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Introduction/Background 
 

Many scholars and policy analysts have cited educational equity and opportunities as 
critical factors in preventing the engagement of young Black males in the juvenile and criminal 
justice systems.  Positive Black male academic achievement has been associated with influencing 
the ability of young black males to avoid the criminal justice system.  School achievement cannot, 
however, save young black males from the juvenile and criminal justice systems if school 
disciplinary policies and legislation are written and enforced in such a way that it is hard to avoid 
being caught up in the “system”. 
 

Research has shown that young Black males have different cultural experiences that require 
a more targeted approach to reach them [1].  School district representatives and instructors 
acknowledge the considerable research that supports this fact.  Single gender schools and classes 
underscore the importance of this breakthrough in reaching an important segment of the Black 
community [2].  Still, achieving academic success has been challenging for this group of young 
adults. 

  
Black males must navigate two challenging courses simultaneously: academic success and 

law enforcement interaction.  Not all Black male students have received the benefit of research on 
best practices to secure their academic success.  The failure to utilize the best academic practices 
often means that Black male students are left to their own devices to pursue the best course for 
learning.  If they fail to find their course to academic success, they are often unoccupied and 
unchallenged in the classroom.  Often, being unoccupied and sufficiently unchallenged in the 
classroom, leads to Black male students being identified as persons with behavior problems [3].  
 

The application of zero tolerance policies and the presence of school resource officers 
(SRO) allow schoolteachers and administrators to abdicate their responsibility for discipline.  
Rather than understanding the cultural difference and academic attention needed by Black male 
students, school districts resort to using a broad definition of student behavior that pushes Black 
males out of the classroom.  Being away from the school learning environment compounds the 
learning challenges for the expelled students and leads to the students falling farther behind.  They 
are embarrassed by their lack of academic preparedness and resort to acting out in other ways to 
conceal it [3].  Absence from school and falling behind in academic work, lead to more disciplinary 
problems and interactions with SROs [3].  
 

Multiple and sustained law enforcement interactions create a criminal record for young 
Black men [3].  These interactions often come from so-called behavior problems for acts that are 
appropriate to their age and for which their non-Black classmates are not disciplined.  
 

There have been many studies, reports and academic articles written on ways to stop or 
interrupt the school-to-prison pipeline.  This review does not contend that all the literature has 
been reviewed.  Instead, the emphasis of this bibliographical essay is on studies that not only 
highlight the problem, but on studies that offer solutions.  The special focus is on research that 
centers on the nexus between school achievement and the prison pipeline and on literature that 
highlight methods being employed to stop or interrupt the school-to-prison pipeline.   
Black Male Academic Achievement Gap  
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The Schott Foundation has focused a lot of attention of Black male achievement.  In Yes 

We Can, a study they published in 2010 it was found that that the majority of U.S. school districts 
and states were not making the necessary investments to insure success for Black male students.  
Their data indicated that Black male achievement was more likely to be a result of individual 
efforts by the student than the success of their schools [4].  Similarly, in their 2015 50- state report, 
they found that the academic achievement gaps continued to exist between African American 
males and Caucasian males.  Black male students are nearly twice as likely to drop out of high 
school as their white counterparts [5].  The study found that of the 48 states studied, in 35 states 
and the District of Columbia, Black males remain at the bottom of four-year high school graduation 
rates.  In 2012-2013, the national graduate rate for Black males was 59% compared to 65% for 
Latino males and 80% for white males.  The graduation gap between black and white males has 
widened, increasing from 19% in 2009 – 2010 to 21% in 2012 – 2013.   
 

Figure 1 shows the state-by-state graduation rates for Black male students in the United 
States [5].  There are only seven out of 50 states that have a graduation rate of 70% or above for 
black males.  Nevada and the District of Columbia have graduation rates below 50%.  
 

The large gap between Black males and others exists before these children start school and 
continues throughout their lifespan [6].  America is failing young black males.  Only 12% of black 
fourth grade males are proficient in reading, compared to 38% of white males [6, 7].  Only 12% 
of black eighth grade males are proficient in math, compared to 44% of white males [6, 7].  Black 
students may be three full years behind their peers [6, 7].  As we continue to allow this trend to 
occur, our society is being negatively impacted by the academic achievement gap.  
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Figure 1.  State-by-State Graduation Rates for Black Male Students [6] 
 

 
 

Black males continue to be both pushed out and locked out of opportunities for academic 
success and achievement.  This includes notable disparities in their enrollment in Advance 
Placement courses and participation in Gifted and Talented Programs, Honors curriculum, 
extracurricular activities, etc.  They appear to be pushed into the criminal system through a school-
to-prison pipeline.  Yet, Dr. Ivory Toldson, an associate professor of counseling psychology at 
Howard University, is hopeful.  In his Breaking Barriers series, he explored factors that improve 
educational outcomes for Black males by analyzing academic success indicators from four national 
surveys [8].  Based on this data, Dr. Toldson identified potential policy solutions to improve Black 
males’ academic success.  He contends that schools and teachers can help Black males achieve 
and that they already have the resources to do so.  An overly negative media betrayal of young 
Black males and their behavior in the school has driven a sense of hopelessness among so school 
administrators and teachers.  Dr. Toldson believes that the Black community and schools have the 
capacity to address any of the academic and behavior challenges facing Black males [9].  

 
 
 
School-to-Prison Pipeline 
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The School-to-Prison Pipeline relates to the intersection of primary and secondary 

educational institutions with the juvenile justice system [10].  It has had a tremendous impact on 
the African American community, specifically on African American males.  Over the past several 
decades, significant changes have been made to the disciplinary measures, policies and practices 
within K-12.  What at one point included non-exclusionary discipline now includes exclusionary 
discipline.  Exclusionary discipline removes students from a school environment resulting in an 
increased number of out-of-school suspensions and expulsions [12].  Exclusionary discipline 
increases the probability of a youth failing in school and experiencing contact with the criminal 
justice system early in life [12].  Since the early 1970s, the national suspension rate has more than 
doubled, rising from 3.7% of students in 1973 to 7.4% in the latest 2009 – 2010 data [13-14].  
From the doubling of suspension rates, African American children are more than three times as 
likely to be suspended than white students, and the gap continues to widen [13, 15].  

 
The Advancement Project found that “In the 2006 – 2007 school year there was no state in 

which African-American students were not suspended more often than white students [13].”  
Suspensions and expulsions without alternative academic programs remove students from a 
structured and supervised environment provided through school to a non-structured and non-
supervised environment through being at home alone.  The home alone scenario most often takes 
place in socio-economic disadvantaged areas, resulting in increased opportunities for youth to 
engage in criminal activities and become involved with the criminal justice system [13].  
 

Zero-tolerance policy is an example of exclusionary disciplinary.  It sets predetermined 
consequences or punishments for specific offenses [13].  This policy was introduced in the early 
1980s, during the War on Drugs, to reduce drug use in schools.  Since then, the zero-tolerance 
policy has expanded following the Gun Free Schools Act (GFSA) of 1994 to reduce the presence 
of guns in school.  Now it includes predetermined sanctions for serious and non-serious offenses 
(i.e., non-violent disruptions, tardiness, etc.)  [16-18]. The GFSA was part of the Improving 
America’s Schools Act of 1994 [18].  The GFSA required each state receiving federal funds to 
have a state law in effect requiring local educational agencies to expel, for at least one year, any 
student who is determined to have brought a weapon to school [18].   
 

The School-to-Prison Pipeline encompasses the growing use of zero-tolerance discipline, 
school-based arrests, disciplinary alternative schools, and secured detention to marginalize most 
at-risk youth and deny them access to education [11].  As a result of the implementation of zero-
tolerance policies, there was an increase in the number of School Resource Officers (SROs) in 
schools and overall criminalization of student behavior [19].  A Justice Policy Institute Report 
found a 38% increase in the number of SROs between 1997 and 2007 because of the growing 
implementation of zero-tolerance policies [19].  The discipline measures used in schools mimic, 
far too often, the approaches used in law enforcement [19].  It is apparent that traditional 
disciplinary measures, such as counseling or detention are being replaced.  As SROs have set up 
shop in schools across the country, the definition of what is a crime as opposed to a teachable 
moment has changed in extraordinary ways [20].  

 
Students who attend schools with SROs present are in greater danger of unnecessary 

involvement in the juvenile justice system through the criminalization of behaviors traditionally 
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resolved through standard school discipline policies [21].  Educational systems have seen a huge 
increase in student referrals to law enforcement.  For example, in a city in Georgia, when SROs 
were introduced to the schools, “school-based referral to juvenile courts increased 600% over a 
three-year period [22].”  Policies that include increased SROs in schools disproportionately affect 
youth of color, specifically African American males, and are now known to drive the School-to-
Prison Pipeline [21].  Too many students are on a path toward prison rather than a path toward 
graduation [23]. 
 

The discipline gap within schools is directly connected to the achievement gap.  Studies 
have revealed that students who are suspended or expelled from school encounter more negative 
life outcomes than those who are not [13].  Black students represent 16% of the student population, 
but 32-42% of students suspended or expelled as shown in Figure 4 [24].  Black children represent 
18% of preschool enrollment, but 48% of preschool children receiving more than one out-of-
school suspension [24].  Boys receive more than two out of three suspensions [24].  Black boys 
and girls have higher suspension rates than any of their peers as shown in Figure 5.  Twenty percent 
of black boys, and more than 12% of black girls receive out-of-school suspension [24].  Black 
students represent 16% of student enrollment, and represent 27% of students referred to law 
enforcement, and 31% of students subjected to a school-related arrest as shown in Figure 6 [24].  
Suspensions and expulsions result in an increased risk of students dropping out, ultimately 
contributing to a youth’s increased chances of becoming involved with the criminal justice system 
[24].  Decades of research on dropout factors have found that school suspensions are a significant 
predictor of being held back a grade and dropping out of school all together [25].  
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Figure 4.  Detail may not sum up to 100% due to rounding.  Students receiving suspensions 
and expulsions, by race and ethnicity [24]. 
 
 
 

 
Figure 5.  Students receiving out-of-school suspensions by race/ethnicity and gender [24] 
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Figure 6.  Detail may not sum up to 100% due to rounding.  Students subjected to referrals 
to law enforcement or school-related arrests, by race and ethnicity [24]. 
 
 
 
Significant data that reveals that African American students are being pushed into prison through 
our school systems, known as the School-to-Prison Pipeline are listed below [26]: 
 

• 40% of students expelled from U.S. schools each year are black 
• 70% of students involved in “in-school” arrests or referred to law enforcement are black or 

Latino 
• Black students are 3.5x more likely to be suspended than whites 
• Black and Latino students are 2x more likely to not graduate high school as whites 
• 68% of all males in state and federal prison do not have a high school diploma.  People of 

color make up 37% of the U.S. population but 67% of the prison population. 
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Interrupting and/or Eliminating the School-to-Prison Pipeline and Enhancing the Academic 
Experience 
 

Within the past several decades, numerous individuals, organizations, and agencies have 
led the effort with respect to research and public policy to eliminate the School-to-Prison Pipeline 
and identify ways to enhance the academic experience.  Across the nation, groups and individuals 
have come together to build and strengthen the White House’s 2014 launch of My Brother’s 
Keeper.  My Brother’s Keeper encourages communities to implement a coherent cradle-to-college-
and-career strategy for improving the life outcomes of all young people, specifically males of 
color, to ensure their full potential [4]. 
 

The American Bar Association has condemned zero-tolerance policies as inherently unjust: 
“zero-tolerance has become a one-size-fits all solution to all the problems that schools confront.  
It has redefined students as criminal, with unfortunate consequences….  Unfortunately, most 
current [zero-tolerance] policies eliminate the common sense that comes with discretion and, at 
great cost to society and to children and families, do little to improve school safety [11].” 
 

Teachers and education activists have built campaigns to protect the educational system.  
They have hosted numerous educational conferences on the criminalization of youth or related 
topics and the betterment of our educational systems [20].  Teachers, students, parents and 
administrators have begun to fight back against zero-tolerance policies--pushing to get rid of zero-
tolerance laws [20].  They have created alternative approaches to safe school communities that 
rely on restorative justice, community building, public responsibility, legislative policies, 
reinventing education and the curriculum instead of criminalization [20].  
 

In addition, initiatives such as revamping schools have been studied and implemented.  
These initiatives include after-school and summer community-based programs [5].  An example 
of the success of revamping schools is the Chicago Child Parent Center (CPC) where the 
development of a high-quality, seamless pre-K through grade three continuum program which 
relied on research-based strategies for optimizing a child’s early cognitive and emotional 
development was implemented [5].  A long-term study of the CPC revealed that students who 
attend pre-K through grade three at CPC showed encouraging statistics: early achievement gains 
persisted in middle school and fewer children were retained [5].  The program showed that the 
effects continued through adulthood, resulting in lower incarceration rates, higher educational 
attainment and higher income levels [5].  

 
The Brotherhood Sister Sol (BHSS) is an out-of-school and summer program that placed 

emphasis on morality and ethics.  Data revealed that 85% of their students graduate from high 
school as opposed to 24% in similarly troubled neighborhoods [5].  The incarceration rate of 
students who participated in the BHSS program, after 15 years of study, showed that not a single 
member of BHSS had been incarcerated [5]. 
 

Some school-wide positive behavioral interventions that have been adopted and 
implemented include the 1) Good Behavior Game, 2) Restorative Justice, and 3) Social Emotional 
Learning [13].  The Good Behavior Game is a classroom-level intervention that uses student peer 
pressure to enforce good behavior rather than bad behavior [13].  Research has shown that the 
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Good Behavior Game effectively decreases problem behaviors such as talking out of turn, getting 
up from one’s seat, cursing and verbally and physically aggressive behavior in K-6 settings [13].  
Restorative Justice Models of school discipline represent a distinct departure from the retributive 
philosophy that pervades much of American criminal justice and zero-tolerance school policies.  
The Restorative Justice model emerges from a commitment to restorative visions of justice and to 
rebuilding relationships.  Restorative Justice seeks to recognize the impact of offenses to the wider 
community, engages the victim and the perpetrator in coming to solutions, and has the goal of both 
repairing the harm to the victim as well as reintegrating the offender into the school community.  
Research has shown that the Restorative Justice model in the Oakland Middle School resulted in 
an 87% decline in suspensions and zero expulsions [13, 27].  

 
Last, but not least, the Social Emotional Learning intervention encompasses a family of 

ideas about what makes a healthy child and healthy community.  The Social Emotional Learning 
program focuses on teaching self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship 
skills, and responsible decision-making.  This helps children learn to effectively manage emotions, 
set and achieve goals, understand and appreciate other perspectives, build and maintain healthy 
relationships, and make healthy decisions in their lives [13, 28-29].  An incredible wealth of 
research links the Social Emotional Learning program to decreased truancy, less drug use, lower 
dropout rates, improved academic performance, improved connection to school, and fewer 
behavioral problems [9, 29, 30].  
 
In addition to campaigns and various interventions, it is imperative to identify additional steps 
toward ending policies that favor incarceration and/or criminalization over education and 
disproportionately pushing minority students out of schools and into jails [31].  The Juvenile 
Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act of 1974 is a United States federal law providing funds to 
states that follow a series of federal protections, known as the “core protections,” on the care and 
treatment of youth in the justice system [32].  The four “core protections” of the act are [32]: 
 

1) Deinstitutionalization of Status Offenders – Youth who are runaways, truants or curfew 
violators cannot be detained in juvenile detention facilities or adult jails 

2) Sight and Sound – disallows contact between juvenile and adult offenders (i.e., if juveniles 
are put in an adult jail or lock up under the limited circumstances the law allows for the 
juvenile to be separated from adult inmates) 

3) Jail Removal – disallows the placement of youth in adult jails and lock ups except under 
very limited circumstances 

4) Disproportionate Minority Confinement – requires states to address the issue of over-
representation of youth of color in the justice system 

 
The last reauthorization of the Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act (JJDPA) was 

in 2002 [33].  The Act is the only federal law that sets national standards for the custody and care 
of youth in the juvenile justice system and provides direction and support for states to improve 
their juvenile justice programs.  In 2015, Sen. Chuck Grassley (R-IA) and Sen. Sheldon 
Whitehouse (D-RI) introduced a reauthorization act, with amendments.  The amendments required 
states to identify and reduce the disparities in the incarceration rate of youth.  It also provided 
concrete guidance on how to do so: establishing or designating local stakeholder groups to advise 
on the best ways to reduce disparities; identifying key decision points where disparities emerge 
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and implementing a work plan that included measurable objectives to reduce disparities [34].  A 
major reduction has taken place in the number of teenagers committed to juvenile facilities in this 
century.  Between 2001 and 2013, the number of juveniles committed to juvenile facilities after an 
adjudication of delinquency fell from 76,262 to 35,659 as shown in Figure 7 [35].  

 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 7.  Juvenile Facilities and Placements, 1997 – 2013 [32]. 
 
 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
  

This essay has focused on two separate, but intertwined issues: increasing Black male 
academic achievement and interrupting or stopping the school-to-prison pipeline.  Existing data 
and research findings confirm that young Black males require a different approach to being taught.  
Standard approaches used to reach non-Black males have not been as successful.  Single-gender 
schools and classrooms allow the focus to be on the young Black male only.  Bad individual 
behavior is less tolerated by the group; this raises the behavior standard for the whole group.  Black 
males seem less likely to revert to the alpha personality when they are surrounded by other Black 
males.  They feel less on stage than when girls are present.  

 

 

Figure 1. Juvenile Facilities and Placements, 1997-2013 
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Research has shown that keeping young Black males in school and being creative in 
handling their age appropriate behavior is a key to promoting academic achievement and reducing 
their involvement in the juvenile and criminal justice systems.  Schoolteachers and administrators 
handling discipline problems, without referring students to School Resource Officers, help to make 
this a reality.  As has been shown, keeping students away from interaction with School Resource 
Officers greatly increases the chance that their behavior will not be criminalized.  The student also 
avoids being suspended or expelled, which keeps them engaged in a learning environment.  Thus, 
Black male students have a better than average chance to stay engaged in learning; are less likely 
to fall so far behind in their class work that they give up; and avoid interaction with law 
enforcement for their age appropriate behavior.  

 
As this literature review shows, school districts and organizations that serve young Black 

males have created programs to address the dual issues.  The federal government, led by President 
Obama, has created incentives for states to reduce the number of young Black males being 
incarcerated and release of many who are currently incarcerated.  My Brother’s Keeper has been 
created by Obama “to address persistent opportunity gaps faced by boys and young men of color” 
and accordingly help all young people to” reach their full potential”[36]. 

 
School districts and states have recognized the challenges faced by those who are 

reentering school and society after incarceration.  New attention is being focused on helping these 
young men readjust to prevent further incidents of incarceration and increase the chances for a 
successful adulthood. 

 
The attention given these issues by the academic community is important as organizations 

and agencies look for data to support activity that will successfully address these issues.  The 
research has given school districts, legislators and community organizations necessary material to 
evaluate programs and legislation.  The research has also help to debunk some of the myths around 
black male incarceration rates such as the often-quoted statement that there are more Black males 
in prison than there are in colleges.  This review supports the need for greater collaboration 
between educators, researchers, legislators, policy makers, and advocates to design and implement 
programs, policies and legislation to stem the flow of young Black males into the school-to-prison 
pipeline.   
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