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Using the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act to Improve  

School Climate, School Discipline, and Student Engagement 
 
The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) provides unprecedented federal 
funding to invigorate our classrooms and close the achievement gap.  Unsafe and hostile 
school climates harm both students and teachers and widen the achievement gap; as a 
result, we urge the US Department of Education (ED or the Department) to encourage 
states and school districts to invest in efforts that improve both school climate and student 
engagement. Among other opportunities, the forthcoming “smart list” and remaining 
ARRA guidance should continue to highlight Positive Behavior Supports (PBS) and 
incentivize efforts to reduce pervasive disparities in discipline so that all students may 
benefit from Congress’s wise investment in our future.  
 
Maintaining a safe and healthy instructional climate is a critical responsibility of schools 
in the 21st century.  Behavioral issues and academic achievement are inseparable, and 
safer schools are higher achieving schools.  Unfortunately, many schools use only one set 
of tools—suspension and expulsion—to maintain school discipline and safety.  Although 
there are instances when a student threatens the safety of a school and must be removed 
from the instructional setting, the overuse of school suspension and expulsion poses 
serious risks.  Removal from school reduces the amount of time students spend receiving 
instruction, which has been shown to be the strongest predictor of school achievement, 
and leaves students at home or on the streets, which increases their risk for contact with 
the juvenile justice system.  Equally important, studies by the American Psychological 
Association and others failed to find any evidence that the use of zero tolerance, 
suspension, and expulsion leads to improvements in student behavior or school climate.   
 
While exclusionary practices negatively impact all students, students of color, students 
with disabilities, students residing in areas of concentrated poverty, and English language 
learners are highly over-represented in the use of suspension and expulsion, and thus at 
increased risk for their accompanying negative consequences.  Teachers are also 
negatively affected by school climate issues.  A 2005 survey found that 44% of teachers 
exiting the profession cited discipline as a reason for leaving.  Helping schools find 
alternatives to ineffective discipline is critical to ensuring that all students have the right 
to full development and that students and teachers are in safe and productive classrooms. 
 
Schools must be provided disciplinary options that are demonstrably effective in 
improving student behavior, school climate, and academic achievement.  By highlighting 
positive behavioral supports in its IDEA Recovery Fact Sheet, the Department took a 
significant step toward improving school climate through evidence-based approaches.  
PBS is a data-driven framework proven to reduce disciplinary incidents, increase a 
school’s sense of safety, and support improved academic outcomes.  For these reasons, 
then-Senator Obama introduced the Positive Behavior for Effective Schools Act to 
expand PBS and approaches like it.  Restorative practices, modeled on restorative justice 
principles in other contexts, are similarly successful at improving discipline. 
 
The ARRA presents a tremendous opportunity to implement policies that truly improve 
school safety, teaching, and learning for all students.  We look forward to working with 
the Department both as it develops additional guidance on ARRA matters and thereafter.
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Suggested Additions to the US Department of Education’s ARRA 

Grant Guidance 
 
We encourage the Department of Education to take these and other actions to ensure that 
all students have the right to full development in safe and engaging classrooms:  
 
1. Highlight Positive Behavior Supports, restorative practices, and the ability to 

improve school climate in the list of “smart” uses for ARRA funds 

 
As the Department prepares its “smart list” of uses for ARRA funds, it should once 
again include positive behavioral supports as a suggested use of ARRA funds.  The 
“smart list” should also include restorative practices and encourage school districts to 
use ARRA Funds, including Title I Recovery Funds and Title I School Improvement 
Recovery Funds, to improve school climate.  As with academic achievement, the 
Department should highlight the need to use these funds in ways that address the 
disparities in discipline related to race, poverty, language, and disability status, as 
well as the importance of involving students, parents, and communities in improving 
school climate and student engagement.  Implementing these approaches will 
improve both the amount and quality of instruction students receive. 
   

2. Provide innovation awards to entities that model best practices for improving 

school climate and supporting student engagement 

 
The ARRA contains $650M in innovation awards for school districts and other 
entities successfully improving academic achievement and closing the achievement 
gap.  As instructional time is a major predictor of student achievement, the 
Department should make awards to entities that make significant gains in 
achievement while reducing the removal of students from instruction.  As school 
exclusion disproportionately impacts students of color, students with disabilities, 
students residing in areas of concentrated poverty, and English language learners, the 
Department should make awards to entities that reduce both the achievement gap and 
disparities in discipline related to race, poverty, language, and disability status. 
 
ED should encourage entities to apply for innovation awards if they have improved 
both student achievement and school climate in a culturally responsive manner.  For 
example, the Department should reward entities implementing improvement efforts 
that involve students’ families and communities and take account of corresponding 
cultural values.   
 
The Department should require entities applying for innovation awards to submit 
disciplinary data for all students using the disciplinary categories listed in section 618 
of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (20 U.S.C. § 1418(a)) (IDEA 
disciplinary categories) and disaggregate the data by the subgroups of students 
identified in section 1111(b)(2) of the No Child Left Behind Act (20 U.S.C. § 
6311(b)(2)) (NCLB subgroups).  The Department of Education should review the 
disciplinary data for increases or decreases in disciplinary actions and weigh any 
fluctuation as a factor in determining whether to reward an entity’s efforts.  
Reviewing the disciplinary data will help the Department ensure that all students are 
truly benefitting from an innovative practice prior to replication. 
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Suggested Additions to the US Department of Education’s ARRA 

Grant Guidance 

(Continued) 
 

3.  Consider states’ disciplinary data in rewarding ARRA incentive grants 

 
The ARRA contains up to $4.35B in discretionary grants to states who are 
successfully fulfilling the ARRA’s assurances or who need assistance in doing so.  As 
part of its incentive grant applications, ED should require states to submit disciplinary 
data for all students using the IDEA discipline categories, disaggregated by NCLB 
subgroups.  If the Department awards an incentive grant to a state in order to help it 
meet the ARRA’s school improvement and/or teacher effectiveness assurances, the 
Department should review the state’s disciplinary data and, if warranted, encourage it 
to improve school climate through implementing PBS, restorative practices, or other 
evidence-based frameworks.  The Department should also encourage that state to 
approach improving school climate in a manner that is culturally responsive to the 
students’ communities and addresses disparities in discipline related to race, poverty, 
language, and disability status. 
 
If a state applies for an incentive grant upon successfully fulfilling the ARRA’s 
assurances, the Department should review the state’s disciplinary data for increases or 
decreases in disciplinary actions and weigh any fluctuation as a factor in determining 
whether to award the state with an incentive grant.  ED should also encourage states 
receiving incentive grants to use their grant to address deficiencies in school climate 
and/or expand the state’s successful, evidence-based approaches to improving school 
discipline. 

 
4. Require states to develop longitudinal data systems that collect disciplinary data 

 

The ARRA requires states receiving State Fiscal Stabilization Funds to establish 
longitudinal data systems that include the elements described in section 6401(e)(2)(D) 
of the America COMPETES Act (20 U.S.C. § 9871(e)(2)(D)).  The ARRA also 
provides $250M to the Institute for Education Sciences to award grants to states to 
develop longitudinal data systems.  To better track national trends in school 
discipline, the Department of Education should require states receiving Stabilization 
Funds and/or Institute of Education Sciences grants to develop data systems that 
collect disciplinary data on all students using the IDEA disciplinary categories, 
disaggregated by NCLB subgroups.  State grantees should be required to report their 
collected disciplinary data in their annual ARRA reports.  

 


