with to explain the higher rate.

Probes:  

· [Process Point:  For a complex and important response like, “Teachers are racist” or “They only like the rich kids,” probe with]  Give me some language to tell the principals and superintendent what that looks like in the school.  What do you wish the principal knew about how it feels to be a student in your school? Are there some kids who do the same things and don’t get suspended while others do it and get suspended?  Tell me a story (without names) about a time you saw this happen.

· Describe some of the behaviors that you’ve seen kids get suspended for (e.g., fighting, threatening).  If the kids were talking about that same  example, how would they describe it?

· What do students say about why so many African American and Latino students get suspended? 

· Have you ever heard parents or other adults talk about it?  What do you hear them say?  
4)  When a student is suspended, what do they do – what does a day outside of school look like?

Probes:  

· What happens with the work the student misses in their classes?  

· What happens with family or caregivers?  

· What options do you know of for what else you can do while you’re suspended?

5) Tell me what it’s like when someone comes back to school after being suspended?

Probes: 

· What was it like for you?  What did your friends say?  Other students?  Teachers?

· In what ways do you think students’ success in school is affected (improved, worsened, not affected)?  

· How about the behavior that got them suspended?  Does the suspension change it?  What would it take, assuming that the student did something that deserved suspension, to work with that student to make some different choices?

· Describe how the school staff interacts with the student when she or he returns. 

6) What is one suggestion you want to make to the school leadership for what they can do to make schools where African American and Latino students can succeed?  

Probes:  

· What would it take for you to feel like school was working for you?  Be creative. 

· What is something the school could provide that would give you what you need to deal with your life?  How about with your future goals?

7) Is there anything else you want to make sure the school district knows about how students think about suspension in the district?  

Probes:  

· How about one suggestion for how the schools could be improved to make it feel like a place kids want to be?

Conclusion:
Thanks for everything you’ve shared today.  This is some great stuff and we will do our best to make sure the school leadership hears what you’ve had to say.  Again, thanks.  We really appreciate your honesty and your taking the time to be a student leader in making some changes in the school district to make sure its policies are fair and all students can succeed here.

APPENDIX 
B
APPENDIX B:
FOCUS GROUP GUIDE FOR FACILITATORS
OF FOCUS GROUPS WITH PARENTS/GUARDIANS
Setting the Tone

Process Point:  Before the group begins, spend time talking with the students and create an environment that helps them feel welcome as people, not just as “research subjects.”  Ideas might include talking about the classes they are missing to be there, supportive comments you can make about their families or friends, introducing students to each other, topics you know they will have an interest in (e.g., music, community events). If you have someone else from the school that the kids trust come in to introduce the process, it would also be a good time to show your support and relationship with that person. This time of setting the tone is essential to the success of the group and demonstrate that this will be a process in which their insight will be valued and welcomed.   If you have a group of parents or students for whom English is their second language, showing your support and respect for the interpreter and show your respect for their first language by offering a welcoming greeting in Spanish (e.g., “Mucho gusto, Sra. García.  Me llama Lori Smith.”)  Or, the interpreter could serve the role to personally introduce the co-facilitators and interpret social comments in advance of the role plays.

Introduction

Hi, my name is _______________and this is _______________. [Facilitator #2 greets group]  And we want to begin by thanking you all for being here.  ___ and I work for the Des Moines Public Schools as [insert roles:  e.g., a social worker and school psychologist] and we are here because the leaders of the school district have asked us to talk personally with students and families about their experiences in the schools and, specifically, about experiences of being suspended from school.  The school district wants to deal with the high rates of African American and Latino students being suspended and to do that we know that the students and families affected by those policies are the best experts on what’s going on and how to improve the situation.  So, we’re hear to listen to what your family’s experiences have been and get your ideas for ways the school district is fair to students, but also places that your kids can really succeed in.  So, thank you for giving your time today to help the district understand what it needs to do differently for its students.  Groups like this are happening in schools across the city and I’ll give you a sense in just a bit about what we have planned today and talk about any questions you have, but first let’s go around and introduce yourselves.  For now, please share your name and the school that your child attends. [Process point:  It is important to acknowledge each individual in the introduction process.  Giving some kind of supportive feedback when each person says their name (e.g., saying “Thanks, La Tonya.”).  Thanks everyone.  

We want to create an environment today that everyone feels able to talk and give their opinion.

So, we would like to share what we have planned for today and ask you to let us know if there is anything you need to feel able to share your opinions as openly and honestly as possible. 

First, we have a set of questions that families and students in the school district are discussing in groups like these.  Our hope is that you will feel that they are important questions and that you will answer them according to your experience and your students’ experiences.  I will be the main facilitator and ___________  will be taking notes so that we can write a report to give to the superintendent using all of the ideas that come out of the group – no names will be included in anything we write and if there’s something you don’t want us to include,  you can say that, too.  

We will hold everything said here in confidence except, as staff at the school and mandatory reporters, we of course have to report anything we hear about child abuse. 

Ground Rules

We want this to be a place you feel able to talk honestly – are there questions you have about the process before we begin?  Do you have certain ground rules you hope we all follow in the conversation?  For example, some groups have asked that everyone respects that each families’ experience is different, that all families deserve support, and that no family or student be judged? [Process Point:  Use newsprint, and first write confidentiality on the top.  As parents offer different ideas, write them up, too.  If no one has suggestions say:  “How about sharing the time so that everyone gets a chance to talk?”  See “Proposed Ground Rules” document.]

Also, if you have a particular question or want to talk one-on-one after the group, just let me or ____ know and we’ll be glad to hang around afterward.   

Statement of Purpose

As I said, we are here today to talk about how Des Moines Schools deal with suspensions and what changes you would suggest that might reduce the number of suspensions.  

Questions 

1) Let’s start with hearing what motivated you to attend this session today? [Process Recommendation:  Go around the room and record the comments in 1-3 word statements on a piece of newsprint.  As they are speaking, comment on any commonalities you hear.  It’s a time to role model that everyone is unique and has their personal reasons for attending.  But also, that all families share commonalities, as well.]
Probes:

· What are your hopes for what can come out of today’s conversation?  

· What are your concerns?

· For parents who were offered the chance to come and chose not to, what do you think the district should know about what goes into deciding whether to participate in a group like this.

2) Okay, we have a few questions specific to suspension:  from your point of view, what kinds of things do schools usually suspend students for? [Process Option:  Go around the room and have each parent say one thing, write the list up on a newsprint to see where there’s commonality or differences.  How this question is facilitated will set the tone for future participation.  Notice who is/isn’t talking, body language, side conversations you may want to bring into the circle, etc.]

Probes: 

· What do students say about why they are suspended?  How is that similar/different than what school administration says?

· What do parents/guardians say about why their kids have been suspended?  How is that similar/different than what school administration says?

· What do you think a student learns from being suspended?

3)  Describe what you think is the main reason that schools use suspension.

Probes:  

· Do you think it’s working for the schools?  How/how not? 

· What behaviors would you say are deserving of suspension?  For how long?  

· Since you know your students better than anyone, what would you make sure happens before a student is suspended?  

· If you were leading the school, what would you do differently?  

· What other consequences would you use?

4)  You may already be familiar with this data, but here’s some information that describes why the school district is committed to having these groups – it shows that African American students make up 15.2% of the total student enrollment in middle schools and high schools, but make up 25.2% of the students suspended in those schools.  For Latino students it’s 9.7% of total enrollment and 11.5% of students suspended.  So that means that African American and Latino students are suspended at higher rates than other students.  [Process Point:  Make sure parents understand the statistics before going on. Facilitate and use whatever energy comes back from learning this data.] When you look at this, what are all the possible reasons you can come up with to explain the higher rate.

Probes:  

· [Process Point:  For a complex and important response like, “Teachers are racist” or “The schools are set up to only support rich kids.,” probe with]  Give me some language to tell the principals and superintendent what that looks like in the school.  What do you wish the principal knew about your student’s experience in school?  What does it feel like to be an African American family or a Latino family in the school?

· Describe some of the behaviors that your student was suspended for.  If you were telling the story to a principal about what happened in his/her case, what would you want them to know?

· What do students say about why so many African American and Latino students get suspended? 

· [Process Point:  If issues of racism haven’t been raised yet in the conversation, you may want to put in a probe like, “I know I’ve heard people say what’s going on is racist.  What’s your sense of how or if that’s part of what’s going on in the schools?]  
5)  When a student is suspended, what do they do – what does a day outside of school look like?

Probes:  

· What happens with the work the student misses in their classes?  

· What happens in your family?  

· What options do you think students have for things to do while they are suspended?

6) Tell me what it’s like when someone comes back to school after being suspended?

Probes: 

· What was it like for your student?  Did they say anything about what their friends said?  Other students?  Teachers?

· Tell me what it has been like as a parent or guardian of a student who has been suspended.  How do you think that’s different than for parents whose children haven’t experienced suspension?

· In what ways do you think students’ success in school is affected (improved, worsened, not affected)?  

· How about the behavior that got them suspended?  Does the suspension change it?  What would it take, assuming that the student did something that deserved suspension, to work with that student to make some different choices?

7) What is one suggestion you want to make to the school leadership for what they can do to make schools where African American and Latino students can succeed?  

Probes:  

· What would it take for you to feel like school was working for your family?  Say whatever is on your mind; be creative. 

· What is something the school could provide that would give your student what he/she needs to deal with their life?  

8) Is there anything else you want to make sure the school district knows about how families and students think about suspension in the district?  

Probes:  

Conclusion:
Thank you for everything you’ve shared today.  We truly appreciate the time you’ve given to the school district today.  You know your student better than anyone else and the district needs your voice to turn this trend around.  Again, we will be taking this information and turning it into a report to share with the school administration.  Again, thank you so much for your time and commitment.  We will do our best to make sure what you’ve shared here today is communicated to district leaders and is used for making decisions about how to improve the schools, reduce the suspension rates, and make the schools places that all of our kids want to be.

Author: Brad Richardson, Ph.D., DMC Coordinator
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