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Executive Summary
A good education is the foundation for successful life experiences. Children who 
graduate from high school have significantly brighter outcomes during adulthood. On 
measures of health, income and employment, adults who have completed more years of 
formal schooling consistently perform better than those with fewer years of education.

More than 80 percent of today’s fastest-growing and highest-paying jobs require post-
secondary education or training. In the 21st century global economy, a high school 
diploma and resultant skills to succeed in college and the workplace are essential. And 
yet, each year far too many students in North Carolina fail to graduate on time with 
their peers. Studies have shown a link between juvenile and adult criminal system 
involvement and dropouts. A student arrested in high school is twice as likely to leave 
school early or to be pushed out, and a court involved high school student is four times 
as likely to drop out of school as his or her peers. Although juvenile delinquency has 
declined across the nation and the state, the percentage of complaints filed against 
juveniles that originate in North Carolina public schools continues to rise.

The funneling of students from schools to jail or prison is a national phenomenon that 
has come to be called the school-to-prison pipeline. North Carolina’s pipeline differs from 
that in most other states because it deposits 16- and17-year-old students directly into 
the adult criminal system, regardless of the severity of their alleged offense. Juveniles 
who are prosecuted in the adult system are more likely to reoffend, and to commit more 
serious crimes when they do, than youth who receive age-appropriate treatment and 
rehabilitation through the juvenile justice system. The stigma of an adult criminal record 
erects barriers that, in many cases, prevent young people from reintegrating into society, 
successfully transitioning into the workforce or pursuing advanced education or training.

The school-to-prison pipeline leaks talent and potential from North Carolina’s future 
workforce, while limiting the trajectory of many of our students’ lives. Investing in 
dismantling the school-to-prison pipeline is good policy because it ensures that students 
become productive and contributing members of society. At a time when businesses 
face an increasingly competitive global marketplace, it is imperative that every student 
in North Carolina graduates from high school prepared to pursue college and career 
success. 

This report presents a statewide overview of the various segments in North Carolina’s 
school-to-prison pipeline that move vulnerable students into the court system: 
underfunded schools, harsh discipline, increased policing of school hallways and a lack of 
adequate intervention programs or alternative education placements. The final section of 
the report proposes four recommendations to begin dismantling the school-to-pipeline:  

1. Raise the age of juvenile court jurisdiction from 16 to 18 for youth who commit  
misdemeanor offenses;

2. Implement evidence based reforms to ensure equitable treatment for all 
students in North Carolina;

3. Improve data collection and reporting requirements to better inform school 
administrators, parents and policymakers; and

4. Establish a legislative task force on school discipline policies.
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 Introduction 
These various policies, collectively 
referred to as the School-to-Prison 
Pipeline, push children out of school 
and hasten their entry into the juvenile, 
and eventually, criminal system where 
prison is the end of the road. Persistent 
inequities, such as concentrated poverty 
and racial disparities in law enforcement, 
all feed the pipeline. The school-to-
prison pipeline is one of the most urgent 
challenges in education today.
Dismantling the School-to-Prison  
Pipeline Report1 

Policymakers, employers and the media 
are increasingly focused on high school 
graduation rates as a bellwether of students’ 
future success in the labor market, and 
an indicator of the overall effectiveness of 
North Carolina’s education system. A high 
school diploma has become an increasingly 
important step in preparing young people 
to live healthy, productive and independent 
adult lives. And yet, at a time when 
economic opportunities and wages for those 
with low levels of education have dwindled, 
one in four students in North Carolina fails to 
graduate from high school on-time with his 
or her peers.

The causes of student dropout and potential 
strategies for preventing it have arguably become 
the most discussed education topics in our state. 
But the term ‘dropout’ can be misleading. It 
suggests that a student has made a conscious 
decision to end his or her school career, which 
is often not the case. The current discussion of 
school dropout tends to ignore the harsh reality 
of what could more appropriately be considered 
school ‘push out.’ Although there are several 
causes of push out, punitive approaches to school 
discipline that move students out of the classroom 
and into the court system have garnered 
increasing national attention.2 

This funneling of students from the schoolhouse 
to the jailhouse is a phenomenon that has come 
to be called the school-to-prison pipeline—the 
convergence of laws, policies and practices that 
move children away from mainstream learning 

environments and into the juvenile or adult 
criminal systems.3 Directly, students enter the 
school-to-prison pipeline through school-based 
arrests and court referrals. Indirectly, students are 
pushed into the pipeline by underfunded schools, 
suspensions, expulsions, and/or a lack of quality 
alternative education programs. 

North Carolina is losing too much of its talent and 
potential through the school-to-prison pipeline. 
Research shows students subjected to harsh 
discipline practices are less likely to graduate from 
high school, become employed, enroll in college 
or enlist in the military.4  The effects of these 
consequences extend beyond individual students 
and their families; they weaken our state and local 
communities by limiting the contributions of these 
young people as citizens. North Carolina’s future in 
the global economy depends on the state’s ability 
to build a world-class education system that keeps 
our young people in school learning, and out of 
jails and prisons.
 

The Pipeline Starts Early 

We are guilty of many errors and many 
faults but our worst crime is abandoning 
the children, neglecting the fountain of 
life. Many of the things we need can wait. 
The child cannot. Right now is the time 
his bones are being formed, his blood is 
being made, and his senses are being 
developed. To him we cannot answer 
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“Tomorrow.” His name is “Today.”
Gabriela Mistral, Chilean poet, educator, 
Nobel Laureate

A truly comprehensive analysis of the school-to-
prison pipeline would begin much earlier than the 
first time a student enters kindergarten; it would 
start at birth. National research has identified a 
‘cradle-to-prison pipeline’ caused by numerous 
risk factors that place some students—many of 
whom are low-income and/or children of color—at 
greater risk for court involvement. These risks 
range from pervasive poverty, inadequate access 
to health insurance and medical care, lack of early 
education, abuse and neglect, historical inequities, 
unmet mental and emotional health needs and 
overwhelmed public schools. 

Poverty, persistent racial inequalities and a culture 
of punishment rather than prevention and early 
intervention are driving forces behind the school-
to-prison pipeline. In North Carolina: 

•	 One in 11 children lacks access to health 
insurance.5

•	 Half of all children (1.1 million) live in low-
income families.6

•	 More than 43,000 children from working 
families are on the waiting list for child 
care subsidies.7

•	 Black, Hispanic and American Indian 
children are nearly three times as 
likely to live in poverty as their White 
counterparts.8

Promising Practice:  
Nurse-Family Partnership 

Nurse-Family Partnership® (NFP) is 

an evidence-based, community health 

program that helps transform the lives 

of first-time, low-income mothers. Each 

mother served by NFP is partnered with 

a registered nurse early in her pregnancy 

and receives ongoing nurse home visits 

that continue through her child’s second 

birthday. The nurse teaches mothers 

preventive health, prenatal practices, 

child health and development, as well as 

education and reasonable and competent 

care for both mother and child. NFP has 

been proven effective through extensive 

research conducted over more than 30 

years. Three randomized, controlled trials 

concluded that NFP results in better 

pregnancy outcomes, improved child 

health and development, and increased 

economic self-sufficiency. These outcomes 

contribute to preventing child abuse, 

reducing juvenile crime and increasing 

school readiness. Studies estimate 

that every dollar invested in NFP yields 

taxpayers more than five dollars in return. 

NFP currently serves nearly 2,500 families 

across 22 counties in North Carolina.10 

•	 Just three-quarters (76 percent) of 
economically disadvantaged students  
graduate on time, compared to 87 percent  
of their higher income peers.9 

 
By the time students reach middle school where 
the school-to-prison pipeline accelerates,  
punitive discipline policies leave low-income 
children and children of color at greater risk of  
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becoming entangled in harsh discipline policies, 
and one step closer to involvement with the 
juvenile or adult criminal system. 

Underfunded schools, harsh discipline, increased 
policing of school hallways and a lack of adequate 
intervention programs and alternative education 
placements have created a school-to-prison 
pipeline that is moving many vulnerable students 
in North Carolina into the court system.

The school-to-prison pipeline in North Carolina, 
however, differs from the rest of the nation on a 
crucial point. While 48 other states handle most 
minors in juvenile justice systems, North Carolina’s 
criminal justice system treats all youth over the 
age of 15 as adults, without exception. As a result, 
our students face a more accelerated pipeline than 
other students. Without the buffer of the juvenile 
justice system to provide treatment, rehabilitation 
and family-focused services, youthful mistakes or 
adolescent behavior can lead them directly to adult 
court, prison and a permanent criminal record.

Workforce Connection 

The school-to-prison pipeline undercuts students’ 
ability to complete their education and hinders 
North Carolina’s capacity to build a globally 
competitive workforce. A 2012 report by the Center 
for Law and Social Policy estimated that by the year 
2025 North Carolina will need more than 630,000 
credentialed workers with advanced science, 
technology, engineering and mathematics training 
in order to keep pace with mounting workforce 
competition across the globe.12  Regrettably, if 
current degree attainment rates remain constant, 
North Carolina is set to produce just 54,000 
degreed individuals within that timeframe—less 
than 10 percent of the state’s total need.13 

 
Eliminating North Carolina’s school-to-prison 
pipeline is more than a moral imperative: it is an 
economic imperative as well. The road to engaged 
citizens, skilled workers and a robust state 
economy starts with students who have earned 
their high school diploma. Without a diploma, the 

Source: Children’s Defense Fund. Cradle to Prison Pipeline Factsheet. Retrieved from: http://www.childrensdefense.org/child-
research-data-publications/data/cradle-to-prison-pipeline-overview-fact-sheet-2009.pdf.  
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lost lifetime earnings of high school dropouts 
are estimated to cost North Carolina $4.4 billion 
through reduced income and property  
tax revenues, and increased Medicaid and 
corrections spending.14

 

How Does the School-to-Prison Pipeline Work?15 
 

Underfunded schools, harsh discipline practices, 
school policing, and lack of appropriate alternative 
education options are the segments of the 
school-to-prison pipeline that can move vulnerable 
students towards the juvenile or adult  
criminal system.   

Underfunded Schools

All children in North Carolina have a state 
constitutional right to the equal opportunity 
to receive a sound, basic public education.16 
Unfortunately, North Carolina’s inequitable 
education funding schema results in many 
students being enrolled in poorly funded schools 
that jeopardize their academic progress, often 
despite intrepid efforts by individual administrators 
and teachers.17

North Carolina uses a complicated teacher 
allocation, or flat-grant, approach to education 
funding which rewards districts that employ 
teachers with higher levels of education or 
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qualifications. Since schools in wealthier 
communities can generally provide their students 
with more experienced teachers than schools 
in poorer communities, the net effect of this 
approach to educational funding entrenches 
already observable resource disparities between 
school districts. 

North Carolina has a large number of high-poverty 
schools. In the 2011-2012 school year, more than 
one in four public school students (25 percent) 
attended schools where 76 percent or more of 
enrolled students were eligible for free or reduced 
price lunch.18  American Indian, Black and Hispanic 
students are more likely to attend high-poverty 
schools. 

Often the most vulnerable students are enrolled 
in schools that are most affected by lack of 
resources, racial and economic segregation, 
lack of parental engagement and overwhelmed 
teachers and principals. Underfunding contributes 
to students’ academic failure and can widen 
achievement gaps.19 

In the 2011-2012 school year, 33 percent of all 
elementary and middle school students in grades 
three through eight scored below proficiency 
on their end-of-grade reading and math exams, 
and 19 percent of high school students were not 
proficient on all of their end-of-course exams.20  

Measurable achievement gaps exist between 
Asian and White students and their Black and 
Latino peers, as well as for students who are 
economically disadvantaged, students who have 
limited English proficiency, and students  
with disabilities. 

Students who attend poorly funded schools; 
who feel unchallenged, unsafe, threatened, 
marginalized, or stereotyped in school; or whose 
parents and/or teachers are too overwhelmed to 
be fully engaged in their education, are less likely 
to succeed academically. Many of these are the 
first wave of students lost through the school-to-
prison pipeline. 21 

 

Suspensions and Expulsions

‘Zero tolerance’ is an approach to school discipline 
that imposes automatic removal from school, 
often for long periods of time, for an array of rule 
violations.22  While there is no evidence that zero-
tolerance policies make schools safer or improve 
student behavior,23 many states and school 
systems have adopted them following the wave 
of ‘tough on crime’ criminal justice policies of the 
1980s which included mandatory sentencing and 
‘three strikes’ laws.24 

In North Carolina there is no statewide Code of 
Student Conduct.  Local Boards of Education 

 Source: North Carolina Department of Public Instruction. Free and Reduced Price Lunch, 2011-2012.



From Push Out to Lock Up: North Carolina’s Accelerated School-to-Prison Pipeline

7

establish policies that govern the conduct of 
students and create procedures that are followed 
by school officials when disciplining students.25  

Although the North Carolina legislature amended 
the state school discipline law in 2011 to prevent 
local school districts from enacting zero tolerance 
policies with the exception of circumstances 
where suspension is otherwise required by state 
or federal law, local school boards still have broad 
latitude to establish and enforce discipline policies. 

26  As a result, discipline policies vary widely by 
school district, ranging from proscriptive policies 
that mandate specific responses to disciplinary 
infractions, to flexible policies that offer school 
administrators broad discretion to determine their 
application. This local control means that children 
who commit similar infractions may receive vastly 
different consequences depending on the district, 
or school, where they are enrolled.
 
An increasingly punitive approach to student 
discipline has led to skyrocketing numbers of 
suspensions and expulsions in public schools 
across the nation, with many students being 
suspended more than once per school year.27, 28   

Repeated short-term and long-term suspensions 
and expulsions have been shown to make it much 
more difficult and unlikely for students to graduate 
from high school. Loss of valuable classroom 
instructional time coupled with the rejection 
and social isolation many children experience 
when they are kicked out of school cause many 
suspended students to lose academic ground—a 
loss some never regain. 

When a student is suspended from school without 
alternative educational placements, he or she 
may engage in unsupervised activities, becoming 
more at risk for juvenile or criminal justice system 
involvement. Studies have shown that a child who 
has been suspended is more likely to be retained 
in a grade, to drop out, to commit a crime, to be 
incarcerated as an adult, and to lack employment 
or higher education opportunities as a result.29 

 
The North Carolina Department of Public 
Instruction cautions:

‘If the student is not admitted to an 
[Alternative Learning Program], the student 
is out of school for the duration of the 
suspension, often unsupervised. The 
student may then become more at-risk of 

Promising Practice:  
Positive Behavioral Interventions and 
Supports (PBIS) Program 

PBIS is a systematic approach that 

establishes and reinforces clear behavioral 

expectations by teaching students 

appropriate social behavior and reinforcing 

good behavior. Instead of using the 

piecemeal method of individual behavioral 

management plans, a continuum of 

positive behavioral support for all students 

within a school is implemented in areas 

including the classroom and non-classroom 

settings (such as hallways, buses, 

and restrooms).1 PBIS began in North 

Carolina in 2000 with five pilot schools. 

More schools have signed on every year, 

and as of 2011-12, about 46 percent, or 

1,154 of North Carolina’s schools were 

implementing PBIS. Two evaluations of 

the program in North Carolina have shown 

that, when implemented with fidelity, 

schools participating in PBIS have lower 

rates of office referrals than the national 

average; average suspension rates have 

dropped every year; and more participating 

schools have seen improvements in their 

graduation rates than non-participating 

schools. In addition to climbing graduation 

rates, individual participating schools have 

seen improvements in attendance rates 

and test scores.34

Short-term suspension: Lesser offenses are often dealt with 
using short-term suspensions, which can last from one to  
ten days.  
 
Long-term suspension: More serious offenses are usually 
dealt with using long-term suspensions as a consequence. 
Long-term suspensions last from eleven days up to the 
remainder of the school year.  

Expulsion: When a student is expelled from school, the 
student cannot return to their home school or any school 
within their district. 
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North Carolina Department of Public Instruction. Consolidated Report, 2011-2012.

North Carolina Department of Public Instruction. Consolidated Report, 2011-2012.

arrests skyrocket.38  Many students go straight 
from the classroom into the juvenile or adult 
criminal system for behavior that, though certainly 
disruptive, might be expected from adolescents – 
particularly students in underfunded schools who 
are dealing with the stress of disabilities, home or 
personal crises and/or poverty.39 

Studies have found that the presence of SROs has 
no significant impact on students’ perception of 
police, and no deterrent effect toward offending. 
Instead, these studies find that the presence of 
SROs can create an atmosphere of mistrust and 
alienation in schools which could cause students 
to disengage from their studies and misbehave.40 

 
In North Carolina, many students who misbehave 
at school end up in the criminal system. The 
percentage of complaints filed against juveniles 
in North Carolina that originated in the public 
school system increased 10 percent over the past 

academic failure; involvement in high-risk 
behaviors such as sex, drugs/alcohol/tobacco, 
delinquent behaviors; and/or serious trouble 
with the law…Those who are suspended and 
expelled out of school often go unsupervised, 
resulting in negative academic consequences 
and, all too frequently, increases in crime and 
delinquency problems. As these students fall 
further behind in their academic progress, 
it increases the probability that they will not 
catch up with their schoolwork, or worse, that 
they may never return to school.’30 

 

During the 2011-2012 school year, students in 
North Carolina received 258,197 short-term 
and 1,609 long-term suspensions. One in every 
11 students in North Carolina receives at least 
one out-of-school short-term suspension each 
year; and when only high school students are 
considered, this ratio increases to one in every 
seven students. 

Although long and short-term suspension rates 
have declined slightly over the past five years, 
males, students of color and students with 
disabilities continue to be disproportionately 
affected by out-of-school suspensions. 

School-Based Complaints and Arrests

States and school districts across the country are 
increasingly relying on law enforcement in addition 
to school personnel to handle minor school 
misconduct.35 A growing number of schools now 
utilize law enforcement officers known as School 
Resource Officers (SROs) to police elementary, 
middle and high school hallways and handle 
disciplinary issues that formerly would have been 
handled by school personnel. SROs may have little 
or no training in child and adolescent development 
and mental health, safe restraint techniques, 
recognizing signs of trauma or how to work 
effectively with students with disabilities.36 As a 
result, some SROs tend to approach misbehaving 
students as adult criminals rather than seeking 
out and addressing the underlying needs behind 
students’ misbehavior, as trained teachers or 
school administrators might.37 

When SROs become involved in incidents that 
otherwise would have been handled by educators, 
students are criminalized, the school culture 
changes, and school-based complaints and 
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five years. In 2011, school-based misbehavior 
accounted for 43 percent (16,127) of all complaints 
referred to the juvenile justice system in North 
Carolina.41 Students were most commonly 
referred to the juvenile justice system for low-level 
offenses, Class 1-3 misdemeanors and status 
offenses which include behaviors like truancy and 
disorderly conduct.42 

 
Research shows a strong link between school 
arrests and dropouts. A student arrested in high 
school is twice as likely to leave school early or to 
be pushed out, and a court involved high school 
student is four times as likely to drop out of school 
as his or her peers.43 

 
Since all youth over age 15 are automatically 
charged and prosecuted in the adult criminal 
system in North Carolina, it is also important 
to understand the number and percentage of 

Offenses Complaints % School-Based 

Offenses

Simple assault 2,363 15

Simple affray* 1,592 10

Disorderly Conduct at School 1,567 10

Truant under age 16 1,051 7

Larceny (Misdemeanor) 853 5

Weapons on educational 
property / aid (Misdemeanor)

768 5

Communicating threats 685 4

Assault employee 606 4

Drug paraphernalia 400 3

Possess marijuana up to 1/2 oz. 397 3

Grand Total 10,282 64

Top 10 Most Common School-Based Offenses, 2011

*Minor offenses that refer to an altercation between at least two people that does 

not involve weapons. Source: North Carolina Division of Juvenile Justice, Special 

Data Request.

School-Based Offenses by Charged Class, 2011

Source: North Carolina Division of Juvenile Justice, Special Data Request.

Charged Class Complaints % School-Based 

Offenses

Class A-E 45 <1

Class F-I, A1 2,132 13 
Misdemeanor 
Offenses
Class 1-3

13,950 86

Promising Practices:  
Building Collaborative Agreements between 
Law Enforcement, Schools  
and Courts

Cooperative Agreement in Clayton County, Georgia
School based referrals to the juvenile justice system 

were of epic proportions in Clayton County (Georgia). 

As a result, Judge Steven Teske helped enact a school 

conflict diversion program as an alternative to sending 

youth to the juvenile justice system. Three years later, 

Judge Teske convened a cross-sector workgroup 

which drafted a cooperative agreement between law 

enforcement and school administrators that would 

prevent and reduce the number of referrals to juvenile 

court. The resulting cooperative agreement includes 

a tiered approach which ensures that ’misdemeanor 

delinquent acts’ like fighting and disorderly conduct do 

not result in delinquency complaints unless a student 

has prior complaints. The agreement also requires 

a review by the principal before disciplinary action 

can proceed. Students receive a warning after a first 

offense and referral to mediation, or a conflict resolution 

program after a second offense. The agreement also 

includes a clause that misdemeanor disciplinary acts 

committed by elementary school-aged youth are 

excluded from referral to law enforcement, if those acts 

are committed at school.44

School Offense Protocol in Jefferson County, Alabama
In Jefferson County (Alabama), Family Court Judge 

Brian Huff along with advocacy and legal support from 

the Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC) successfully 

implemented a School Offense Protocol in 2010. The 

protocol, developed with input from key stakeholders 

in the community including schools, law enforcement 

and advocates, is a set of graduated consequences 

for certain offenses which establish alternatives to 

incarceration for children who commit minor delinquent 

offenses within the school system.45 
 

Under the protocol, a first offense results in a warning, 

a second offense may require the student and a parent 

to attend a special workshop, and a third offense may 

be referred to court. The offenses included in this new 

protocol were specifically affrays (fighting), disorderly 

conduct, harassment, misdemeanor assault and criminal 

trespass. The protocol also added more frequent and 

detailed reporting requirements so that data can be 

easily and readily analyzed to determine the protocol’s 

effectiveness.  



10

Action for Children North Carolina

16- and 17-year old minors who enter the adult 
criminal system through school-based arrests and 
complaints. Unfortunately, those data are neither 
collected nor reported by the Department of Public 
Safety or the Department of Public Instruction. 
However, given that more than 40 percent of all 
juvenile (age 15 and under) complaints are for 
school-based offenses, the percentage for 16- and 
17-year-olds is likely just as large. 

Lack of Appropriate Alternative  
Education Placements

When students are suspended or expelled, they 
are removed from the classrooms and deprived 
of in-class instructional time.46 In North Carolina, 
state law mandates that every school district 
have some kind of alternative education program, 
and the constitutional right to an education of 
suspended students cannot be taken away 
without a significant and important justification.47

According to the North Carolina Department of 
Public Instruction, alternative learning placements 
include schools and programs with a wide array of 
activities, locations, and student characteristics, 
specifically:

A program that serves students at any 
level, serves suspended or expelled 
students, serves students whose 
learning styles are better served in 
an alternative program, or provides 
individualized programs outside of a 
standard classroom setting in a caring 
atmosphere in which students learn the 
skills necessary to redirect their lives.48 

Suspended students are often left unsupervised 
at home or on the streets, slipping out of the 
mainstream and away from positive peer and 
adult influences they might otherwise have been 
exposed to in a formal learning environment.49 
Many of these students cannot see a viable 
educational pathway for themselves after being 
rejected by the very educational system that was 
supposed to help them build a successful future.

In 2010, a lawsuit was brought by a Beaufort 
County (North Carolina) high school student 
who was denied access to alternative education 
placement after receiving a five month out-of-
school suspension for a brief schoolyard fight. The 
North Carolina Supreme Court ruled that, although 

a suspended or expelled student does not have 
a constitutional right to an alternative education 
under the North Carolina constitution, “[b]ecause 
exclusion from alternative education potentially 
infringes on a student’s state constitutional right to 
equal educational access… school administrators 
must articulate an important or significant reason 
for denying students access to alternative 
education[.]”50 The ruling clarified that students 
who receive out-of-school suspensions have a 
statutory right to receive alternative education 
placements when feasible and appropriate, barring 
exceptions when the student has been deemed 
too violent or disruptive, or when the district does 
not have the resources to provide alternative 
services or the student has failed to meet 
conditions for admission.

Alternative learning programs in North Carolina 
served more than 14,000 students during the 
2011-2012 school year.51 And yet, there is evidence 
that there are not enough alternative education 
programs in the state to meet the needs of 
all eligible students. A study of Wake County 
alternative education schools, for example, found 
that the county requires more options to meet the 
needs of suspended elementary school students, 
students with serious behavioral issues who do 
not qualify for special education services, and 
students who have been suspended long-term 
from school.52

Adult Criminal Justice System:   
The End of the Road for Too Many 
North Carolina Youth

Any young person without a high school 
diploma is at a severe disadvantage in our 
high-tech labor market, with its accompanying 
demands for advanced education. We can’t 
prepare students for the 21st century who 
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aren’t in school. Increasing graduation rates 
requires a continuum of strategies that engage 
students, including ensuring their presence in 
the classroom.  
National Education Association President  
Dennis Van Roekel

In combining all segments of the school-to-
prison pipeline—underfunded schools, harsh and 
inequitable school discipline, increased school 
policing and lack of equal access to high quality 
alternative education options – it becomes clear 
how many of North Carolina’s most vulnerable 
children begin pouring into the juvenile and adult 
criminal justice systems. 

North Carolina’s school-to-prison pipeline is 
arguably more accelerated than in any other state 
in the nation. Not only can students legally drop 
out of school at age 16, but North Carolina is also 
one of only two states where youth over age 15 
are automatically tried as adults for all offenses, 
regardless of the nature of their infraction or 
extenuating circumstances.53 This policy means 
that nearly all juniors and seniors in high school, 
and some sophomores and even freshmen, are 
sent directly to the adult criminal justice system if 
charged with school-based infractions. Students 
are removed from school – a setting that should 
be positive, nurturing and safe – and deposited 
directly into a system that exists to punish adults 
for criminal behavior. 

In 2009-2010, the most recent year for which data 
are available, 26,000 16- and 17- year olds were 
processed in the adult criminal justice system.54 
Eight in every 10 charged acts for 16- and 17-year-
olds in the adult court criminal justice system 
were for misdemeanors, which includes offenses 
like trespassing or possessing a small amount 
of marijuana.55 In North Carolina, very few youth 
commit serious felonies. In 2009-2010, less than 
four percent of charges against 16- and 17-year-
olds were for Class A-E felonies, offenses that 
include serious violent crimes like murder, rape or 
robbery.56

Promising Practice: Restorative Justice 
 
Restorative Justice is a theory of justice that 
emphasizes repairing the harm caused by 
criminal behavior. Practices and programs 
reflecting restorative purposes respond to 
crime by identifying and taking steps to 
repair harm, involving all stakeholders, and 
transforming the traditional relationship 
between communities and government in 
responding to crime. While most approaches 
to juvenile justice concentrate on punishing 
or treating delinquent youths, the restorative 
justice process seeks to repair the harm by 
involving the entire community in rehabilitating 
offenders and holding them accountable for 
their behavior. In the traditional juvenile justice 
system, professionals ask questions such 
as ‘What laws have been broken?’ or ‘What 
punishment does the offender deserve?’ Under 
the restorative justice model, questions are 
framed differently, asking: ‘What is the nature 
of the harm resulting from the crime?’, ‘What 
needs to be done to repair the harm?’  
The North Carolina Governor’s Crime 
Commission and the Norman Adrian Wiggins 
School of Law at Campbell University have 
created a collaborative effort that aims to 
help spread the word of Restorative Justice 
throughout the state of North Carolina and 
to assist others across the state in starting 
Restorative Justice programming. The Juvenile 
Justice Project (JJP) uses mediation to 
discover how people and communities are 
hurt as a result of crime, and seeks to find the 
best solution to repair the damage that has 
been done. The program receives referrals 
from juvenile intake counselors, juvenile court, 
teen court, and the local school system for 
juveniles who have been accused of criminal 
activity or disruptive behavior. Approximately 
85 percent of cases referred to the JJP are 
successfully mediated, resulting in both parties 
coming together for a face-to-face meeting to 
address and satisfy their needs as a result of 
the incident. Less than five percent of juveniles 
that successfully completed the process 
between 2004 and 2010 reoffended, while 25 
percent of juveniles that did not complete the 
process later faced other charges.57
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Recommendations

“The question is not whether we can afford to invest in every child;  
it is whether we can afford not to.”  

-Marian Wright Edelman

 

The following recommendations are for policymakers and officials in child-serving departments, school districts, law 
enforcement agencies and court systems.

RECOMMENDATION 1:  
Raise the Age of Juvenile Court Jurisdiction from 16 to 18 for Youth Who Commit  
Misdemeanor Offenses 

North Carolina must take swift action to stop the accelerated pipeline from public schools to the adult criminal justice 

system. It is imperative that the North Carolina General Assembly pass legislation to incrementally phase 16- and 

17-year-olds who have committed minor crimes into the juvenile justice system, and provide the juvenile system with 

adequate resources where they will be supported by a developmentally-appropriate, research-based continuum of 

services. Allocating adequate public funds to meet the needs of court involved 16- and 17- year-olds is critical to fully 

implement this policy change and to ensure the success of all youth served in the juvenile justice system. Crime costs 

the state untold millions in lost productivity. Raising the age will place wayward youth on a path to becoming responsible, 

contributing adults, therefore returning those millions to the public coffers. Efforts to keep more students in schools 

rather than pushing them out for minor offenses would mean a higher graduation rate. Less crime and more educated 

youth mean more public savings, a higher state Gross Domestic Product and more tax revenue for the state. High quality 

juvenile justice programs show significant public return because they literally save lives—lives that would have otherwise 

been wasted in crime or ended prematurely. National cost benefit analysis shows that developmentally appropriate 

intervention in the lives of troubled youth is one of the most cost effective uses of public money.58 
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RECOMMENDATION 2:  
Implement Evidence Based Reforms to Ensure Equitable Treatment for All North Carolina 
Students

The North Carolina Department of Public Instruction should require or encourage school districts, law 

enforcement agencies that provide school resource officers (SROs), and court systems to create memoranda of 

understanding (MOUs) that limit when school-based arrests and court referrals can be made, including limitations 

for minor offenses and students with disabilities.

Individual school districts should create and implement discipline matrices that list very specific consequences 

for individual rule infractions. Discipline matrices should include graduated interventions and consequences 

based on grade level, and make out-of-school suspension and expulsion options for only the highest levels 

of misbehavior, and then only for middle and high school students. The matrices should also require school 

administrators to consider students’ discipline histories and mitigating factors outside of their control, including 

disabilities, homelessness, domestic violence, bullying, health and mental health needs. By limiting school 

administrator discretion, the matrices will help increase fairness and reduce excessive suspensions and 

discrepancies in treatment based on factors such as race, gender and disability status. 

Require and adequately fund all school districts in the state – and all schools within those districts – to 

implement, with fidelity, Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports (PBIS), which focus on clear expectations, 

academic achievement and individualized interventions. 

Adequately fund expanded alternative education options to ensure that school districts can offer every long-term 

suspended or expelled student the opportunity to attend a high-quality, classroom-based, alternative education 

programs.

•	See Appendix A for an example of a discipline matrix used in the Baltimore City School District. 

•	See Appendix B for an example of a collaborative agreement implemented in Jefferson County, 

Alabama among the Birmingham City Schools, the Birmingham Police Department, the Jefferson 

County Family Court and the Jefferson County District Attorney’s Office.

•	See Appendix C for the collaborative agreement between the Clayton County, Georgia, Public School 

System and local law enforcement. 
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RECOMMENDATION 3:  
Improve Data Collection and Reporting Requirements to Better Inform School Administrators, Parents 
and Policymakers

Improve data collection, publication and monitoring systems by standardizing data definitions and collection procedures 

statewide. Collect and report data annually to the Joint Legislative Education Oversight Committee on relevant indicators 

for all age groups, including school-based arrests and school-based delinquency complaints, as well as criminal 

complaints. This data should include race, gender, age, grade level, ethnicity, primary offense and disability status. 

Suspension and expulsion data should be provided on state, district, and individual school-level, disaggregated by grade, 

race, gender, disability status, free and reduced lunch status, English language proficiency, primary violation and length of 

suspension. Also, the state should reinstate the SRO census that was eliminated in 2009 due to budget cuts and make 

it more detailed, including providing the raw data that lists specific schools to which SROs are assigned, as well as SRO 

employers across the state.

North Carolina should continue to work toward implementation of a continuum of evidence-based prevention and 

intervention services from birth to adulthood for at-risk children, including in-home visiting, high-quality early education, 

physical and mental health care, substance abuse treatment, after-school programming, mentoring and other community-

based programs which are informed by a coordinated data collection and reporting system. 

RECOMMENDATION 4:  
Establish a Legislative Task Force on School Discipline Policies

The Legislative Task Force on School Discipline should include key stakeholders from all sectors: public, non-profit, private 
and active community leaders. 

The Task Force shall be charged with:
•	 Examining disproportionate minority discipline, 
•	 Reviewing data regarding alternatives to school based arrests  such as civil citations, and
•	 Studying model legislation that will reduce the flow of school-based complaints being referred to the court 

systems. 

The Task Force should issue a final report of its findings to include an implementation plan. The Legislative 
Task Force on School Discipline will utilize data to educate and engage decision makers at the local and state 
levels on the benefits of implementing research-based behavior management programs that take positive 
approaches to improving student behaviors. The Task Force will advocate for legislation and policies that 
promote positive, cost-effective alternatives to the criminalization of student misbehavior. 

Conclusion

All children deserve the opportunity to learn, achieve success and become productive citizens. The school-to-
prison pipeline funnels vulnerable students out of classrooms and into courtrooms, often for minor events. The 
criminalizing of routine disciplinary problems has not made our schools safer. To the contrary, the school-to-
prison pipeline has damaged the lives of many children by making them more likely to drop out and entangling 
them, sometimes permanently, in the juvenile or adult criminal system. 
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