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i The names of young people quoted or discussed in this report have been changed to protect their identity. 
  

“My experience in high school went a little something like this. 
Going through metal detectors every morning and being late for 
my first period class because of the metal detectors. Being caged 
in by a gate that separated the first and the second floor that was 
always down. Bugging a security guard every time I had to use the 
restroom. The principal sitting at the bottom of the staircase making 
sure no one left their classes early. Random “walk-throughs” during 
class times. Being asked 24/7 why I was in the hallway by a staff 
member. My experience in high school was more like prison than 
school. They say they are building us to be young adults for the real 
world, but they treated us like prisoners.” 

—LaTasha,i Youth Leader with LIT
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Executive Summary

The systemic criminalization of youth of color, youth with disabilities, and youth of color with disabilities in 
schools is one of the most blatant and egregious examples of structural racism and violence in this country. 
The presence of police officers, guns, handcuffs, and metal detectors in schools creates hostile teaching and 
learning environments that are reinforced by harsh, punitive, and exclusionaryii school discipline policies. 
Together these practices constitute what is widely referred to as the school-to-prison pipeline.iii  As this report 
demonstrates, Milwaukee’s reliance on punitive approaches to discipline is ineffective, costly, and, most 
troublingly, racially biased.

In Wisconsin, access to equal education, as defined in the state constitution and confirmed by Wisconsin 
Supreme Court, is a fundamental right for all young people (aged 4–20). However, Milwaukee Public Schools’ 
(MPS) punitive discipline policies and practices, including police presence in schools and alarmingly-high 
suspensions and expulsion rates—which disproportionately affect students of color—directly undermine 
impacted students’ fundamental right to education. 

Milwaukee’s School-to-Prison Pipeline and Its Harmful Impact 
Ongoing reliance on punitive school discipline strategies by MPS and the Milwaukee Police Department (MPD)  
exemplify the school-to-prison pipeline at work in Milwaukee. A squad of 12 officers is assigned to MPS 
schools and an additional six officers are responsible for taking young people considered truant into custody. 
At least 12 schools have metal detectors, forcing 12,224 young people through these devices every morning.  
Police or school personnel restrained (e.g. with handcuffs) or secluded (i.e. confined to a guarded solitary room) 
young people 1,139 times in the 2016-2017 school year. In just one year, more than 3,000 students faced 
citations for missing school, which require in-court, daytime appearances. 

Despite costing Milwaukee and MPS 
millions of dollars over the last decade, the 
truancy program has failed to make a dent 
in truancy rates during that time. While this 
heavy police presence interferes with the 
learning environment, there is no substantial 
evidentiary support for the proposition that 
police presence in schools creates safe 
learning environments. Studies have shown 
that schools are no safer, even after years of 
punitive policing and disciplinary measures, 
than before such policies were implemented.

Studies have shown that schools 
are no safer, even after years of 
punitive policing and disciplinary 
measures, than before such policies 
were implemented.

ii “Exclusionary” discipline refers to all forms of discipline that remove students from the educational environment, including classroom removals, in-school suspensions, out-of-school suspensions, and expulsions.
iii All citations for information presented in the Executive Summary are included in the main text of this report. 
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In addition to punitive policing, negative impacts are also created by MPS’ use of exclusionary discipline 
practices. In the 2016–2017 school year, MPS suspended 10,267 students (13.6 percent of total enrollment). 
In all, MPS suspended one out of every three ninth-graders (34.9 percent). 

School and Policing Policies Have a Discriminatory Impact on Students of Color 
and Students with Disabilities
Troublingly, harsh disciplinary policies executed by school personnel and school resource officers have led 
to high rates of racial disparities and disparities for students with disabilities that pull these students into the 
school-to-prison pipeline. While MPS fails to collect data that would allow for an analysis of students of color 
with disabilities, the existing data suggest that students of color with disabilities likely experience compounding 
discrimination in the discipline process. 

Despite white students’ overwhelmingly similar 
behavior patterns, and despite Black students 
accounting for only 55 percent of the student 
population in Milwaukee in the 2013–2014 
school year, data shows that Black students 
accounted for 84.6 percent of the referrals 
to law enforcement. Harsh policing policies 
also disproportionately impact students with 
disabilities. For example, while students with 
disabilities account for only 20 percent of the 
total enrollment, 91 percent of students 
who were restrained or put in seclusion 
were students with disabilities. 

The discriminatory impacts of police presence 
in schools is amplified by the MPS practice of 
exclusionary discipline. Over the course of two 
school years, federal investigators identified “over 
one hundred incidents at the District’s schools 
where [B]lack students were expelled, while 
similarly-situated white students were suspended 
for similar misconduct.” The most recent MPS 
data from the 2015–2016 school year shows that 
eighty percent of the 10,267 suspensions were 
of Black students, who make up just 53 percent of 
the total enrollmentiv In Milwaukee, students with 
disabilities are suspended at a rate of 1 in 5, while 
students without disabilities are suspended at half 
that rate (1 in 10).

iv The percentage of Black students in MPS was 55 percent in the 2013-2014 school year, which is the year for which the most recent data regarding law enforcement referrals is available. Two years later, in 
the 2015-2016 school year, the percentage of Black students had changed to 53 percent of the student body, which is the school year for which the most recent discipline data is available. To ensure that the 
most recent data is used throughout the report, this report will use 2013-2014 data for police referrals and 2015-2016 data for discipline data. 
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Milwaukee’s School-to-Prison Pipeline Costs Millions of Dollars
Based on available data, each year the City of Milwaukee pays millions of dollars across city and county 
agencies to maintain the school-to-prison pipeline. This spending on criminalizing and surveilling young 
people includes: 
• $1,120,898: Police Officer Program in Schools
• $60,000: External School Police Squads
• $435,000: Truancy Abatement and 

Burglary Suppression Officers
• $122,000: Adjudication of Truancy Citations
• $76,000: Installation of X-Ray Machines
• $51,000: Maintenance of X-Ray Machines
• $13.7 million: Safety Assistants for MPS
• Detentions and Juvenile Court

In addition to the direct costs, the increased rate of drop out caused by the school-to-prison pipeline incurs high 
indirect financial costs. According to a national study by the Center for Civil Rights and Remedies at University 
of California Los Angeles (UCLA), suspended students graduated at a rate of around 15 percent below their 
classmates who were not suspended. UCLA estimated that for each student who drops out, the social and 
fiscal impact is as much as $600,000 over the course of a student’s lifetime. 

Supportive Approaches Are More Effective than Punitive Ones
In schools, like in communities at large, supportive approaches have been found more effective for increasing 
school safety than punitive approaches. Restorative approaches have emerged as one of the most effective 
methods of shifting school policies toward the aim of creating nurturing, inclusive, and supportive schools. 
Guidance counselors also provide critical services to create safe and supportive schools. Increasing the number 
of school counselors has been directly linked to a reduction in fights and school infractions. Despite evidence 
supporting these approaches, Milwaukee continues to prioritize funding for policing and punitive practices 
rather than restorative programs and funding for more support personnel.

From Failure to Freedom: The Youth Power Agenda
The young people who are most at risk of harm due to harsh policing and disciplinary policies are uniquely 
situated to lead the dialogue around developing truly safe and equitable learning environments. MPS must 
divest from policing and punitive practices and instead invest in supportive programs, restorative practices, and 
support professionals that facilitate improved environments and provide students with the freedom to thrive. 
The blueprint for achieving this is presented in this report as the Youth Power Agenda. 

Divest from Failure:
• Remove police officers from in and around schools
• Remove metal detectors from schools
• End suspensions and expulsions
• End arrests and citations for misdemeanors. Provide citywide alternatives to incarceration for students 

charged with felonies in school
• Stop the use of seclusion and restraints 
• Stop truancy citations and prosecution 
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Invest in Freedom:
• Create an inclusive school code 
• Implement robust restorative justice practices citywide
• Increase the number of licensed support professionals, including therapists, social workers, psychologists, 

and guidance counselors 
• Reduce classroom size 
• Provide culturally-responsive education and training 
• Collect and publish accurate data regarding all forms of discipline
• Invest in universal, free, high-quality early childhood education 
• Create a universal youth jobs program 
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v This report uses “criminal legal system” rather than “criminal justice system” to acknowledge the many forms of systemic injustice that are reproduced and entrenched by policing practices, courts, and prisons.
  Latinx is a gender-neutral alternative to Latino/Latina.

The systemic criminalization of youth of color, youth with disabilities, and youth of color with disabilities in 
schools is one of the most blatant and egregious examples of structural racism and violence in this country. The 
presence of police officers, guns, handcuffs, and metal detectors in schools creates hostile teaching and learning 
environments that are reinforced by harsh, punitive, and exclusionary school discipline policies.1  Police brutality, 
arrests, suspensions, and expulsions are all too common features of the educational experiences of students of 
color from low-income communities. These policies and practices also have detrimental psychological impacts 
on youth of color, for whom schools resemble prisons more than they do environments that stimulate learning 
and creativity.2 High rates of permanent drop out as well as ongoing, and often escalating, entanglements in the 
criminal legal systemv result from these harsh policies.3 This phenomenon is widely referred to as the school-to-
prison pipeline.4 

Ongoing reliance on punitive school discipline 
strategies by Milwaukee Public Schools 
(MPS) and the Milwaukee Police Department 
(MPD) exemplify the school-to-prison 
pipeline at work in Milwaukee. In Wisconsin, 
access to equal education, as defined in 
the state constitution and confirmed by 
Wisconsin Supreme Court, is a fundamental 
right for all young people (aged 4–20).5 
However, MPS’ punitive discipline policies 
and practices, including police presence in 
schools and alarmingly-high suspension and 
expulsion rates—which disproportionately 
affect students of color—directly undermine 
impacted students’ fundamental right to 
education. These discipline policies, which 
have been shown to lower the likelihood 
of graduation, are the antithesis of a core 
constitutional obligation of the state: keeping 
students in school.  

These punitive policies also drain public 
funds. In schools, fundamental educational 
resources are severely underfunded,6 
while massive amounts of public funds are 
allocated to police in schools, metal detectors, and other costs associated with arrests and referrals to law 
enforcement.7 For example, Milwaukee’s teachers’ salaries stagnated in 2017, with wage increases ranging 
from 0 to 0.2 percent, while police salaries have increased by nearly 100 percent since 2011.8 In addition, the 

Introduction

“When I was in the 8th grade, one day my 

stomach was hurting so bad I couldn’t do 

my work, so I asked the teacher if I could see 

the nurse and she said no. So I just sat there. 

She was like “why are you not doing your 

work?” And I said “my stomach hurts. I’m 

not going to do this work. I need to go to the 

nurse.” And she said “well if you’re not going 

to do the work, then you have to get out of 

my class.” And I got up and walked out of 

class and went to the principal’s office. She 

suspended me because she said I refused to 

do my work and I told her I didn’t feel well and 

she didn’t believe that I wasn’t feeling well.” 

—Makayla, Leader with LIT 
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Wisconsin State Legislature has defunded public schools in favor of schemes to privatize education, such as 
voucher programs,9 while simultaneously increasing funding to criminalize students.10  

The discriminatory impact of the school-to-prison pipeline in Milwaukee is stark. For example, federal 
investigators found that over the course of two years, MPS expelled Black students more than 100 times, 
while white students were suspended for similar behavior.11 Black students make up only 53 percent 
of the student body, yet they made up 80 percent of the 10,267 suspensions by MPS during the 2015–2016 
school year.12  In addition to these racial disparities, young people with disabilities are suspended at twice the 
rate of students without disabilities (1 in 5 versus 1 in 10).13  

The pervasive racial disparities in Milwaukee’s 
discipline practices led the US Department of 
Education’s Office of Civil Rights (OCR) to begin a 
proactive investigation into MPS in 2014.14 The 
investigation analyzed whether MPS violated Title 
VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964.15 Through its 
investigation, OCR “identified a number of concerns, 
including, for example, significantly higher OSS [out-
of-school suspensions] and expulsion rates for [B]
lack students; a lack of consistency regarding under 
what circumstances students are to be referred for 
discipline; a lack of training for staff on the District’s 
discipline policies and procedures; a lack of criteria for 

when staff may remove a student from a classroom and send the student to the office; and a lack of or 
incomplete documentation regarding individual disciplinary incidents to ensure students engaging in similar 
behavior are disciplined consistently.”16 OCR’s three-year investigation concluded in January 2018 with a 
requirement that MPS engage the public in a process to reform its discipline policies and procedures by June 
2018.17 For at least three years, OCR will monitor the school district.18 OCR will close the case and end the 
agreement only after the district has come into compliance with federal civil rights law and completed all of 
the terms of the agreement.19   

While the racial disparities and discriminatory impacts of MPS’ current school discipline policies are alarming, 
the review mandated by the OCR presents an opportunity to move this harmful system from failure to freedom. 
The school-to-prison pipeline is choking the future of Milwaukee’s youth of color by funneling them out of 
schools and into the criminal legal system. The voices and experiences of those most directly impacted must 
be centered in debates about how best to transform MPS’ school discipline policies. MPS must listen to these 
voices and end the punitive discipline policies that have failed Milwaukee’s young people by pushing them 
into the carceral system instead of on a path to quality education and success. MPS must divest from policing 
and punitive practices and invest instead in supportive programs that include restorative practices and support 
professionals to facilitate improved environments and provide opportunities for students to thrive. The blueprint 
for achieving this is presented in this report as the Youth Power Agenda. 

Milwaukee’s teachers’ salaries 
stagnated in 2017, with wage 
increases ranging from 0–0.2 
percent, while police salaries 
have increased by nearly 100 
percent since 2011.
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Community Context 

The violence and criminalization of youth of color in schools replicates similar patterns of hyper-policing, police 
violence, surveillance, and incarceration in the communities in which young people of color grow up. Often, 
municipalities, cities, and state governments spend disproportionate amounts of public funds on policing and 
incarceration, while social services and other desperately-needed resources remain underfunded.20

Across the country, too many municipal governments spend more on police, jails, and other punitive systems 
than on education and youth services.21 A 2017 report from the Center for Popular Democracy, Law for Black 
Lives, and Black Youth Project 100 compared 12 communities and found that they devoted 25 to 40 percent 
of their general fund expenditures to policing.22 Milwaukee spent 47 percent, or nearly $300 million on its 
police department in 2017, a greater fraction of its general fund than many other major cities.23 This massive 
police budget enables Milwaukee to have a larger police force than many cities of comparable size.24 The city 
of Milwaukee has 31.5 police officers per 10,000 residents.25 In contrast, Minneapolis, MN has 20.3 police 
officers per 10,000 residents and Indianapolis, IN has 18.6 police officers per 10,000 residents.26 

From birth to death, Milwaukee’s Black and Brown residents face compounding discrimination. As a result, 
Milwaukee’s racial disparities have widened, and it is now reportedly the worst city in the country for Black 
people to live.27 The impacts of this system can be seen at every stage of life for people of color. 

• At birth: Milwaukee’s Black infants die before their first birthday at more than twice the rate of white 
infants.28 The state of Wisconsin has the highest rate of Black babies dying before their first birthday of any 
state in the country.29

• As a young child: Only 24 percent of Black children in Milwaukee grow up in economically-secure 
households, compared to 72 percent of white children.30 A survey conducted by the Black Health 
Coalition of Wisconsin found that more than one third of the African-Americans and Latinxsvi living in 

vi Latinx is a gender-neutral alternative to Latino/Latina.
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Milwaukee experienced a significantly greater number of adverse childhood experiences than their white 
counterparts.31 Youth growing up with this level of trauma experience poorer behavioral, physical, and 
mental health outcomes.32  

• As an adolescent: Young people of color are disproportionately policed and face harsher penalties at every 
stage of the legal system in Milwaukee. 
• In 2013, Black youth in Milwaukee County were more than twice as likely to be arrested than white 

youth. After an arrest, Black youth were 2.8 times more likely to be referred to a court for adjudication. 
Black youth referred to court were 1.7 times more likely to be detained, and half as likely to have their 
cases handled without formal charges.33

• This disproportionate policing of Black children leads to high rates of incarceration. According to the 
most recent available data, Black youth comprised only 11 percent of the overall youth population in 
Wisconsin but were 56 percent of those held in juvenile or correctional facilities throughout 
the state.34  

● 
• After High School: Milwaukee public schools have consistently graduated Black students at a lower rate 

than their white classmates. Since the 2012–2013 school year, the Black graduation rate has been 20 
percent lower than the white rate, on average.35 Since the 2015–2016 school year, after two years of nearly 
matching college matriculation rates of white students, Black students have enrolled in college at a rate 
25 percent lower than their white classmates.36 Higher educational outcomes are often linked with better 
health outcomes as well.37 

• As parents: The Wisconsin Department of Children and Families takes a disproportionate number of Black 
children away from their parents. In 2016, 67.4 percent of Milwaukee County’s 2,159 children in out-of-
home placements were Black.38 The disproportionate incarceration of Black women—between 1990 and 
2012, 66 percent of women incarcerated in Milwaukee County were Black—also destabilizes families and 
funnels more young people into the child welfare system.39  

• At death: The life expectancy of Black Wisconsin residents is six years lower than that of white residents.40  
The disparity is even worse for Black women—Wisconsin was the only state in the nation to see the gap in 
life expectancy between Black and white women widen between 1990 and 2009.41 As an example of this 
disparity, the 53206 zip code in Milwaukee County, which has a population that is 94 percent Black, has a 
life expectancy 12 years lower than that in a zip code in the same county with a population that is 90 percent 
white.42  

One of the main drivers of this cycle of oppression is the criminal legal system. Decarceration cannot be 
achieved without dismantling a punitive school discipline system that neglects the needs of youth of color and 
fuels lifelong consequences outside the schoolhouse doors. 
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Milwaukee’s School-to-Prison Pipeline  
and Its Harmful Impact 

The Policing of Milwaukee’s Students 
Extreme school policing is a driving force behind the school-to-prison pipeline. MPS and MPD have a squad of 
12 officers in MPS schools and an additional six officers to take young people considered truant into custody.43  
In addition to these officers, separate police “squads” are deployed to patrol the streets outside of schools while 
students and staff enter and leave.44 At least 12 schools have metal detectors screening young people at the 
front door, forcing 12,224 young people through these devices every morning.45 

In addition to police personnel, MPS currently employs 269 School Safety Assistants (SSAs).46 Part of their 
job is to conduct investigations, issue reports, communicate with law enforcement, enforce school rules, and 
“control” young people.47 SSAs are encouraged to have a law enforcement background.48 It should come as 
no surprise that there have been incidents of violent abuse of power from SSAs,49 as research suggests law 
enforcement officers are more likely to use force in dealing with youth than with adults.50 Students also report 
complaints of feeling heavily surveilled.51  

Another part of the SSAs’ job is to foster a “trusting, nurturing and learning environment in the schools.”52 This 
goal would be achieved with far more success if, rather than being in schools as a law enforcement figure, SSAs 

One study found that experiencing an arrest for the first time 
in high school nearly doubles the odds of a student dropping 
out, and a court appearance nearly quadruples the odds of a 
student dropping out.
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were re-trained as educational or support assistants that MPS employed solely to support young people in the 
classroom. 

Police physically interfere with students at an astonishing rate. For example, police or school personnel 
restrained (e.g. with handcuffs) or secluded (i.e. confine to a guarded solitary room) young people 1,139 times 
in 2017.53 In addition, more than 3,000 students and/or students’ guardians faced court citations for young 
people missing school.54

In the 2017, there were a minimum of 2,895 MPD calls to MPS schools.55 The number of arrests, citations, and 
other activity is unknown because, when requested, MPD did not have the records available and determined 
that creating them would be too burdensome to MPD. The department made this determination despite the 
contract between the MPD and MPS requiring the police department to record detailed information about their 
interactions at schools.56  

Proponents of school policing and punitive 
disciplinary action often cite student safety as their 
primary justification, yet there is no substantial 
evidentiary support for the proposition that 
police presence in schools creates safe learning 
environments.57 To the contrary, studies have 
shown that schools are no safer, even after years 
of punitive policing and disciplinary measures, than 
before such policies are implemented.58 Policing 
in schools does not reduce incidents of bullying or 

fighting.59 Scholars have found that rather than reduce school violence, the presence of police merely 
criminalizes typical adolescent behavior, such as disorderly conduct.60 After reviewing several empirical studies 
on the effectiveness of metal detectors, researchers found insufficient evidence to conclude that metal detectors 
reduce school violence.61 Several studies have suggested that police presence and metal detectors may in fact 
make students feel less safe than if there were no police in the school.62 

Policing is not only ineffective at creating safer schools, it also hurts individual students’ academic performance.63 
One study found that experiencing an arrest for the first time in high school nearly doubles the odds of a student 
dropping out, and a court appearance nearly quadruples the odds of a student dropping out.64 Students who 
were first arrested during the 9th or 10th grade were six to eight times more likely to drop out of school, than 
students who were not arrested.65 

Police presence and interactions also cause lasting psychological harm. Recent research shows that over time, 
the mere presence of police may have a compounding psychological effect on students’ “nervous and immune 
systems that may result in anxiety, restlessness, lack of motivation, inability to focus, social withdrawal, and 
aggressive behaviors.”66 Community studies suggest these adverse consequences are compounded when a 
person perceives that the negative interaction is motivated by race. Racial discrimination can lead to generalized 
anxiety disorder, post-traumatic stress disorder, and other mental health issues.67  

There is no substantial evidentiary 
support for the proposition that 
police presence in schools creates 
safe learning environments. 
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Milwaukee’s Exclusionary Discipline
The negative impacts of the school-to-prison pipeline are not limited to policing, and are also reflected in MPS’s 
use of exclusionary discipline practices. In the 2015–2016 school year, Milwaukee Public Schools: 

• Suspended 10,267 students (13.6 percent of total enrollment)68  
• Expelled 181 students—MPS expels students at twice the rate of the statewide average69  
• Excluded students either through suspensions or expulsions so frequently that it led to MPS students missing 

65,740 school days. That is the equivalent of approximately 365 school years of lost learning time70 

MPS suspended one out of every three ninth-
graders (34.9 percent). This is more than 4 times 
the rate of ninth-grade suspensions statewide.71 
This high rate of suspension in ninth grade is 
particularly harmful given research indicating the 
importance of ninth grade success in predicting 
future graduation.72 

Often, MPS personnel suspend students for 
vague offenses or minor misbehavior. The Parent/
Student Handbook on Rights, Responsibilities, 
and Discipline (The Handbook) allows, and 
in some instances requires, suspensions or 
expulsions for vague and subjective offenses.  
For example, The Handbook currently requires 
suspensions for “disorderly conduct,” which 
is defined only as “behaving in a violent or 
seriously inappropriate manner that disrupts the 
educational process.”73   

Milwaukee also punishes students for “inappropriate” dress, personal property, or use of electronic devices.74 
The code provides no clear definition of “inappropriate,” permitting teachers and administrators to impose their 
own thresholds for judging and punishing students. One example of inappropriate personal property is food. In 
addition, there are four different categories of “other similar violations” a term which personnel could interpret 
in vastly different ways.75  

In addition to vague offenses that allow for bias (conscious or not) in both the number and length of suspensions 
imposed on students, harsh practices that jump to exclusion also undergird the discipline code in Milwaukee. 
There are 16 categories of offenses (accounting for 40 percent of the categories) which require as a minimum 
first step, that students be removed from school.76 The Handbook escalates this to an automatic 5-day 
suspension and expulsion recommendation, the most severe punishment, for any “threat to physically harm,” 
any “intentional physical contact without consent causing bodily harm” (even if the harm is very minor), and 
possession of even small amounts of marijuana.77 

Inappropriate? “I was in the second grade 

and I was bored and on the computer so I 

decided, “hey, let me look up this teacher 

and see if I can find him on Google.” The 

teacher came up to me and was like 

“what are you doing, why are you doing 

that,” and I was like “I don’t know I’m just 

bored.” And I got suspended. I literally 

didn’t do nothing but look up his name 

and I got a whoopin.” 

—Zoe, Youth Leader with LIT
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Removals, either from individual classes or through suspensions, have lasting negative impacts on students. 
Students suspended once are more likely to be suspended again.78 High rates of suspension increase the 
likelihood that students will drop out, and once suspended, students are more likely to be arrested in the future 
and incarcerated as adults.79 According to a national study by the Center for Civil Rights and Remedies at the 
University of California Los Angeles, suspended students graduated at a rate of around 15 percent below their 
classmates who were not suspended.80 Since 2011–2012, Milwaukee’s Black students have been suspended 
at an average rate of one in five, compared with fewer than one in twenty-five white students.81 Unsurprisingly, 
Black students’ graduation rates consistently fall below the statewide average.82

In addition, research has also shown that the negative impacts reach beyond those students suspended, 
ultimately hurting all students in the school community. Over time, high levels of exclusionary discipline 
“generate collateral damage, negatively affecting the academic achievement of non-suspended students in 
punitive contexts.”83
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School and Police Policies Have a Discriminatory Impact  
on Students of Color and Students with Disabilities 

Not only are police-driven and punitive school-based policies overwhelmingly counterproductive for students 
and the school community, they are imposed most frequently on students of color and those with disabilities, 
pulling the district’s most marginalized students directly into the school-to-prison pipeline. 

Research shows that students of color do not misbehave more frequently or in a more severe manner than 
white students, yet they are disproportionately arrested and punished.84 OCR found that in Milwaukee, Black 
students were disproportionately disciplined for subjective offenses “including chronic disruption or violation 
of school rules and disorderly conduct.”85 OCR found that the “evidence did not demonstrate that the District 
has in place effective safeguards to monitor the exercise of discretion in referrals and imposition of sanctions to 
ensure that is it nondiscriminatory.”86  

One teacher told investigators that he did not 
believe there was a disparity in discipline, but 
that the “disproportionate number of [B]lack 
students receiving discipline is because they 
do not follow the rules.”87 Even though that 
statement is in direct conflict with evidence 
that Black students do not misbehave 
at disproportionate rates,88 studies have 
revealed that bias and racism leads school 
authority figures to see Black children as “more 
threatening, loud, disruptive, and disrespectful 
than their White peers.”89 Researchers have 
concluded that “[t]hese forms of individual 
prejudice support institutional and societal 
forms of racism with implications on principal 
disciplinary decisions.”90 
  
Racial disparities within these disciplinary 
practices also have broader psychological 
repercussions for communities of color. A series 
of recent studies reveal that biased treatment 
caused youth of color to lose more trust for 
school officials compared with their white peers, 
which was further correlated with reduced 
college attendance.91

Research shows that students 
of color do not misbehave more 
frequently or in a more severe 
manner than white students, 
yet they are disproportionately 
arrested and punished. 
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The Discriminatory Impact of School Policing 
The racial discrimination experienced by students of color can also be seen in the number of referrals to law 
enforcement. Despite overwhelmingly similar behavior patterns among white students and Black students, 
federal investigators found that Black students were overrepresented in the proportion of students referred 
to law enforcement.92 Recent data shows that Black students account for 84.6 percent of referrals to law 
enforcement, while they made up only 55 percent of the student population in Milwaukee.93 Milwaukee’s 
trends follow national ones. Nationally, Black students are 2.9 times more likely to be arrested while at school 
than their white peers.94 

Harsh policing policies also disproportionately 
impact students with disabilities. For example, 
• During the 2016–2017 school year, 601 of 

the 654 students who were restrained 
or forced into seclusion were students 
with disabilities. In other words, 92 percent 
of the students who were restrained or put in 
seclusion were students with disabilities, yet 
students with disabilities account for only 20 
percent of total enrollment.95

• Students with disabilities also account for 53.3 percent of the students referred to law enforcement.96

While MPS fails to collect data that would allow for an analysis of students of color with disabilities, the existing 
data suggest that students of color with disabilities likely experience compounding discrimination in the 
discipline process. 

92 percent of the students 
who were restrained or put in 
seclusion were students with 
disabilities, yet students with 
disabilities account for only 20 
percent of total enrollment.

 “I was in my middle school math class, and a group of students I was sitting with were 

light heartedly “ribbing” each other. I laughed and repeated one of the jokes. Shortly 

after, a fight broke out. My math teacher, who didn’t even witness what was going on, 

told the principal that I had instigated the fight and that I just sat back once the two had 

started fighting. I remember this clearly in my head because I was shocked that I had been 

suspended for, in my opinion, doing nothing wrong. But later in life I realize that Black girls 

in schools are criminalized, suspended and given detention far more than other children, 

so it makes sense that I was a victim of that. I was upset.” 

—Jasmine, Leader with LIT



of suspensions were of 
Black students, YET…

BLACK STUDENTS
SAME BEHAVIOR DIFFERENT 

PUNISHMENT

of total students 
enrolled were Black

of students (601) who 
were restrained or put in 
seclusion were students 
with disabilities, YET…

STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES 
SUSPENSION RATES

RESTRAINTS & SECLUSIONS

of total enrollment 
are students with 
disabilities
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Milwaukee Public Schools’ Exclusionary Discipline 
Pushes Students Out of School 

SUSPENDED
STUDENTS

10,267
SUSPENSIONS LEAD TO:

1 OUT OF EVERY 3 
ninth-graders suspended

In one school year, suspensions and expulsions led 
to students missing 65,740 days of school; the 
equivalent of approximately 365 school years of 
lost learning time. 

lower academic performance 
drop outs 
entanglement in criminal justice 
system

1 in 10

92% 20% 80% 53% 

SUSPENSIONS

MPS expelled Black students  
more than 100 times, while  

white students were suspended  
for similar behavior.

1 in 5

students without disabilities

students with disabilities 

LEADERS IGNITING 
TRANSFORMATION



An arrest in high school nearly doubles the odds of a 
student dropping out, and a court appearance nearly 
quadruples the odds of a student dropping out.

More than 3,000 
truancy citations 
force students 
and families to go 
to court and miss 
school or work.

CLASSROOM VS COURTROOM

The Oppressive Policing of Milwaukee’s Students

• In-school squad of 12 officers 
• Officers near entrances, exits, and adjacent streets 
• Truancy Abatement and Burglary Suppression  

squad sweeps the streets 
• 269 School Safety Assistants in the schools 

55% 
of students in 
Milwaukee in 
2014 were 
Black, YET…

At least 12 schools have 
metal detectors 
screening young people 
at the front door, forcing 
12,224 young people 
through these devices 
every morning.

LAW ENFORCEMENT SURROUND THE 
SCHOOL AND COMMUNITY

REFERRALS TO  
LAW ENFORCEMENT

for Black students

      84.6%  
of referrals to law 
enforcement were 
Black students

$15.6 MILLION SPENT PER YEAR ON 
CRIMINALIZING STUDENTS
$ 13,700,000 Safety Assistants for MPS

$ 1,120,898 Police Officer Program in Schools 

$ 435,000 Truancy Abatement and Burglary  
  Suppression Officers 

$ 122,000 Adjudication of Truancy Citations

$ 76,000 Installation of X-Ray Machines 

$ 60,000 External School Police Squads 

$ 51,000 Maintenance of X-ray Machines

  Detentions and Juvenile Court
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Failure as a Cycle

AT BIRTH
Black infants die before  
their first birthday at more  
than twice the rate of  
white infants

AFTER HIGH 
SCHOOL
Black students  
have enrolled in 
college at a rate  
25 percent lower  
than their white 
classmates

AS AN ADOLESCENT
Black youth in Milwaukee County 
were more than twice  
as likely to be arrested than  
white youth

AT DEATH
The life expectancy of Black 
Wisconsin residents is  
six years lower than that 
of white residents

AS A YOUNG CHILD
Only 24 percent of Black 
children in Milwaukee grow up in  
economically-secure households 
compared to 72 percent of 
white children

AS PARENTS
67.4 percent of Milwaukee 
County’s 2,159 children in 
out-of-home placements  
were Black

Milwaukee’s median income  
of $36,800 is 48 percent lower 
than that of surrounding districts 
which earned $71,000. 

BLACK PEOPLE 
FACE A  

LIFETIME OF 
DISCRIMINATION 

IN MILWAUKEE

MPS’ high school graduation rate  
is 35 percent lower than that of 
surrounding districts, which are in more 
affluent communities that employ far  
less oppressive discipline systems.

SURROUNDING COMMUNITIES ARE FARING MUCH BETTER

1

6

5

4

3

2

$$
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Youth Power Agenda

Remove police officers 
from in and around schools

End arrests and citations for 
misdemeanors. Provide citywide 

alternatives to incarceration for students 
charged with felonies in school

Remove metal detectors 
from schools

Stop the use of  
seclusion and  

restraints 

End suspensions  
and expulsions

Stop truancy  
citations and 
prosecutions 

DIVEST FROM FAILURE

INVEST IN FREEDOM

Create an inclusive school code 

Increase the number of licensed support professionals, including  
therapists, social workers, psychologists, and guidance counselors 

Implement robust restorative justice practices citywide

●Reduce classroom size 

●Provide culturally-responsive education and training 

●Collect and publish accurate data regarding all forms of discipline

●Provide universal, free, high-quality early childhood education 

●Create a universal youth jobs program

O

O

O

O

O

O

O

O
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The Discriminatory Impact of School Discipline Policies
The discriminatory impacts of police presence 
in schools are amplified by the MPS practice of 
exclusionary discipline that relies primarily on 
classroom removals, suspensions, and expulsions. 
The OCR investigation revealed that compared with 
Black students’ representation in the student body, 
Black students were disproportionately represented 
in the proportion of students who were disciplined, 
received in school suspensions, received out of school 
suspensions, and who were expelled.”97 Some specific 
findings include: 
• Over the course of two school years, OCR identified 

“over one hundred incidents at the District’s 
schools where black students were expelled, 
while similarly-situated white students were 
suspended for similar misconduct.”98 

• Students revealed that discipline was inconsistently applied, as school personnel disciplined Black students 
more harshly and removed them from class more frequently than their white peers for minor infractions.99 

Students also reported that teachers communicate more harshly with Black students than they do with 
white students.100  

• OCR identified “numerous incidents where [B]lack students received harsher discipline than white students” 
for similar misconduct.101 These incidents included: 
• A Black student receiving a one-day suspension for cell phone use and chronic disruption, while a white 

student was given a “warning and counseling.” 
• Two students were disciplined for shattering a glass door. The Black student was suspended for three 

days and the white student was suspended for just one day.
• A Black student received a five-day suspension for “chronic disorder” and extreme profanity, while a 

white student received a three-day suspension for more severe conduct—chronic disorder, profanity, 
and threats to staff.102  

The most recent MPS data from the 2015–2016 school year shows that:
• Eighty percent of the 10,267 suspensions were of Black students, who make up just 53 percent of the total 

enrollment.103  
• Eighty-seven percent of expelled students were Black.104  

This discrimination can begin as soon as children start school. Federal data shows that Black preschoolers are 
nearly four times as likely to be suspended that their white peers.105  

These school policies also disproportionately impact students with disabilities. 
• In Milwaukee, young people with disabilities are suspended at a rate of nearly 1 in 5, while students without 

disabilities are suspended at about half that rate—just over 1 in 10.106  
• Nine schools, five of which are elementary schools or combined elementary and secondary schools, suspend 

1 in 2 students with disabilities.107 

Over the course of two school 
years, OCR identified “over 
one hundred incidents at 
the District’s schools where 
black students were expelled, 
while similarly-situated white 
students were suspended for 
similar misconduct.” 
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• While Milwaukee’s publicly-available data does not allow for an analysis of disparate treatment of students of 
color who have a disability, countrywide data shows that, one in five Black, Native American, and Multiracial 
boys with disabilities received a suspension compared to one in ten white boys with disabilities.108 

Milwaukee does not keep policing or school discipline data regarding young people that identify as LGBTQ 
or gender non-conforming. However, nationally, LGBTQ youth of color, and especially gender non-conforming 
youth of color, disproportionately face exclusionary discipline from school staff, including increased surveillance 
and policing, harsher penalties, and consistent blame for their own victimization.109 As a result, these students 
are overrepresented in juvenile detention and experience higher rates of suicide.110 
     
The demonstrated ineffectiveness of harsh in-school discipline and aggressive policing should compel a 
comprehensive transformation of Milwaukee’s approach to students. The added evidence that Black students 
and students with disabilities are disproportionately targeted, often with disastrous long-term consequences, 
makes reform a moral imperative.
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Milwaukee’s School-to-Prison Pipeline Costs 
Millions of Dollars 

Milwaukee’s exclusionary policies harm student performance, funnel students out of classrooms and into 
prisons, and transform Milwaukee’s public schools into hostile environments not conducive to learning or 
development of youth. They also do little, if anything, to keep students safe. No amount of public funding should 
go to a set of policies so sweeping in both its failure and harmful impact, yet the school-to-prison pipeline costs 
Milwaukee taxpayers millions of dollars per year. This section provides a comprehensive analysis of how those 
millions are spent, including not only the direct administrative and personnel costs, but also the cost of the long-
term effects of cutting off the path to a successful future for our young people. These effects can include reduced 
wages and ongoing social service needs. The discriminatory application of these policies further concentrates 
longer-term costs in communities of color, where resources are often already strained. 

The City’s Spending on Criminalization and Exclusionary Policies 
According to available data, each year the City of Milwaukee pays nearly two million dollars across four different 
city and county agencies to maintain the school-to-prison pipeline.111 While this figure is troubling, it vastly 
undercounts the full costs of this system, parts of which are obscured by a lack of data on the costs of school-
related juvenile hearings and detentions. 

Among the greatest expenses is the imposition of police 
presence on students, which costs Milwaukee over $1.6 
million each year.112 As noted by the Milwaukee Board of 
School Directors when reauthorizing the School Resource 
Officer (SRO) program last year, MPS and the MPD have 
a “longstanding collaboration” dating back to 2007 
when MPS first launched the program.113 MPD initially 
placed four uniformed officers in city high schools.114 Now 
twelve officers are assigned to both elementary and high 
schools, working under their own division at the MPD.115 
MPS covers the cost of six of these officers, while MPD 
pays for the remaining six, plus three more staff members 
to oversee and administer the program. In total, the SRO 
program costs MPS and MPD $1,120,898 per year.

In addition to SROs, who are assigned to schools from 11am to 7pm, the district pays for officers to patrol 
certain schools between 3pm and 4:30pm in special “After School Patrols.” This additional police presence 
costs the district up to $60,000 per year.116 

The SROs are joined by School Safety Assistants (SSAs), district employees whose job description has evolved 
from community liaison to “in-school security force.”117 In 2017, the district paid more than $13.5 million for 
269 SSAs. The proposed budget for 2018 included an additional 12 SSAs, bringing the total cost to $13.7 

No amount of public funding 
should go to a set of policies 
so sweeping in both its failure 
and harmful impact, yet the 
school-to-prison pipeline costs 
Milwaukee taxpayers millions 
of dollars per year.
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million.118 SSAs are encouraged to have a background in law enforcement or security.119 Combined with a job 
description focused on investigating students rather than supporting them, this background often leads to closer 
connections between SSAs and police, and results in a greater cost to students and the larger community.120

Police officers also surveille and criminalize students throughout the community. MPS pays the city $435,000 
per year for six police officers dedicated to the district’s Truancy Abatement and Burglary Suppression (TABS) 
program.121 Under the program, assigned officers approach young people suspected of truancy and have the 
authority to give citations to both students and their parents.122 After meeting with the family, or taking other 
steps to remedy truancy, a first truancy charge, for the student or his or her guardian, can carry up to a $500 
fine or imprisonment of up to 30 days or both. A second or subsequent offense, can carry up to a $1,000 fine 
or imprisonment of no more than 90 days.123 These citations are adjudicated in municipal court at taxpayer 
expense. There were more than 3,000 truancy-related charges filed in municipal court in 2016, at an estimated 
cost of $133,000.124 

Research reveals that “truancy” is often caused by factors 
related to poverty (e.g. family income and a need for students 
to work).125 Enforcement that focuses on monetary penalties 
does not make logical sense for offenses that are caused 
by a lack of money. In addition, court dates are scheduled 
during the school day, so children and families are forced to 
miss school or work to respond to a court citation regarding 
missing school. Studies have also shown that “imposing 
more serious punishments has worsened truant behavior; 
thus, proving punishment to be counterproductive in the 
fight against chronic absenteeism.”126  

Despite costing Milwaukee and MPS millions of dollars over 
the last decade,127 the TABS program has failed to make a 
dent in truancy rates during that time. Ten years ago, the 
overall truancy rate for MPS students was 49 percent. During 
the 2015–2016 year, the overall rate was 48 percent.128 
For Latinx students, the rate actually climbed several points 
during that period from 38 percent to 42 percent.129 

In addition to being ineffective, policing exposes the district and the city to legal action. In just three years, police 
misconduct across the city of Milwaukee has cost taxpayers more than $21 million.130 Data is not available on 
police misconduct in schools, however it has been shown that police are more likely to use violence against 
young people than adults.131 Litigating and settling lawsuits against police officers for their conduct in schools 
would only increase the already exorbitant costs of the school-to-prison pipeline. 

The actual costs of student discipline-related detentions in both state and county facilities is unclear. What 
is known, is that hundreds of Milwaukee students are referred to juvenile detention each year, representing 
58 percent of all young people in juvenile detention in Wisconsin.132 The budget of the referring agency, the 
Delinquency and Court Services division of the Milwaukee County Department of Health and Human Services, 
is over $40 million per year.133 

Despite costing Milwaukee 
and MPS millions of dollars 
over the last decade, the 
TABS program has failed to 
make a dent in truancy rates 
during that time. Ten years 
ago, the overall truancy rate 
for MPS students was 49 
percent. During the 2015–
2016 year, the overall rate 
was 48 percent.  
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Added to the cost of detaining young people held in county jails, the district pays $71,000 per year for the salary 
of a teacher assigned to instruct those who have been removed from school and incarcerated in the Milwaukee 
County Jail.134 Young people who are currently incarcerated need access to robust and high-quality educational 
services, so no current educational services should be cut from the budget. However, the city should be doing 
more to prevent their incarceration in the first place so that these services become unnecessary. 

Even students who are not accused of wrongdoing are often treated as though they are under suspicion. In 
2016, MPS contracted with Smiths Detection, Inc. for the purchase and maintenance of X-ray machines in 
twelve schools.135 These contracts cost the district over $76,000 in 2016 with on-going maintenance costs of 
$51,000 each year.136  

Known Unnecessary Spending on Criminalizing Young People
• $1,120,898: Police Officer Program in Schools
• $60,000: External School Police Squads
• $435,000: Truancy Abatement and Burglary Suppression Officers
• $122,000: Adjudication of Truancy Citations
• $76,000: Installation of X-Ray Machines
• $51,000: Maintenance of X-Ray Machines
• $13.7 million: Safety Assistants for MPS
• Detentions and Juvenile Court

The Indirect Costs of Punitive Discipline
Not included in the millions of dollars in direct costs are the indirect costs to the local and state economy as 
punitive discipline policies exacerbate the struggles of Milwaukee students. Along with punitive discipline, 
research indicates that one of the strongest factors affecting the likelihood of high school graduation is family 
income.137 Students from low-income families are more likely to miss school, receive lower test scores, and fall 
behind their classmates academically.138 

This confluence of factors, combined with the 
demoralizing effects of school policing, make 
students less likely to graduate.139 MPS’ high school 
graduation rate is 35 percent lower than that of 
surrounding districts, which are in more affluent 
communities that employ far less oppressive 
discipline systems.140 The surrounding median 
income of $71,000 is 48 percent higher than 
the $36,800 earned by the median Milwaukee 
household.141 If Milwaukee’s graduation rate were 
brought up to the average rate for surrounding 
districts, which is approximately 93 percent, 1,700 
additional high school students would graduate 
from MPS each year.142

For each student who drops out, 
the social and fiscal impact is as 
much as $600,000 over the 
course of a student’s lifetime, or 
about a third of what Milwaukee 
pays to police students each 
year.  
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In addition to the human costs to these students and their families, a high dropout rate costs the community 
in the form of lower wages, higher spending on healthcare and other parts of the social safety net, and lost tax 
revenue.143 In 2016, researchers with the Center for Civil Rights and Remedies at the University of California 
Los Angeles attempted to quantify this social and economic cost, estimating that for each student who  
drops out, the social and fiscal impact is as much as $600,000 over the course of a student’s lifetime, or about 
a third of what Milwaukee pays to police students each year.144 This suggests that those 1,700 additional 
graduates could add as much as $1 billion to the economy over the course of their lifetimes.
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While the city pours millions of dollars into policing and punitive discipline, research shows that investing 
in supportive programs is a less expensive and more humane “crime fighting” strategy than policing and 
incarceration.145 Everything from preschool programs,146 to summer jobs for youth,147 to improved access to 
healthcare148 are more clearly linked to reduced crime rates and community development than police, jails, 
and prisons.149 

In schools, as in communities at large, 
supportive approaches have been found 
to be more effective at increasing school 
safety than punitive approaches. Respectful 
relationships, quality teaching, social and 
emotional learning, physical and emotional 
safety, and community collaboration all 
foster positive school climates.150 Studies 
show that schools that follow these 
practices are “associated with high levels 
of academic achievement, healthy student 
development, […] teacher retention, [… and] 
safe learning environments.”151 One study 
revealed that “what defines a safe school 
most strongly, even in areas of high crime 
and poverty, is ‘the quality of relationships 
between staff and students and between 
staff and parents.’”152 

Inspired in part by this research, along with growing public awareness of the harm done by discriminatory 
policies, a movement has developed across the country to end policing and exclusionary discipline in schools.153  
Restorative approaches have emerged as one of the most effective methods of shifting school policies toward 
creating nurturing, inclusive, and supportive schools. In dealing with conflict, restorative justice aims to heal 
relationships by bringing together all those affected by wrongdoing, and collectively considering the needs and 
responsibilities of those involved.154  

Fully embracing restorative approaches in schools offers an equitable and supportive approach to improving 
school climate. Case studies from schools across the country show that this process improves school climate 
and leads to a reduction of the number of discipline infractions.155 In one Denver school, for example, incidents 
of fighting fell by 80 percent within two years of implementing restorative practices.156 Within one year, the 
implementation of restorative practices in one Oakland high school led to a 77 percent reduction in violence 
and to the elimination of racial disproportionality in discipline.157  

Supportive Approaches Are More Effective  
Than Punitive Ones

“My sophomore year another girl messaged 

me on Facebook and started fighting with me 

on there. The next day in school, like half the 

day went by and I didn’t see the girl, but then 

I got called into the office. The teacher said 

“on Facebook you guys were making plans to 

fight, right?” So we both got suspended and I 

just feel like that wasn’t fair. They could have 

talked with us and tried to help us resolve the 

problem instead of just kicking us out.” 

—Candice, Leader with LIT
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Milwaukee has taken some steps to bring restorative justice programs into schools.158 However, these efforts 
have been only partially funded and have not been instituted across the city. In addition, restorative practices 
are deeply undermined when a school district continues to use punitive practices alongside what it considers 
to be restorative approaches. 

Guidance counselors also provide critical services to create safe and supportive schools. Increasing the number 
of school counselors has been shown to reduce the number of teacher-reported fights and other school 
infractions that disrupt instruction.159 The presence of school counselors has also been proven to foster a sense 
of belonging for young people, as well as a better relationship between school staff and students.

• One study revealed that additional funding for counselors “reduce[s] the likelihood of disciplinary incidents, 
such as weapon-related incidents and student suspensions.” In addition, “[i]ncreases in counselors moderate 
relatively severe behavioral problems.”160 

• Lower student-to-counselor ratios decrease “both the recurrence of student disciplinary problems and 
the share of students involved in a disciplinary incident.” These findings were even more pronounced for 
students of color and students in poverty.161 

The recommended student-to-counselor ratio is 1:100 in high-needs schools and 1:250 in general population 
schools.162 The average student-to-counselor ratio in Wisconsin schools is 1:467.163 

Despite evidence backing these supportive approaches, Milwaukee continues to prioritize funding for policing 
and punitive practices rather than restorative programs and funding for more support personnel. 
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From Failure to Freedom: the Youth Power Agenda 

The young people who are most at risk of harm due to harsh policing and disciplinary policies are uniquely 
situated to lead the dialogue about developing truly safe and equitable learning environments. This report 
highlights the vision for safe, supportive, and inclusive schools developed by youth leaders and rooted in 
evidence-based policies. In order to create a new way of valuing the dignity of students, Milwaukee must 
center the experiences and expertise of young people to develop policies that can provide them with the 
freedom to thrive.

THE YOUTH POWER AGENDA 
Divest from Failure: 
Remove police officers from in and around schools. MPS and MPD must divest from school policing 
by ending the contract that permits the regular presence of police in and around schools. Police do not create 
safer schools, and in fact the city’s current policing system has deepened existing racial inequities. The regular 
presence of police in schools must end. A draft Department of Justice report, which reviewed the MPD, noted 
that trust has been broken between the troubled police department and community members.164 School Safety 
Assistant’s security and enforcement role in schools must also end. SSAs should be re-trained as educational or 
support assistants, and should be employed by MPS solely to support young people in the classroom.
       
Remove metal detectors from schools. Metal detectors create a flashpoint between students and police, 
and make students feel criminalized as soon as they enter the school building. Removing these machines will 
eliminate one of the main mechanisms of racially discriminatory policing, and prevent the psychological harm 
created when young people are made to feel systematically criminalized. It will also save the city money, which 
can be better spent on support services. 

End suspensions and expulsions. With already-extreme rates of suspensions, MPS should end the regular 
use of suspensions and expulsions. Schools’ responses to behavior should be rooted in respect, and should 
rely on restorative justice practices and mental health care. MPS should seek to phase out all forms of student 
exclusion, including classroom removals, suspensions, and expulsions. While exclusionary discipline is still in 
use, young people should learn at alternative learning locations for the duration of their exclusion.  
     
End arrests and citations for misdemeanors. Provide citywide alternatives to incarceration for students 
charged with felonies in school. These policies will ensure that no student is torn away from their family or 
community and thrown into the criminal legal system. 

Stop the use of seclusion and restraints. Ninety-one percent of the young people restrained (e.g. by use of 
handcuffs, physical force) or secluded (i.e. put in a guarded solitary room) are young people with disabilities.165  These 
practices are inhumane, steal young people’s freedom, and are discriminatorily applied. MPS and MPD must put 
an end to restraining or confining young people, especially those with disabilities. Teachers and school personnel 
should be trained in de-escalation and to work with young people experiencing trauma or mental health. 
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Stop truancy citations and prosecution. Treating school absence as a criminal act, rather than a warning 
sign that a young person may need additional supports, is counterproductive. Truancy citations and punishments 
push students further away from school emotionally and physically, as students are forced to miss more school 
to go to court. MPS must use school absence as an indication of a need for additional services for young people, 
and end all punishment for it. 

 
Invest in Freedom: 
Create an inclusive school code. Young people in Milwaukee and advocates across the country have 
developed a model school code premised on a belief in the human right to education and the dignity of all young 
people.166 MPS should adopt this code to eliminate the harmful practices embedded in the current Handbook. 
The new school code must focus on developing robust and enforceable due process for disciplinary actions;167 
requiring school personnel to implement supportive interventions such as restorative practices or therapy; 
eliminating all vague or subjective offense categories; and creating a clear and accessible complaint process. 

Implement robust restorative justice practices citywide. All school personnel, along with the school 
community, should be trained in using restorative practices. Schools should adopt a restorative approach to 
the school environment. Restorative approaches should follow nationally-developed models and could include 
components of peer-counseling, drug and alcohol treatment, community service, non-fiscal restitution, mental 
health care, and behavioral contracts. Through this process, youth peers should be included in any restorative 
circles. If the school fails to use restorative practices and instead uses a punitive approach, peers should be 
included in any discipline conference, if the other student desires. 

Increase the number of licensed support professionals, including therapists, social workers, 
psychologists and guidance counselors. Licensed support professionals provide vital services to students 
including mental health services, college and career readiness, and connecting young people to community based 
groups.168 Many students currently have no access to guidance counselors or mental health professionals. The 
city should drastically increase the number of licensed support professionals in schools. MPS must also provide 
trauma-informed care and mental health training for school personnel including teachers, administrators, and 
other school staff who are involved in making discipline referrals and imposing disciplinary sanctions.
 
Reduce classroom size. Small class sizes improve student outcomes, especially for students of color and 
low-income students.169 Currently, Milwaukee’s student-to-teacher ratio exceeds the state average.170 Critical 
funding must be provided for MPS to hire more teachers and educational assistants, which will help reduce 
class sizes and provide professional development for the sustained growth of teachers and school staff. 

Provide culturally-responsive education and training. A culturally-responsive approach to teaching 
acknowledges that students and families come from diverse backgrounds and treats this diversity as a positive 
asset. Another aspect of this approach is to understand and address institutional, personal, and instructional 
biases. Providing culturally-responsive education can lead to safer communities for women, youth of color, and 
LGBTQ students. 

Collect and publish accurate data regarding all forms of discipline. The OCR investigation found that 
discipline data is inconsistently collected and recorded across MPS.171 In addition, MPD has refused to provide 
detailed data regarding arrests and police interactions with young people in schools.172 MPS and MPD must 
accurately collect information about discipline and police interactions, disaggregated by race, age, gender, 
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disability, school, charge, sanction imposed, and type of interaction. The presentation of this data must allow 
for comparison along multiple data points (e.g. to assess how many students of color who have disabilities are 
disciplined for disorderly conduct). This data must be published online in a editable format at least quarterly. 
       
Invest in universal, free, high-quality early childhood education. Early childhood education has been 
shown to increase educational achievement, reduce misbehavior, and improve other outcomes for both children 
and their families, even years after the early childhood education is provided.173 Early childhood education has 
the most profound impacts on students of color and students from low-income communities.174 Milwaukee 
should develop programs to provide universal access to early education for children three years old and older. 

Create a universal youth jobs program. Youth employment creates safer communities, builds skills in 
young people, and helps develop a workforce that can address many social needs which would otherwise go 
unfilled.175 Milwaukee has taken steps to increase youth employment.176 This program should be universalized 
and extended through the school year so that all young people who want to participate are able to join. 

Conclusion 
Young people demand that Milwaukee divest from the failed policies of school policing and draconian school 
discipline, and invest in their education through teachers and supports that can give them the freedom to 
thrive. Instead of expanding punitive systems, young people are fighting for investments in the type of critical 
resources that truly make schools safe: culturally relevant education, small classroom sizes, mental health 
services, restorative practices, and other necessary investments in young people. 

The Future is Young, 
Black, Brown and LIT!
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