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A growing body of research indicates that children are suspended and expelled from
preschool and early childhood education (ECE) programs at high rates and that these
practices are inequitably distributed. Research has consistently documented
associations between exclusionary discipline and children's developmental outcomes
and families' stability, although relatively little evidence supports strong causal
inference.

National data indicate that preschool children are suspended and expelled at rates
exceeding those in K-12 education settings, with community-based estimates and
those that account for less formal or “soft” exclusion (see Table 1 for definitions) being
considerably higher. Additionally, there are persistent disparities: boys, Black
children, children with disabilities, and those exposed to trauma are
disproportionately subject to removal, raising concerns about equity and access in
systems intended to provide early learning opportunities.

A substantial body of research links school discipline to short- and long-term adverse
outcomes, including academic delays, social-emotional difficulties, and an increased
likelihood of later school exclusion. These associations suggest that such practices
may undermine rather than support developmental goals. However, much of this
research is observational, and causal evidence remains limited.

Preschool is a critical developmental window during which children are learning to
regulate emotions, build relationships, and adapt to group settings. Excluding them for
struggling with these skills is disruptive not only to children but also to their families
who rely on ECE programs to facilitate their workforce participation. Advocates argue
that exclusionary discipline erodes educational opportunities, exacerbates racial and
economic disparities, and is used against children who display behaviors that are
rooted in developmental delays, disabilities, or trauma, exacerbating their behavioral
and academic challenges.

However, children’s and families’ experiences exist alongside the realities faced by
early educators. Many ECE providers operate in under-resourced contexts, with
limited access to behavioral supports, mental health consultation, or specialized
training. In these settings, teachers report needing tools to respond to behaviors that
they perceive as unsafe or highly disruptive (e.g. biting, hitting, excessive screaming,
or damaging classroom materials) to maintain the well-being of other children and
staff. Particularly in tuition-based programs, directors also face external pressures
from families concerned about classroom safety and quality, which can shape
disciplinary decision-making. The result is a persistent tension between
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developmental science, which emphasizes the importance of inclusion and skill
building, and the structural constraints and biases that set up exclusionary practices
in the first place.

Table 1: Types of Exclusionary Discipline in ECE

Exclusionary Definition What it looks like

Practice

Expulsion Formal and permanent The family is told its
removal of a child from child cannot return
an educational to the school or
institution program.

Suspension Temporary removal of a A child is sent home
child for part or all of early or is asked to
one or more days stay home for one

or more days
because of his or
her behavior.

Soft Exclusion Subtle, unofficial ways of A child is repeatedly
removing children from isolated or sent out
an education setting or of the classroom;
coercing a family into multiple calls for
withdrawing its child early pickups are

made; repeated
suggestions are
made or pressure is
imposed to find

alternative care, etc.

Policy responses have accelerated inrecent years. Since 2015, more than a dozen states
have enacted legislation restricting or banning expulsion in publicly funded programs.
Federal guidance encouraged states to reduce exclusion rates and address disparities,
yet implementation remains uneven. The most effective policies will likely be those
that incorporate adequate funding for alternative strategies and interventions (e.g.,
mental health consultation and teacher training), clear and viable data reporting, and
robust accountability mechanisms. In the absence of such structures, exclusionary
discipline will persist, possibly in less visible but no less harmful ways, such as repeated
early pickups or “soft expulsions.”

This chapter synthesizes what is known about preschool discipline, including its
prevalence and disparities, workforce factors, evidence-based prevention strategies,
and policy gaps. It highlights opportunities for systemic solutions that prioritize
teacher well-being, strengthen behavioral support, and build accountability into ECE
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systems. Understanding these dynamics is crucial for policymakers to promote
equitable access to high-quality early learning and to eliminate practices that remove
children from classrooms during their most formative years.

Key findings

Key finding #1: In the U.S., exclusionary discipline is highly prevalent in ECE, and boys,
children of color, children with disabilities, and children who have experienced trauma
are disproportionately affected.

Children in ECE are more likely to be expelled than are students at any other age. In one
population study of public and private preschoolers in the U.S., an estimated 174,309
children were suspended for part or all of one or more days annually (equivalent to 20
children out of every 1,000 enrolled). Additionally, 17,248 children were expelled
annually (2 per 1,000 children enrolled). Suspension rates are generally lower in public
pre-kindergarten programs, where only 2 out of every 1,000 children were suspended
during the 2017-18 school year. Students of color and, in particular, Black students are
more likely to experience exclusionary discipline than are their White peers and at
disproportionate rates. Students with disabilities and those who have experienced
trauma also disproportionately receive exclusionary discipline relative to their
enrollment. Furthermore, children’s intersecting identities can place them at
increased risk of being pushed out. In particular, although Black boys represent only
one-tenth of all students, they receive almost one-third of all exclusionary discipline
actions.

Key finding #2: The emotional well-being of the ECE workforce is associated with a
reliance on or use of exclusionary discipline.

Teachers report a variety of job-related stressors that impact their mental and
emotional well-being, including managing children’s challenging behavior. Highly
stressed teachers experience emotional burnout and depression, which in turn are
associated with a greater reliance on exclusionary discipline. However, these
associations are mitigated when child- and teacher-level supports are made available.

Key finding #3: Programs that integrate behavioral support and mental health
consultation are associated with a lower expulsion risk, but evidence regarding their
effects on actual expulsion outcomes remains mixed.

Structured interventions such as infant and early childhood mental health
consultation (IECMHC), the Pyramid Model, and social-emotional learning (SEL)
curricula aim to prevent challenging behaviors and strengthen teacher capacity.
IECMHC has been linked to reductions in teacher stress and improved teacher—child
relationships, which indirectly lower expulsion risk. Tiered frameworks such as the
Pyramid Model have coincided with statewide declines in exclusion rates, and SEL
programs improve children’s emotion regulation. However, randomized controlled
trials show inconsistent effects on actual expulsion rates, and implementation fidelity
remains a challenge. Overall, interventions that combine child-focused and teacher-
focused supports show the greatest promise.

Key finding #4: Legislative bans alone are insufficient; policy gaps in enforcement, data,
and workforce support persist.
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Since 2015, more than a dozen states have passed laws restricting or banning expulsion
in ECE programs. However, these policies vary widely in scope and rarely include
mechanisms for monitoring compliance or funding alternatives. Importantly, most
legislative efforts focus on prohibiting end-stage actions—formal suspension and
expulsion decisions—while leaving largely unaddressed the earlier, more subtle
exclusionary processes that often precede them. This approach may reduce reported
formal exclusions while allowing inequities to persist in less visible forms. Without
standardized reporting systems, policymakers cannot track exclusion rates or assess
equity impacts. Structural drivers, such aslarge class sizes, inadequate compensation,
and a lack of mental health supports for children and teachers, remain unaddressed,
which limits the effectiveness of bans. Promising models integrate consultation and
technical assistance before expulsion decisions. Future policy efforts should prioritize
data infrastructure, accountability, and systemic supports for teachers to achieve
meaningful reductions in exclusionary discipline.

Evidence

Key finding #1: In the U.S., exclusionary discipline is highly prevalent in ECE, and boys,
children of color, children with disabilities, and children who have experienced trauma
are disproportionately affected.

In the United States, thousands of children are suspended or expelled from ECE
settings every year, and we have known this fact for decades. In a 2005 study of 4,000
public prekindergarten classrooms, students in ECE were three times more likely to be
expelled than were K-12 students.! More recently, a report published by the U.S.
Department of Education's Office for Civil Rights found that for every 1,000
preschoolers enrolled, approximately 2 received one or more out-of-school
suspensions during the 2017-18 academic year.? When community childcare and
preschool programs are included, estimates of part- and full-day suspension rates
jump to over 174,000 annually, ie, 20 out of every 1,000 children enrolled.
Furthermore, 17,000 children (2 per 1,000 children enrolled) in the U.S. are
permanently expelled from childcare and preschool each year.? This means that on any
given school day, nearly 250 children across the country miss out on early learning
opportunities due to full-day suspensions or expulsions.* Moreover, multiple datasets
point to persistent disparities in who is excluded from care, namely, boys, children of
color, children with disabilities, and children who have experienced trauma.>¢

Disproportionate Exclusion of Boys

In line with research in K-12 settings, boys are more likely to be suspended or expelled
from ECE settings than are their female peers.” In the 2011-12 school year, boys
comprised 54% of the preschool population but accounted for 79% of students who
were suspended that year.2 Moreover, during the 2017-18 school year, boys accounted
for 54.1% of enrollment but received 83% of out-of-school suspensions and 85% of
expulsions.
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Disproportionate Exclusion of Children of Color

Children of color, particularly Black students, disproportionately experience
suspensions and expulsions in ECE. Beginning with the 2011-12 Office of Civil Rights
data collection from public preschools, Black students have been overrepresented
relative to their enrollment among children suspended or expelled from public
preschools.’ More recently, Black students comprised 18.2% and 15% of preschool
enrollment but accounted for 38.2% and 25% of expulsions during the 2017-18 and
2020-21 school years, respectively.!® These findings mirror similar results in older
grades, where Black and Latino students and families were more likely to experience
exclusionary discipline than were their White peers.! By one estimate, Black students
are 3 times more likely to be suspended than are White students.'?

Disproportionate Exclusion of Students with Disabilities

In2017-18, an analysis of federally collected data in a national report found that across
ages and grades, while less than a quarter of students in U.S. public schools have a
disability, those belonging to this group received over half of all expulsions.”® This
pattern increased in 2020-21, when students with disabilities accounted for 24% of
enrollment but received 34% of out-of-school suspensions and 62% of expulsions.’ In
a nationally representative sample of preschool-aged children, it was estimated that
children with developmental disabilities and delays were 4.5 times more likely to be
suspended or expelled from care than were their peers without disabilities.
Furthermore, children with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder were at particular
risk for being excluded.*®

Disproportionate Exclusion of Students Exposed to Trauma

Children who have experienced trauma often disproportionately receive exclusionary
discipline. In a study on the use of exclusionary discipline in preschool, researchers
identified that children who experienced higher instances of adverse childhood
experiences, such as being exposed to domestic violence or living with a parent with a
mental illness or substance use disorder, were more likely to be suspended or
expelled.’® In fact, for each additional adversity that a child faces, their likelihood of
being suspended and/or expelled increases by 80%.

Disproportionate Exclusion of Children with Intersecting Identities

Children who hold multiple marginalized identities may be at particularly elevated risk
for facing exclusionary discipline. Below, Figure 1 depicts rates of expulsions and
suspensions from public prekindergarten programs in the U.S. by gender, race and
ethnicity relative to enrollment levels. While Black boys comprise just under 10% of
students, they receive 34.2% of suspensions and 30.4% of expulsions.”” Furthermore,
Black girls receive twice as many out-of-school suspensions as White girls and nearly
six times more expulsions than Hispanic/Latino girls.!® Similarly, Black and Native
American students with disabilities are also more likely to be suspended than other
racial/ethnic groups of students with disabilities.
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Figure 1: Early childhood education exclusionary discipline rates by gender and
race/ethnicity relative to enrollment rates for the 2017-18 school year

Public Preschool Enrollment and Discipline Rates by Gender, Race &
Ethnicity (AY 2017-18)
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Note: An overview of exclusionary discipline practices in public schools for the 2017-18 school year.2 For readability, only race
and ethnicity categories that account for at least 5% of the data in one or more panels are included.

Key finding #2: The emotional well-being of the ECE workforce is associated with a
reliance on or use of exclusionary discipline.

The emotional well-being of early educators has important implications for their use
of exclusionary discipline. Unfortunately, teachers who work with our youngest
learners routinely report higher levels of stress and depression than the national
average.?’ Teachers report feeling stress due to their working conditions, difficult
interactions with parents, and the management of children's behavior.??223
Furthermore, ECE teachers are among the lowest-paid workers in the U.S., with nearly
half reporting that they rely on public assistance to meet their basic needs.?* Highly
stressful and emotional environments can make it difficult for early educators to
maintain healthy relationships with children and to adequately support their
learning.?

Early Educator Well-Being and Responses to Children’s Behavior

Especially in ECE, teachers spend a substantial part of their workday supporting and
managing children’s challenging behavior; according to one study, nearly half of all
teachers indicated that they did so more than five times a day.?® When teachers
perceive their students as misbehaving, they report feeling more emotionally
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exhausted at work.?” However, teachers’ self-confidence in handling misbehavior
buffers the impact of perceived misbehavior on exhaustion.?® In other words, teachers
who feel that they are capable of dealing with misbehavior are less likely to let such
behavior drain their emotional energy.

Teachers take various approaches to behavior management. However, research
suggests that reactive strategies (i.e., punitive responses after unwanted behavior) are
generally less effective than are proactive strategies (e.g. reiterating expectations and
praising children who follow them) and that reactive strategies are associated with
higher levels of teacher stress.?° Furthermore, early educators often report turning to
suspension and expulsion when they feel that they have exhausted their behavior
management strategies.*®

Across multiple studies, early educators report experiencing high levels of emotional
burnout and exhaustion, decreasing the quality of their interactions with children and
increasing turnover. In fact, according to data from Louisiana, nearly one in three ECE
teachers leave their teaching roles each year—a pace that is more than twice that of K-
12 teachers.3'3233 Teachers experiencing burnout on the job report feeling exhausted,
emotionally distant from their students, and ineffective in the classroom.** In early
elementary grades, children in classrooms with teachers who report high levels of
burnout are more likely to receive in-school suspensions.3> ECE teachers who report
poorer emotional well-being and who have insufficient access to classroom behavioral
supports are more likely to request a child be expelled.*® Qualitatively, teachers
describe how feeling ineffective or unsuccessful in managing children’s behaviors
leads to their perception of children or families as “bad” and ultimately requesting that
they be expelled.’’*® In early elementary grades, teachers’ emotional exhaustion is
associated with a lower threshold for tolerating minor classroom behavior challenges.
Exhausted teachers refer more children to school administration for discipline as
opposed to implementing effective behavior management strategies in the
classroom.®

In summary, research suggests that emotionally exhausted teachers who feel
ineffective in managing children’s behavior may use exclusionary discipline as a
means of reducing their workplace stress and managing their own emotions. This may
be especially true when resources that support educators’ classroom management are
scarce.Ina pair of studies, teachers who reported elevated rates of stress or depression
but who had access to social-emotional supports (e.g. curriculum, coaching, and
consultation) were less likely to request that children be expelled.*>*! Moreover,
programs that implement supports for children’s SEL have teachers who report better
emotional health, more effective behavior management, and greater job satisfaction.*?

Key finding #3: Programs that integrate behavioral support and mental health
consultation are associated with a lower expulsion risk, but evidence regarding their
effects on actual expulsion outcomes remains mixed.

Despite increasingly robust research on intervention and prevention efforts,
exclusionary practices persist across all sectors of the ECE system. Efforts to prevent
exclusionary discipline in ECE have commonly focused on multitiered supports that
address both children’s behavior and teachers’ knowledge and well-being.
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Infant and Early Childhood Mental Health Consultation Programs

The largest and most developed research literature focuses on IECMHC, which pairs
mental health professionals with educators to improve classroom climate, teacher
coping, and child social-emotional development. A systematic review of IECMHC
research found consistent associations between consultation and reductions in
teacher stress, with indirect effects on expulsion risk.** For example, researchers
reported that consultation moderated the relationship between teacher depression
and expulsion decisions, reducing the likelihood that teachers requested the
permanent removal of a child.** Similarly, teachers’ engagement in consultation was
linked to significant changes in children’s prosocial behavior and reductions in
challenging behaviors.** However, randomized controlled trials have yielded mixed
results. While the service helped improve children’s behavior, as rated by teachers, no
effects onreducing thelikelihood of expulsion were found, possibly due to inconsistent
implementation and the need for sustained engagement.*®

Tiered Frameworks as Intervention and Prevention Supports

Tiered frameworks, such as the Pyramid Model for Promoting Social-Emotional
Competence, also show promise. The Pyramid Model provides universal strategies for
all children, targeted supports for those at risk, and intensive interventions for
children with persistent challenges. Although causal evidence remains limited,
longitudinal data from Colorado suggest that statewide adoption of the Pyramid Model
coincided with substantial declines in expulsion rates.*’” These findings align with
theoretical models that emphasize proactive classroom supports and family
engagement.*® Similarly, adaptations of positive behavioral interventions and
supports (PBIS) for ECE settings have demonstrated reductions in disciplinary
referrals and improved equity in elementary contexts, suggesting potential
applicability for preschool classrooms.*°

Social-Emotional Learning Curricula

SEL curricula represent another widely implemented strategy. Such curricula are
designed to systematically build young children'’s skills in areas such as emotion
understanding, self-regulation, empathy, and relationship building, often through
structured, developmentally appropriate activities embedded in daily classroom
routines. For example, widely used programs such as Second Step Early Learning> use
brief, sequenced lessons, modeling (e.g., with puppets), and guided practice to help
children learn to identify feelings, manage frustration, and positively engage with
peers. A meta-analysis of preschool SEL interventions found significant
improvements in children’s emotion regulation and social skills, which are theorized
to reduce behaviors that precipitate exclusion.®® However, most studies measured
child social and academic outcomes rather than expulsion rates, leaving the causal
links indirect. Programs that integrate child-focused supports with teacher-focused
resources, such as mental health consultation combined with SEL curricula, are most
likely to succeed.>

Across these approaches, a consistent theme emerges: access to resources matters.
When teachers lack behavioral supports or mental health consultation, expulsion
rates rise. Conversely, interventions that strengthen teacher capacity and classroom
climate can mitigate the use of exclusionary discipline. Future research should
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prioritize rigorous evaluations of combined models, examine mechanisms of change
(e.g., teacher stress reduction), and explore scalability across diverse ECE settings.

Key finding #4: Legislative bans alone are insufficient; policy gaps in enforcement, data,
and workforce support persist.

National Legislation

Despite growing legislative momentum to curb preschool expulsions, significant gaps
in policy design, implementation, and accountability persist. Since Connecticut’s
landmark 2015 ban, at least 15 states have enacted laws restricting or prohibiting
expulsion in publicly funded programs.>® However, these policies vary widely in scope:
some apply only to state prekindergarten, while others exclude childcare centers or
home-based programs. Critically, most legislation stipulates desired outcomes
without addressing the structural conditions that drive exclusion, such as teacher
stress, large class sizes, and limited access to behavioral supports.> For example,
Illinois’ expulsion ban was associated with director-reported decreases in formal
expulsions but increases in “soft” exclusions.” Families also reported similar
experiences of exclusion and difficulties accessing resources before and after the law
went into effect.®®

Policies rarely address the structures in ECE that indirectly contribute to teacher
burnout (see key finding #2, e.g., compensation, a lack of supports, and poor job
satisfaction) and can increase the reliance on ineffective or exclusionary discipline
strategies. Integrating workforce supports, such as salary parity for public
prekindergarten teachers and access to mental health services, along with
implementing adequate social-emotional and behavioral resources should be at the
foundation of holistic policy reforms.>’

Exclusionary Discipline Data Systems

While it remains necessary to address the underlying structural drivers of
exclusionary practices, effective policy will also focus on accountability and
enforcement grounded in high-quality, locally meaningful data. Few states require
programs to report disciplinary actions, and even fewer provide technical assistance
or funding to implement alternatives. This absence of standardized reporting prevents
policymakers from assessing whether reforms reduce expulsions or mitigate
disparities.® Without coordinated data systems that span all ECE systems and
settings—home, center, and school based—efforts to track exclusion and identify
inequities are severely constrained. Current gaps in data infrastructure also limit
research on intersectional disparities and the effectiveness of prevention strategies.
Such work is further complicated as funding and support for racial equity practices
remain at risk.

Finally, policy alignment and resource integration represent critical opportunities for
improvement. Quality Rating and Improvement Systems as well as Child Care and
Development Fund plans could incorporate expulsion-prevention metrics and
incentivize the adoption of supports such as IECMHC.*”® Arkansas’ “Behavior Help”
initiative offers a promising model: providers must access state-funded consultation
and training before expelling a child, ensuring that exclusion is a last resort.®® Scaling
such efforts nationally would require investments in data systems, technical
assistance, and cross-sector collaboration.
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Conclusion

Taken together, the evidence suggests that exclusionary discipline in ECE is not a
marginal issue but a widespread and patterned practice that disproportionately
removes historically marginalized children from learning environments during a
critical developmental window. Although the literature is descriptive or correlational
and strong causal inference regarding exclusionary discipline itself is minimal, several
patterns emerge consistently across studies. Specifically, to date, research indicates
that patterns of exclusion are closely tied not only to child behavior but also to the
conditions under which educators work—particularly low-paying, highly stressful,
and inadequately resourced settings—which shape how behavior is perceived and
managed in classrooms. Although a growing body of intervention research points to
the promise of integrated, prevention-oriented approaches that strengthen both child
skills and teacher capacity, their effects on expulsion itself remain uneven and highly
dependent on implementation. At the policy level, recent legislative bans represent an
important shift, but their focus on prohibiting final exclusionary actions—without
corresponding investments in data systems, accountability, and workforce supports—
limits their potential to produce sustained change. Meaningful progress will require
aligning policy-level, program-level, and classroom-level efforts to address both the
structural conditions and the everyday interactions that give rise to exclusion in ECE
settings.
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