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Introduction
Constructive proven alternatives to suspension and expulsion can help keep students in school
and give them a better chance of graduating. Instead of relying too much on suspensions and
expulsions that can make matters worse, research shows that alternative approaches to school
discipline can reduce suspensions, improve behavior, and keep kids on track.
Effective school discipline practices, when applied in an appropriate situation and handled
properly, can provide an opportunity for a child to learn how to resolve problems with teachers
and classmates effectively and peacefully. However, when school discipline results in extreme
measures, it can have negative effects on students.
From a law enforcement perspective, keeping kids in school is one of the most effective ways to
reduce crime. Yet California faces a dropout crisis that poses a significant threat to public
safety. Close to one in five California high school students does not graduate from high school
on time.1 High school dropouts are three and one-half times more likely than high school
graduates to be arrested, and more than eight times as likely to be in jail or prison.2
Research shows that students who have been suspended or expelled are at greater risk of
grade retention and dropout than their peers and are more likely to turn to crime. A study in
Texas by the Council of State Governments found that for students with similar profiles, those
who had been suspended or expelled one or more times were more likely to drop out and twice
as likely to repeat a grade than those who had no suspensions or expulsions. The Texas study
also found that students who were suspended or expelled one or more times were nearly three
times more likely to have contact with the juvenile justice system in the following year than
similar students.3 A 2018 study found that 12 years after being suspended, youth were 30%
more likely to have been arrested once, 51% more likely to have been arrested more than once,
and 49% more likely to have been placed on probation than similar youth who had not been
suspended, even after controlling for 60 variables.4
While suspensions and expulsions are sometimes necessary to prevent unsafe or violent
student behavior, many suspensions in California are not for violent or drug-related offenses.
When students are suspended or expelled for relatively minor incidents, the primary result is a
missed opportunity for learning without addressing any underlying issues contributing to the
misbehavior. Suspended students are more likely to fall behind, and putting troubled kids out
on the streets without constructive adult supervision can be a recipe for greater misbehavior
and crime. Given these risks, suspensions and expulsions should be imposed as a last resort and
alternatives should be pursued when safety is not at issue.
Still, California schools issue more than 360,000 suspensions annually.5 Yet fewer than one in
three suspensions are for injuring others, drugs or weapons.6
Fortunately, models such as Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS), restorative
practices (RP) and social-emotional learning (SEL) help reduce suspensions and expulsions while
ensuring that schools are safe. According to research, these models can help reduce students’
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misbehavior, lead to improvements in school environments, increase academic achievement,
and prevent later crime.
California has made, and continues to make, key investments that help districts implement
these proven alternatives to suspensions through funding streams such as the Local Control
Funding Formula (LCFF), Proposition 47 (2014) K-12 funds, and two Multi-Tiered System of
Support (MTSS) funding streams.
Below are descriptions of the most prominent research-based models for reducing suspensions,
followed by descriptions of key state funding streams supporting these models in California.7
Evidence-Based School Discipline Interventions8
•
•
•

Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS)
Restorative Practices (RP)
Social-Emotional Learning (SEL)

Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS)9
Description
Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS), also known as School Wide Positive
Behavioral Supports (SWPBS), is a framework for the support and implementation of evidencebased programs that use systems, data and practices to improve student behavior, school
climate and academic achievement. PBIS uses a three-tiered public health model to create
(1) school-wide, (2) targeted, and (3) individual systems of support. Disciplinary and other data
sets are used to guide decision-making about program implementation and student response
while policies and procedures ensure that PBIS practices are implemented consistently by all
staff in all school settings.
(1) At the universal level, a foundation of prevention occurs when schools create three to
five clear behavioral expectations and rules that all students are taught, practiced and
reinforced (e.g., Be Safe, Be Responsible, Be Respectful). Teachers and school leaders
implement an acknowledgement system to encourage students to exhibit these positive
behaviors and re-teach the desired social and behavioral skills. Graduated responses to
inappropriate behavior are clearly defined, such as a warning, time out, re-teaching, loss
of privileges, conference with student or parent contact, with the goal of restitution or
additional instruction instead of immediately sending a student to the principal’s office
or giving them a suspension or expulsion.
(2) When students do not respond to universal level of supports, they receive more
targeted interventions where they are provided additional opportunities to be taught,
practice and receive feedback about the behaviors that will help them be successful at
school. For example, at the secondary level, students may participate in skills-focused
group sessions or other targeted behavior interventions such as mentoring support or
role-playing exercises.
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(3) At the individual level, students receive individualized behavioral supports including
function-based behavior intervention plans, individualized therapy, or other evidence
based intensive behavioral interventions.
PBIS is expressly identified in the federal Every Student Succeeds Act.10 Moreover, the
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) special education law requires “The IEP [Individualized
Education Program] team to consider the use of Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports
for any student whose behavior impedes his or her learning or the learning of others.”11
Research
A growing body of evidence shows that schools implementing PBIS with a high degree of fidelity
report reductions in problem behavior and suspensions. For younger students, one rigorous
randomized control study over five years found improved student behavior and significant
reductions in suspension rates in the schools implementing PBIS with fidelity.12 Another
randomized control study found that students in a PBIS school were 33% less likely to receive
an office discipline referral than at the comparison schools, with the greatest outcomes for
those exposed to PBIS in Kindergarten.13 For older students, a rigorous but non-randomized
study over three years found that high schools with PBIS had reductions in office discipline
referrals (non-PBIS schools saw increases), with the declines becoming more significant as PBIS
was implemented to a higher degree of fidelity.14
California-specific outcomes are encouraging. At Pioneer High School in Woodland Joint Unified
School District, after implementation of PBIS, there was an 82% reduction in suspensions and
significant increases in school attendance and achievement. Pioneer High School experienced
an increase in average daily attendance (ADA) funding of $97,200 after starting their program
with a federal Safe Schools Healthy Communities grant.15 Similarly at Garfield High School in
Los Angeles, after implementing PBIS, the number of suspensions fell from 510 suspensions to
1 suspension within three years. Additionally, the school experienced significant improvement
in the academic performance index (API), jumping from 591 points to 714 within three years,
and ADA funding increased $363,216.16
Costs and Savings
The cost of PBIS varies based on district size, identified needs, and the extent of
implementation. In 2012, the national PBIS Technical Assistance Center estimated a pilot
program, for Tier 1 school-wide supports, in the first 15 sites in a district of 45 schools to be
$5,000-$10,000 per school for two years, and expanding into the next 15 sites at $3,800 per
school for two years.17 The costs can be much higher, especially for more targeted and
intensive Tier 2 and Tier 3 interventions, depending, for example, on the establishment of
dedicated PBIS staff, the availability of support staff (e.g., counselors, psychologists and social
workers) and the extent of training they need.18 Kern Union High School District, for example,
planned to spend over $3 million annually in its 2017-18 Local Control and Accountability Plan
(LCAP) primarily for PBIS implementation, including a PBIS coordinator, Teachers on Special
Assignment, Program Specialists, Intervention Specialists, and an allocation of Deans of
Students’ time to focus on PBIS implementation.19
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While costs for PBIS vary based on district size and identified needs, there are ongoing savings
associated when PBIS is implemented with fidelity. According to a Washington State Institute
for Public Policy (WSIPP) cost-benefit analysis, SWPBS saves up to $6.45 for every $1 invested.20
Scope of Implementation
As of 2018, there are 2,741 schools implementing PBIS in California, representing more than
25% of schools across the state,21 and nearly 26,000 schools implementing PBIS nationally.22 Of
the 2,741 schools with PBIS in California, 2,210 are implementing Tier 1 Universal Supports at or
beyond 70% fidelity, the threshold that indicates a school has the systems in place to achieve
and sustain outcomes.23 Our analysis of the Local Control and Accountability Plans (LCAP) for
the state’s 50 largest districts, representing 41% of public school students, found that 74% of
district 2017-18 LCAPs included PBIS, although that does not reflect how many schools in those
districts are implementing PBIS.24
Restorative Practices (RP)
Description
Restorative practices (RP) are often what restorative justice (RJ) is called when it is
implemented inside of schools instead of the criminal justice system. Within a school,
restorative practices are a spectrum of behavioral interventions that work to establish and
maintain a positive school climate and, when needed, repair the harm caused by conflict
through emphasizing empathy, respect, honesty, acceptance, responsibility and
accountability.25 Restorative practices are both preventative and responsive. The main
preventative components of restorative practices include restorative circles and restorative
conversations, with restorative conferencing and restorative mediation on the responsive side.
A common misunderstanding of restorative practices suggests that it is primarily a responsive
practice to address student misbehavior. When RP is implemented with fidelity and consistency,
it is more than just a one-off behavior intervention: its practices are embedded within a school’s
culture and daily way of doing things. When used for prevention, schools utilize restorative
circles and restorative conversations regularly to keep an open dialogue between students
within a safe space, even when there is no specific conflict to resolve. This part of restorative
practices helps build trust and respect, prevents behavioral issues before they begin, and
de-escalates others before resorting to punitive discipline measures such as suspension.
On the responsive side of RP, the restorative conference and restorative mediation components
are utilized when a conflict arises or a student gets into trouble. In these cases, restorative
practices focus on accountability for the harm done by the student misbehavior rather than on
punishment for the rules that were broken, and on mediating and repairing the harm students
caused to the victim and the school community. According to the Restorative Schools Vision
Project, “True accountability comes about when those who cause harm separate themselves
from their harmful behaviors, gain empathy and insights into why harmful acts occurred, and
then resolve to make things right. Those who are harmed and those who cause harm are given
a voice and an opportunity to heal.”26
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Responsive restorative practice interventions are non-adversarial and include the student who
caused harm, the party who was harmed, and stakeholders from the school community all
working together to resolve the incident. These restorative practices are implemented in lieu of
suspension or expulsion. For example, if a student commits an infraction, whether it is
nonviolent or violent, the child has to first own up to what they’ve done and why, then work to
restore the damage that they’ve caused—from vandalism to injuring someone. Rather than
suspending or expelling the student from school, restorative practices seek to reform and heal
the child and the victim together. All the while, the child’s education is not interrupted.
Research
While restorative practices are being implemented in schools and districts across the state, few
rigorous evaluations on the effectiveness of RP in schools have been published, with more studies
currently underway. A two-year randomized control study was released by the RAND Corporation
in December 2018 examining the effectiveness of restorative practices in the Pittsburgh (PA)
Public Schools District. The study found that schools implementing RP reduced overall suspension
rates and both racial and socioeconomic disparities in suspension rates in elementary school, but
not middle school.27
Though less rigorous, there are promising before-and-after studies on the impact of RP on
school discipline, attendance and absenteeism, school climate, and academic outcomes. In a
review of before-and-after studies, RP programs consistently show a decrease in both in- and
out-of-school suspensions, expulsions, and referrals for violence like fighting.28 Much of this
research has also shown an increase in attendance, school connectedness, social-emotional
development, and overall school climate, and a reduction in absenteeism and tardiness after RP
has been implemented. Finally, the studies on academic outcomes show mixed results,
sometimes showing improvements in graduation rates, grade point averages and test scores,
though these findings are not consistent and don’t account for other factors that could impact
academic outcomes.29
In California, there have been encouraging results. A study of Oakland Unified School District
(USD) found that suspension rates declined after schools started using restorative practices. In
particular, in one year, there was a decrease among African American students’ out-of-school
suspension rate by almost 30% and significant progress towards decreasing the discipline gap
between white and African-American students.30
Moreover, over two years, the proportion of students in Oakland USD that were chronically
absent decreased in schools using restorative practices compared to those using traditional
disciplinary procedures.31 Reading levels and graduation rates also increased significantly in
high schools using restorative practices, while they either declined or only increased slightly in
their non-RP counterparts.32
Costs
The cost of implementing RP in schools varies on a site-by-site basis depending on several
factors, including whether implementation is district-wide or in a limited number of schools.
Several implementation methods are also possible. One approach is to hire one or more RP
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District Coordinators and an RP Coach for every two schools for the first few years of
implementation. Another approach is to provide train-the-trainer workshops for school-site
teams while also ensuring there is an expert RP Coach available who can assist and ensure
fidelity of implementation in the first few years. Once staff are fully trained, RP Coaches will
only be needed for more intensive interventions. Some schools implement RP with high fidelity
as part of their school culture and the way they operate all the time, while other schools may
implement RP with less fidelity and designate a class period each day or week to focus on
restorative practices. In other instances, schools may only utilize the restorative mediation
component and only when there is a conflict or student misbehavior rises to level of potential
suspension or expulsion. All of these factors and more impact the cost of implementation of
restorative practices in schools.
The Oakland USD RJ program costs approximately $2.5 million per year for about 30 site-based
RJ Facilitators, 4 RJ Program Managers and 1 RJ Coordinator.33 One analysis found that
Oakland’s RJ program costs $420 per student served compared to $2,168 for youth
comprehensive services overall.34
Scope of Implementation
Restorative practices are currently being implemented in many schools and districts across
California, but the extent of implementation, nor the adherence to fidelity, is unknown. Our
analysis of the Local Control and Accountability Plans (LCAP) for the state’s 50 largest districts,
representing 41% of public school students, found that half of district 2017-18 LCAPs included
restorative practices, although that does not reflect how many schools in those districts are
implementing RP.35 Some districts have significantly increased their commitment to restorative
practices. For example, schools within the Oakland Unified School District (USD) have been
increasingly using restorative practices over the past decade, growing from one school using
them in 2005 up to nearly 40 sites in 201836—although a recent proposal would significantly cut
back Oakland USD’s RP program.37
Social-Emotional Learning (SEL)
Description
Social-emotional learning (SEL) is an instructional process within a school where students from
Pre-K through 12th grade learn and develop skills to identify and manage their emotions, care for
others, make sensible decisions, handle difficult situations, and build positive relationships.
SEL often takes the form a specific curriculum or program that is embedded and taught in every
classroom within a school and can easily be applied in combination with other behavior
interventions such as PBIS and restorative practices. For example, Second Step, is an SEL
curriculum that requires little preparation and is designed to align with local school district
standards. The curriculum contains age-appropriate and engaging activities, games, puppets,
posters and songs that promote academic success and positive behavior. Through the three
different instructional modules for Pre-K, elementary school and middle school, students learn
how to pay attention, remember directions, solve problems, make friends, manage emotions,
and handle peer pressure. The program has been linked to increased executive functioning in
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preschoolers, improvements in prosocial skills and decreases in aggression and adult conflict in
elementary students, and reductions in physical aggression and bullying in middle school.38
Another program, the Boys Town Education Model, provides teachers with a life skills
curriculum for their students along with training on methods to teach the life skills to their class.
Administrators and other support staff receive training on dealing with students who were
referred to them due to disruptive behavior without resorting to suspension or expulsion.39
There are generally five main components of SEL programs that students incorporate into their
lives that improve school culture and climate: self-awareness, social awareness, responsible
decision-making, self-management, and relationship skills. Some programs go beyond the five
fundamental competencies. Character Counts is an educational strategy that is rooted in
development research and revolves around instilling 12 core values as defined in the Six Pillars of
Character (trustworthiness, respect, responsibility, fairness, caring and good citizenship) and 21st
Century Success Skills (learning, self-discipline, positivity, perseverance, resilience and diligence).40
Research
When SEL is implemented with fidelity, studies have shown impacts on academic achievement,
classroom behavior, mental health, social skills and overall school climate. One meta-analysis
found that youth participating in SEL programs had more positive attitudes about school and an
increase of 11 percentage points on standardized tests compared to youth left out of the
program.41
One program, Positive Action, has been deeply studied with outcomes ranging from improved
academic achievement to a significant cut in suspensions. One scientific study found a reduction
in absenteeism, suspensions and grade retention.42 Other studies have found reduced problem
behaviors including reductions in frequent fighting, and a cut of more than half in the number of
young people who reported having carried a gun.43 Positive Action has been considered an
“Approved” Whole-School Reform Model by the U.S. Department of Education.44
SEL programs can provide additional benefits later in life including outcomes related to public
safety, mental health and substance abuse. The Good Behavior Game (GBG) is a classroom
management strategy that focuses on correcting the behavior of elementary school students by
focusing on positive peer pressure. GBG has been found to reduce aggressive and disruptive
classroom behavior among participating male students and ultimately lead to reductions in
drug abuse and dependence disorders.45 A follow-up study found that by ages 19-21, students
who played GBG in elementary school had significantly lower rates of drug and alcohol abuse,
delinquency and incarceration for violent crimes, antisocial personality disorder, and thoughts
of suicide.46
California outcomes have been encouraging. Since implementing SEL in 60% of the district’s
schools, the Sacramento City Unified School District has seen improvements in attendance rates
and school engagement and intends to expand SEL to the remaining 40% of schools. District
leaders attribute SEL to improvements in school climate and achievement, including an increase
in graduation rates by 6.4% (up to 85%), and a decrease in reported bullying incidents by 18.2%.47
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Costs and Savings
The costs for SEL programs vary greatly and often include teacher training and education
materials that come as pre-packaged plug-and-play curricula. For example, Positive Action
offers an initial online training for teachers for $550 with teaching kits available by grade that
cost between $400-$550 per kit.48 Second Step has three pre-packaged learning modules that
range in cost from $650 for a Pre-K bundle to $4,500 for an elementary school bundle up to
$8,000 for a middle school schoolwide license.49 Another program, Character Counts offers
different levels of program implementation trainings that include a three-day student
development workshop for $795, a one-day in-service training for up to 40 staff for $2,500, and
a contracted three-day onsite student development workshop for 50 staff for $25,000.50
While costs for SEL varies, the cost savings can be impressive. For example, according to a
Washington State Institute for Public Policy (WSIPP) cost-benefit analysis, for every $1 invested,
Positive Action saves up to $31.5751 and the Good Behavior Game saves up to $72.07.52
Another study that aggregated several SEL interventions together found that SEL programs can
save our schools and communities as much as $11 for every $1 invested.53
Scope of Implementation
Social-emotional learning programs and curricula are being utilized across California, though
the SEL Alliance for California (SEL4CA) estimates that SEL is only in 10-15% of schools
statewide.54 Our analysis of the Local Control and Accountability Plans (LCAP) for the state’s 50
largest districts, representing 41% of public school students, found that 32% of district 2017-18
LCAPs included SEL programs, although that does not reflect how many schools in those
districts are implementing SEL.55 One SEL program being used in California, Capturing Kids’
Hearts, has had 23 schools in the state recognized as, or nominated for, their National
Showcase School Award.56
State Funding Streams Targeting Discipline
•
•
•
•
•

Local Control Funding Formula (LCFF)
Scale-Up MTSS Statewide (SUMS)
MTSS School Climate Expansion
Proposition 47 (2014) – The Safe Neighborhoods and Schools Act
Proposition 64 (2016) – Cannabis Tax Revenues (Potential Funding Stream)

Local Control Funding Formula (LCFF) – $63 billion proposed for FY 2019-20
Enacted in 2013, the Local Control Funding Formula (LCFF) shifted the method of school funding
and decision-making from a centralized state-run administration to a localized communitydriven process. LCFF aims to ensure that more K-12 funding is directed (through a weighted per
student formula) to the students with the greatest needs—low-income students, English
learners, and foster youth. LCFF also gives more discretion to local districts over how to invest
dollars, eliminating more than 50 centralized categorical programs.
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Finally, LCFF created local and state accountability systems and priorities that incentivize
keeping kids in school and enabling them to graduate college or career ready. Reducing
suspension rates is key part of these accountability systems. Suspension rates are one of over
20 metrics identified in the LCFF statute that districts must address in their annual Local Control
and Accountability Plans (LCAPs), establishing annual goals, actions and expenditures. Perhaps
more importantly, at the state level, suspension rates are one of a handful of indicators
included in the California School Dashboard. Through the Dashboard, the state closely monitors
performance by subgroups like African-Americans, Latinos and low-income students, based on
both actual performance levels and whether performance is improving or getting worse.
Districts that are low-performing will be targeted for assistance and possible intervention.
While there are many competing priorities for LCFF funding, including increasing pension
obligations, our multi-year analysis of LCAPs for the state’s 50 largest districts, representing 41%
of public school students, show that they are becoming more committed to Positive Behavioral
Interventions and Supports (PBIS), restorative practices, and social-emotional learning. The
percentage of districts including these practices in their LCAPs increased from 70% in 2014-15,
to 84% in 2015-16, and then to 92% in 2017-18. Moreover, more than half of these districts (24
of 46) stated in their 2017-18 LCAPs that they are expanding these practices, although it is often
difficult to determine how much additional funding is planned.57
Many districts already credit these strategies for improved outcomes in their LCAPs. For example:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Fontana Unified praised a “model that combines PBIS and restorative practices that resulted
in a drastic decrease in suspensions.”
Mt. Diablo Unified stated that “Stakeholders and staff believe that extensive training on
PBIS, restorative practices, and the addition of counselors has played a significant role in
supporting the decrease [in suspensions] overall.”
Oakland Unified explained that restorative practices and other approaches like PBIS are
“dramatically reducing suspensions and increasing student time in class.”
Santa Ana Unified stated that “Suspension and expulsions have been reduced significantly
with the implementation of PBIS and Restorative Practices.”
Stockton Unified explained that, “due to the rollout of PBIS, additional school counselors
and various other programs/initiatives [it has seen] the decrease in suspension and
expulsion rates as students are more engaged and connected to school and teachers.”
Temecula Valley Unified stated that PBIS has been “highly effective” and “positively
contributed to the decline in suspension rates.”

Still, even with increased focus on alternatives to suspension through LCFF, it is difficult to fully
understand the extent of these commitments. For example, in 2017-18 LCAPs, the amount of
funding planned for PBIS, restorative practices, and social-emotional learning is unclear in half of
districts with these practices (23 of 46), due to bundling with other actions or failure to include
any funding.58 When districts bundle several actions together under one expenditure, it is difficult
if not impossible to determine how much funding is intended for implementing these strategies.
For LCAP annual updates, understanding specific funding levels for each individual action is
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essential to determine, consistent with the LCFF statute, what “changes to the specific actions the
school district will make” if the actions are not leading to the intended goals.59 This is a continuing
problem; in 2015-16, the amount of funding for these practices was unclear in 22 districts.
In addition, even where funding levels are clear, funding for implementation of evidence-based
practices varies widely, raising concern that funds in many districts (all of which are large) may
be insufficient. Among the 30 districts with funding dedicated to evidence-based practices, 10
districts dedicate $100,000 or less, and 12 districts dedicate between $100,000 and $500,000.
The remaining eight districts dedicate between $922,000 and over $14 million.
Another cause of concern is that districts often did not actually spend as much on evidencebased practices as planned in their previous LCAP. Where it was possible to ascertain thanks to
clear dedicated funding, more than half of districts (13 of 24) reported in the update portion of
their 2017-18 LCAPs that they spent less than planned on these evidence-based practices. Seven
of these districts underspent by $300,000 or more. 33% of these districts reported spending the
same as planned, while a handful actually spent more than planned on these practices.
In addition to often failing to provide sufficient detail about spending levels on evidence-based
practices, many districts fail to provide valuable details regarding the number of schools
implementing these strategies, the number of staff hired to help implement these strategies,
and the number of staff trained on these strategies. For example, just over half of districts that
included evidence-based practices in their 2017-18 LCAPs (25 of 46, or 54%) identify the number
of schools implementing or planning to implement these strategies. Fewer than half (21 of 46, or
46%) identify the number of staffers hired to help implement and oversee the adoption of these
strategies, including five districts that only identify one such staffer. Finally, only five districts
identify the specific number of staff trained in evidence-based strategies, while two other
districts broadly reference training all staff or all of a specific set of staff (social workers).
Moving forward, financial pressures like increased district responsibility for teacher and staff
pensions may significantly limit the amount of discretionary funding actually available for
districts to develop and implement effective non-punitive discipline strategies. For this reason,
additional statewide funding streams, such as MTSS SUMS and School Climate grants, and
Proposition 47 K-12 grants, are critical to building capacity for districts to implement positive
school discipline models.
Multi-Tiered System of Support (MTSS)
•
•

Scale-Up MTSS Statewide (SUMS) – $30 million
MTSS School Climate Expansion – $15 million

MTSS Framework
Multi-Tiered System of Support (MTSS) is a system-wide framework for school districts to align
resources and initiatives, and organize supports and services that address the broad range of
student needs: academic, social-emotional, and behavioral needs of all students. MTSS can
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incorporate Response to Instruction and Intervention (RtI²) to focus on academics, PBIS to focus
on student behavior, and SEL programs to address social-emotional development. Many
schools utilized RtI², PBIS, and/or SEL, but never aligned them together, which is what MTSS
does to address the comprehensive needs of children.
The MTSS framework utilizes a graduated tiered approach, divided into tier 1 schoolwide
universal supports, tier 2 targeted services, and tier 3 intensive individualized interventions.
Keys to MTSS include ongoing gathering and analysis of data to continuously guide program
decisions and improvements, the formulation of teams that focus on solving problems as they
arise, and following content standards.
Scale-Up MTSS Statewide (SUMS) – $30 million
To support implementation of MTSS, the Governor and the Legislature provided $30 million to
support the Scale-Up MTSS Statewide (SUMS) Initiative. In 2015, Assembly Bill 104
appropriated the first $10 million to develop, align and improve systems of academic and
behavioral supports through the MTSS framework, in part to support alternatives to suspension
including, but not limited to, “positive behavior interventions and support, restorative justice,
bullying prevention, social and emotional learning, trauma-informed practice, and cultural
competency.”60 This funding was awarded to the Orange County Department of Education
(OCDE) in partnership with the Butte County Office of Education (BCOE). In 2016, an additional
$20 million was provided by Senate Bill 828 to support the growing SUMS Initiative.61 Out of the
total $30 million, $22.5 million was set aside for grants to school districts and other local
educational agencies.62
SUMS grants have been provided to more than 600 California school districts to help implement
MTSS. Each district received grants of $25,000-$50,000 to do needs assessments and then help
fill gaps to address the findings, including identifying alternate funding in their LCAP. In their
assessments, districts examined the implementation of various initiatives they’ve tried (PBIS,
RP, etc.) to see how elements of each intervention fit into the universal schoolwide level for all
kids. Many districts have also used the funding to get staff to MTSS trainings and conferences,
including travel expenses, and also to pay for substitute teachers while teachers are being
trained. Some districts use a percent of the funds towards the salary of an MTSS coordinator
within the district.63
Through SUMS, more than 600 districts assessed and identified gaps, often finding gaps in
restorative practices and SEL. While some districts may have used their grant for training in
PBIS, restorative practices, or SEL, given the small size of these one-time grants, districts have
been hard-pressed to use their MTSS funding for significant investments in evidence-based
alternatives to suspension.64
In addition to helping fill gaps in PBIS, restorative practices, and SEL, additional funding for
MTSS could enable more site-level training.65
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MTSS – School Climate Expansion – $15 million
Another MTSS-related funding stream of $15 million for California Safe and Healthy Responsive
Schools (CSHRS) was created in the 2018-19 State Budget, through Assembly Bill 1808. This $15
million is to be allocated over 5 years (starting in 2018) to improve school climate using proven
alternatives to suspension through the MTSS framework, expressly “to foster a positive school
climate in both academic and behavioral areas, including, but not limited to, positive behavior
interventions and support, minimizing the use of emergency interventions, restorative justice,
bullying prevention, social and emotional learning, trauma-informed practice, and cultural
competency.”66 Also administered by OCDE and BCOE, in partnership with the UCLA Center for
the Transformation of Schools, this new grant program is still in the planning process in early
2019.
The tentative plan for this funding stream is to establish a curriculum development committee
to “develop new evidence-based resources and activities, as well as develop and identify
existing evidence-based resources, professional development activities, and other efforts
currently available at the state, federal, and local levels, designed to help local educational
agencies across the state to create a positive school climate.” Next, OCDE and its partners
would select a small number of pilot districts to “assist … in creating a positive school climate,”
with the goals of “fostering positive school climate, improving pupil-teacher relationships,
increasing pupil engagement, and promoting alternative discipline practices.”67 After the pilot
programs are implemented and assessed, these new resources may be ready to be
incorporated into the statewide system of support.
Proposition 47 (2014) – The Safe Neighborhoods and Schools Act – over $60 million for first 3 cohorts
Proposition 47, the Safe Neighborhoods and Schools Act, was approved by California voters in
2014 and reduced the penalties for certain non-serious and non-violent offenses resulting in
millions of dollars in statewide savings from lowered state incarceration costs. Of that
statewide savings, 25% is allocated to the California Department of Education for grants to local
school districts to support programs aimed improving student outcomes “by reducing truancy
and supporting students who are at risk of dropping out of school or are victims of crime.”68
Senate Bill 527 and Assembly Bill 1014, both enacted in 2016, established the California
Learning Communities for School Success Program (LCSSP), which provides detailed criteria for
the use and awarding of the grants. School discipline alternatives are among the express, nonexclusive list of activities that the funding may support. The 2016 legislation supports evidencebased, non-punitive programs and practices, including: “Implementing restorative practices,
restorative justice models, or other programs to improve retention rates, reduce suspensions
and other school removals, and reduce the referral of pupils to law enforcement agencies” and
“Implementing activities that advance social-emotional learning, positive behavior
interventions and supports, culturally responsive practices, and trauma-informed strategies.”69
Other express activities the funding can support include community schools, programs to
improve attendance and reduce chronic absenteeism, and partnerships with community-based
organizations.
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LCSSP receives an ongoing appropriation based on California Department of Finance estimated
savings from Proposition 47, in addition to a one-time $18 million supplement added in the
2016-17 budget.70 In the Governor’s January 2018-19 budget proposal, the Department of
Finance estimated $69 million in ongoing savings from Proposition 47, 71 and the 2019-20
budget proposal estimates $78.5 million in savings,72 both of which are far less than the annual
low hundreds of millions of dollars projected by the Legislative Analyst’s Office when the
initiative was under consideration.73 Given the 25% set aside for K-12 grants (out of the
estimated $69 million in the 2018-19 budget) and administrative costs, the Request for
Application for Cohort 3, to be awarded in April 2019, estimates that $15 million will be
available for LCSSP grants.74
Between 2016 and 2018, close to $50 million in Proposition 47 funding was awarded to two
cohorts of districts and county offices of education. Over that time, the demand from school
districts far outweighed the funding available.75 Altogether, 193 districts applied for
Proposition 47 funds and only 52 districts (27%) were awarded grants ranging from $25,000 to
$1.76 million.76
Based on information compiled by the California Department of Education, 60% of districts
planned to invest some of their funds in PBIS, 56% planned to invest in restorative practices,
while more than one-third planned to invest some funds in social-emotional learning programs.
Overall, only 13% did not plan to invest in either PBIS, restorative practices or SEL, while 17%
planned to invest in all three. Every grantee also planned to invest in one or more other
strategies, including, but not limited to, MTSS, mental health services, case management,
family/parent engagement, and attendance improvement plans.77
Potential Funding Stream: Proposition 64 (2016) – Cannabis Tax Revenues
An upcoming funding stream that may be available for discipline alternatives is tax revenue
raised through Proposition 64 marijuana legalization, approved by California voters in 2016.
After certain initial costs, 60% of these tax revenues are dedicated to a Youth Education,
Prevention, Early Intervention and Treatment Account. Proposition 64 identified many
permissible uses for this 60% set aside, including discipline alternatives. The relevant language of
several permissible uses identified in the initiative covers “Grants to schools to develop and
support student assistance programs, or other similar programs, designed to prevent and reduce
substance use, and improve school retention and performance, by supporting students who are
at risk of dropping out of school and promoting alternatives to suspension or expulsion that
focus on school retention, remediation, and professional care.”78 (emphasis added)
With many competing priorities for this funding, there is no guarantee that funds will actually
go to discipline alternatives. Ultimately, the Department of Health Care Services, in
coordination with the Department of Public Health and Department of Education through interagency agreements, will address how these funds will be allocated.
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Recommendations
We recommend increased investments in evidence-based alternatives to suspension. The
demand is high, as evidenced by the large number of applicants denied Proposition 47 K-12
funding. There is significant room for growth, with PBIS only in just over one quarter of
California’s schools, SEL only in 10-15%, and many districts identifying restorative practices as a
gap in their MTSS assessments. In particular:
The State should:
•
•
•
•
•

Increase funding to the MTSS SUMS Initiative to enable districts to implement evidencebased discipline alternatives;
Increase funding for the MTSS School Climate expansion to include more districts in the
pilot program;
Add ongoing funding to Proposition 47’s Learning Communities for School Success, in
addition to the set aside from Proposition 47;
Ensure that funding from Proposition 64’s cannabis tax revenues be directed in part at
alternatives to suspension; and
Provide increased funding to the Local Control Funding Formula beyond cost-of-living
increases to help ensure there is new discretionary funding available, which districts may be
able to use for evidence-based discipline alternatives.

School Districts should:
•

Provide more details in LCAPs about the use of funding for evidence-based discipline
alternatives, including specific level funding dedicated to alternatives, number of schools
implementing alternatives, number of staff hired to support alternatives and number of
staff and teachers trained in alternatives.

Conclusion
Implementing alternatives to suspensions and expulsions can help more children succeed and
steer them away from criminal involvement. Research shows that discipline alternatives such as
Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS), restorative practices (RP) and socialemotional learning (SEL) can reduce suspensions and improve student outcomes. While
California provides several funding streams to support discipline alternatives, there is need for
further investments in discipline alternatives.
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