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Introduction 

We know that when students are not in school, they are not building a strong foundation for learning. 
Studies have shown that students of color, especially African-American students, are more likely to be 
suspended from school. Missouri is one of eleven states that reported larger gaps than the national 
average between the suspension rates of black students and white students for both boys and girls. 
One in four Kansas City, Missouri black male K-3 students were suspended in 2015. 
 
Kansas City has made 3rd Grade Reading level a city-wide priority. The UMKC Urban Education 
Research Center (UERC), Mayor James’ Office, and Turn the Page KC have partnered to analyze racial 
and gender bias in suspension rates and convene public, charter and private schools to examine 
policies and propose changes. 
 
On June 3rd, 2019, we will convene community stakeholders, parents, students, and school teams to 
raise awareness of lost instructional time, what local data tells us about the disparity in school 
suspensions and the correlation to chronic absenteeism. 
 

We will begin the day with the Borderlands Training which will give participants a shared framework to 

build a common equity analysis and shared vocabulary to facilitate more effective conversations for 

the rest of the day. Participants will then be provided with a presentation on city-wide aggregate data 

analyzed in several ways. After reviewing the findings and bright spots where leaders have successfully 

reduced suspensions, attendees will be invited to participate in two breakout sessions that will have a 

more in depth look at the who, what and why of school suspension and what we can all do to ensure 

students are in school and in classrooms every day. 

 

Annie Watson, Turn the Page KC 

Mike English, Turn the Page KC 

Eric Camburn, Urban Education Research Center at UMKC 

Julie Holland, Mayor’s Office 
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Schools, Students & Incidents 
This is a report on discipline incidents in elementary and middle schools during the 2014-15, 2015-16, 2016

-17 and 2017-18 school years.  The analysis was limited to schools located in Kansas City,  Missouri that 

were in operation during the 2017-18 school year.  Public and charter schools are included in the report. 

The report presents data on discipline “incidents.” Incidents include in- and out-of-school suspensions, and 

violent and non-violent incidents. Some incidents involve alcohol, drugs, or weapons. The amount of 

school time students miss varies from incident to incident. We report an incident rate which is how many 

incidents there are per 100 enrolled students. An incident rate of 100 indicates one suspension per 

student, an incident rate of 50 indicates one suspension for every 2 students, and a rate of 200 translates 

to 2 suspensions per student.  

109 
Schools in 10 public school districts &  

17 charter school districts 

25,223 
Disciplinary incidents in 2017-18 

49 
Incidents per 100 students in 2017-18 

51,655 
Students Enrolled in 2017-18 
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Trends in enrollment & suspensions 

Between 2015 and 2018, overall student enrollment in Kansas City, MO schools  changed 

very little, increasing by approximately 2,500 students over the four year period.  In 

contrast, the number of disciplinary incidents that students experienced each year 

steadily increased from 14,782 in 2014-15 to 25,223 in 2017-18. The greatest increase 

during this period occurred between 2016-17 and 2017-18, when  the number of  

disciplinary incidents rose by 6,321, a 33 percent increase.  Against this backdrop, the 

incident rate per 100 students increased steadily from 2014-15 to 2016-17, then 

increased quite sharply in 2017-18 to 49, which translates into 1 out of every 2 students 

receiving disciplinary sanctions.   
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Suspension reasons and type 

DESE records 7 reasons for suspensions: 
alcohol, drugs, tobacco, violent acts, violent 
acts without physical injuries, weapons, and 
“other.”  As the figure  to the right illustrates, 
the vast majority (88%) of suspensions are for 
the reason “other.”  Much of the remaining 
suspensions (9%)  involve violence not resulting 
in injury . Unfortunately this coding system 
provides little insight into the reasons behind 
school suspensions.    

Types of suspension offenses - 2017-18

Alcohol Drugs Other Tobacco Violent act Violent act w/out injury Weapon

There are 4 types of suspensions described in the DESE data: in-school suspensions, out-of-school 
suspensions, expulsions and unilateral removal. Out-of-school suspensions are potentially more 
detrimental to student learning than in-school suspensions since the likelihood of students 
completing schoolwork while out of school is less than if they were in school under the supervision 
of school staff. Nearly all suspensions (99%) are in-school or out-of-school suspensions.  The figure 
below shows trends in these two types of suspensions over the last 4 years. As  previously 
mentioned,  the total number of suspensions increased during this period, especially in 2017-18.  In 
each of the 4 years, the number of in-school and out-of-school suspensions were fairly similar. For 
example in 2017-18 there were 2,348 more in-school suspensions than out-of-school suspensions.  
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Suspension length 

Being taken out of the classroom while on suspension has the potential to diminish students’ 
opportunities to learn through lost learning time, lost exposure to class content, and missed 
opportunities to interact with peers. Of course the number of days students are suspended depends 
on the events that led to the suspension, including the severity of those events.  The DESE data 
records suspension lengths ranging from 1 day to an entire year.  Suspensions of more than 5 days 
are very rare.  Suspensions of 1 day are by far the most common. For example, 51 percent of all 
suspensions in 2017-18 were one day.  As the figure below illustrates, suspensions of all lengths 
increased from 2015 to 2018 following the broader pattern of a general increase in suspensions 
during this time.  

1.35 
Days of lost instruction time per student due 

to suspension in 2017-18 

We estimated the average number of days 
of lost instruction time per student in 2017
-18 due to school suspensions. Because not 
every student is suspended, the “cost” of 
suspension in student learning time is not 
spread evenly across students.  The best 
way to think about our estimate of 1.35 
days of lost instruction is to consider that 
some students will lose no time due to  
suspensions, as many as 40% will lose 1-3 
days, and a smaller percentage will miss a 
significant amount of school (more than 3 
days). 
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Who gets suspended more? 
The next section of the report looks at differences in suspension rates by students in 

different groups.  Like other researchers we use a straightforward, intuitively fair 

yardstick to examine how and to what degree school suspensions are distributed 

unevenly, that is, disproportionately, across different student groups.  We use each 

group’s percentage in the overall student population as the yardstick for measuring 

disproportionality. We then compare the percentage of suspensions received by 

students in the group (orange bars in graphs) to these “enrollment percentages” (black 

bars in graphs). When orange bars are taller than black bars that means students in that 

group are being suspended at a disproportionately high rate. For example, females make 

up 49% of the student population in Kansas City according to enrollment records (black 

bars in figure below) but only 34% of all suspensions were given to females (orange bars 

in figure below).  In contrast, males made up 51% of the student population but received 

66% of all suspensions. In other words, males received disproportionately more 

suspensions than females. 
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Racial disproportionality 
Research has documented that Black students receive disciplinary sanctions (suspensions, expulsions) 
in disproportionately large numbers. For example, Skiba et al (2011) found that  Black students in 
elementary schools are twice as likely (2.19) to be referred to the office for problem behavior as their 
White peers.  Black students in middle school were nearly four times as likely (3.78) to be referred to 
the office for problem behavior as their White peers.    
 
Similar patterns were found in the Kansas City data. There are nearly equal numbers of Black and 

White students in Kansas City, MO (37% and 36% respectively).  However, Black students are 

suspended at a rate that is 4 times higher than that of Whites (64% of all suspensions were given to 

Black students in contrast with 15% that were given to Whites). Hispanic, multi-race, Hawaiian/Pacific 

Islander, and American Indian/Alaskan Native students received suspensions at nearly the same rate as 

would be expected given their percentages in the overall student population. Asian students received 

suspensions at a slightly lower rate than their overall percentage in the population.         
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Gender differences within racial/ethnic groups 

It was shown earlier that boys are more likely to get suspended than girls.  Concern has been raised 

about how some groups of males, particularly Black males, tend to be much more negatively impacted 

by school discipline practices than males of other races.  We examined this issue by looking at patterns 

of gender disproportionality within each racial/ethnic group. We found that the rate at which Black 

males are suspended (63%) is slightly lower than the overall suspension rate for males (66%). In 

contrast, White (76%), multi-race (70%) and Hawaiian/Pacific Islander (84%) males are much more 

likely to be suspended than males overall.   
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Suspension differences by school level & grade 

Not surprisingly, the rate of school suspensions increases as students get older and mature into 

adolescence. We compared school suspension rates to enrollment percentages for elementary and 

middle schools, and at each grade level.  While elementary school students comprised 77% of all 

students, only 36% of all suspensions were received by elementary school students (see figure below).  In 

contrast, middle school students, who only comprised 23% of all students, accounted for 64% of all school 

suspensions.   

Examining patterns of suspension by grade level provides further detail about this general pattern. The 

number of students enrolled in each grade is fairly similar, though grade cohorts begin to slightly 

decrease in size from 4th through 8th grade. In contrast, suspensions gradually increase between grades 

K and 6 and then spike dramatically in grade 7. Nearly a third (31%) of all suspensions given in 2017-18 

were given to 7th grade students. Suspensions decrease slightly between grades 7 and 8, while remaining 

much higher than grades K-6.  

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

Elementary Middle

Enrollment and School Suspensions by School Level: 2017-18

Enrollment Incidents

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

K 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Enrollment and School Suspensions by 
Grade: 2017-18

Enrollment Incidents



 

2019 School Suspension Summit  

City-Wide Overview    11 

Data Notes 
All information in this report was prepared using data obtained from the Missouri Department 

of Elementary & Secondary Education (MO DESE) and the National Center for Education 

Statistics (NCES).   

 

The report  includes all elementary and middle schools located in Kansas City, Missouri that 

were in operation during the 2017-2018 school year.  The analysis was also limited to students 

in grades K-8 within those schools.  

If you would like more information about how this analysis was conducted, please feel free to 

contact the Urban Education Research Center at UMKC using the contact information below.  

 

Thanks to William Murphy who provided helpful research assistance for the report.   

 

Eric Camburn 
Director 
Urban Education Research Center 
University of Missouri Kansas City 
615 E 52nd St, Kansas City, MO 64110  
Email: camburne@umkc.edu    
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