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Abstract
Advocates for Children’s Services
(ACS) is a statewide project of
Legal Aid of North Carolina, Inc.
ACS’ mission is to advocate for
the idea that at-risk and/or courtinvolved children are rightsbearing citizens who are entitled
to safe, permanent homes and
should receive the medical and
educational services promised by
law.
ACS conducts the following
activities to achieve its mission:
• Provides free legal advice and
representation to children who
need education, mental health,
special education, or foster
care services;
• Partners with community
groups to educate children,
parents, and advocates about
their rights and how to enforce
them effectively; and
• Educates the broader
community through public
advocacy when systems fail
the children they are supposed
to serve.
ACS is staffed by one managing
attorney, four staff attorneys, and
a paralegal.
For more information, visit:
www.legalaidnc.org/acs.

Many people in Wake County, North Carolina have never heard
the phrase “the school-to-prison pipeline.” They know that many children
in Wake County receive an excellent education and go on to be
immensely successful. They know that the Wake County Public School
System (WCPSS) has received numerous awards and accolades for
1
2
being a “national model” and “beacon of hope” in the rubble of America's
3
failing urban districts. They might have heard that WCPSS is the number
4
one school district in the nation for certified teachers. They believe that
5
Wake County is “a great place to live, work, play, and learn” for all
residents. Yet the devastating phenomenon of the school-to-prison
pipeline (STPP) takes place every day in WCPSS and affects thousands
of children each year. So, what is the STPP? How do you recognize it?
Why is it a problem?
The STPP is a system of “education and public safety policies
6
that pushes students out of school and into the criminal justice system.”
These policies mean that frequently schools are no longer nurturing and
forgiving places where students can learn from their childish mistakes.
Instead, schools funnel these children—both directly and indirectly—into
the court system. Directly, “schools send their students into the pipeline
through zero tolerance policies, and involving the police in minor
7
discipline incidents.” Indirectly, “schools push students towards the
criminal justice system by excluding them from the learning environment
and isolating them from their peer groups through suspension, expulsion,
ineffective retention policies, transfers, and high-stakes testing
8
requirements.”
Data from the Department of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency
Prevention, as well as the Department of Public Instruction, shows that
North Carolina has an enormous statewide STPP problem. During the
state fiscal year 2008-2009, there were 16,499 school-based delinquency
complaints which accounted for 43.0% of all delinquency complaints filed
9
in juvenile court. In addition, North Carolina’s suspension rate is 56%
10
higher than the national average. One out of every ten North Carolina
11
public school students receives an out-of-school suspension each year.
That ratio rises to one out of every six when considering high school
12
students. During the 2007-2008 school year, North Carolina’s public
schools handed down 308,010 short-term suspensions (i.e., suspensions
lasting one to ten days) and 5,225 long-term suspensions (i.e.,
13
suspensions lasting more than ten days). On average, students who
were long-term suspended missed over eight weeks—two months—
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of school. “[M]ale students, Black and American
Indian students, ninth graders, and students
receiving special education services are among the
groups that continue to be disproportionately
15
represented among suspended students.”
However, this article focuses specifically on
WCPSS for two reasons. First and foremost,
WCPSS has built and feeds the largest, most
invidious STPP of any school district in North
Carolina. Second, while statewide approaches are
certainly critical to STPP reform, each school district
carries out their day-to-day business so differently
that analysis is more accurate and reform is more
practical on a district-by-district basis. Therefore, this
issue brief describes the magnitude of the STPP
catastrophe in WCPSS and its associated
consequences. A follow-up article detailing a
blueprint for reform is forthcoming.

How the STPP Works in
Wake County
Feeding the STPP Directly through
School-Based Delinquency Complaints
Undoubtedly, schools have the important
16
responsibility of maintaining safety and orderliness.
However, schools do not have absolute and
unfettered power. They must also respect students’
dignity and individual legal rights. “In our system,
state-operated schools may not be enclaves of
17
totalitarianism.” WCPSS has taken the draconian
approach of enforcing school rules through
surrounding its students with police officers,
watching students with surveillance cameras, forcing
them to pass through metal detectors, bringing
police dogs to school, searching students’
belongings, and filing complaints against them in
court. The effect of such an environment is the
creation of a self-fulfilling prophecy—students who
are expected to act like criminals and who are
treated like criminals are consequently more likely to
18
behave like criminals.
The over-policing and criminalization of
students in schools has quietly been on the rise
during the last 15 years. As of last school year, there
were 849 school resource officers working in public
schools across North Carolina, a 249% increase
19
since 1996. A school resource officer (SRO) is “a

certified law enforcement officer who is permanently
assigned to provide coverage to a school or a set of
20
schools.” Over 96% of North Carolina’s SROs
21
carry pepper spray, a TASER, or both.
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Nowhere is the over-policing problem in
North Carolina greater than in WCPSS where there
is at least one SRO covering every traditional high
22
school and middle school. In addition, WCPSS
policies authorize intrusive practices far beyond
what courts would permit for equivalent criminal
cases. WCPSS students are often interrogated at
school by administrators and with SROs present.
The students are questioned without proper Miranda
warnings, without their parents or guardians present,
and without a lawyer. Students often give
statements to principals expecting leniency for telling
the truth and not expecting that their good-faith
statements will be used against them in court once
the school files a juvenile delinquency or adult
criminal complaint. Also, WCPSS policies provide
that “[p]eriodic general inspections of lockers may be
conducted by school authorities for any reason at
any time without notice, without student consent,
23
and without a search warrant.” School officials may
search a student’s person, personal effects (e.g.,
purse, book bag, etc.) and automobile based solely
on a “reasonable suspicion” that a student
possesses “unauthorized materials”—which is a
much less demanding standard than the “probable
24
cause” equivalent used in criminal cases. Finally,
students’ statements and items discovered during
searches at school are often turned over to
prosecutors and used against students in
delinquency and criminal cases.
WCPSS has been exploiting these policies
to file an obscenely high number of delinquency
complaints against its own students. During the state
fiscal year 2008-2009, there were 2,436 delinquency
complaints filed in Wake County, 30% of which were
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“school-based.” But these complaints were not for
the violent, dangerous type of behavior one might
26
expect. Rather, the vast majority (84%) of schoolbased delinquency complaints were for minor
27
misdemeanors. During the 2008-2009 school year,
WCPSS did not have any reported incidents of rape,
sexual offenses, death, violent assaults, or setting
28
fires. Moreover, in WCPSS, less than 7% of the
“reportable acts of crime and violence” were actually
29
for “violent offenses.”
Offense Levels of School-Based Delinquency
Complaints
8% 1%

91%
Status Offenses

Misdemeanors

Felonies

Consequences of School-Based
Delinquency Complaints
The consequences of court-involvement are
devastating for students both academically and
30
emotionally. Detained youth are separated from
their families and more likely to be depressed and
31
engage in suicide and self-harm. They are also
more likely to recidivate and get pulled deeper into
32
the system. Judges, juvenile court counselors, and
probation officers report a growing frustration with
being overwhelmed with relatively minor cases that
schools used to resolve on their own. A Family Court
judge in Clayton County, Georgia, where real STPP
reform is taking place, recently commented:
“Research has confirmed a strong link between
court referrals and academic success. A first time
arrest during high school nearly doubles the
chances that a student will drop out of school, while
a court appearance nearly quadruples those
33
chances.
WCPSS can reduce these negative
outcomes by stopping the over-policing and
criminalization of the very students that it has been
entrusted to teach and nurture.

Feeding the STPP Indirectly through
Excessive Use of Suspensions
WCPSS also indirectly feeds the STPP
through its use of out-of-school suspensions.
WCPSS is the single worst district in North Carolina
when it comes to long-term suspending students.
Statistically speaking, WCPSS punishes its students
more harshly than other districts for committing the
34
exact same offense. Not only that, but WCPSS has
redefined what constitutes a long-term suspension
so as to systematically exclude children from school
for longer lengths of time. Even though state law
defines a long-term suspension as an out-of-school
suspension lasting anywhere from eleven school
35
days through the end of the school year, WCPSS
redefined long-term suspension to require “removal
from the school system for the remainder of the
36
school year.” This drastically punitive approach
means a student who is long-term suspended during
the beginning of the school year will be out of school
for over one hundred days in Wake County while
they might have only received an eleven-day longterm suspension in another district.
During the 2007-2008 school year, WCPSS
handed down the highest number of long-term
37
suspensions in the entire state: 1,103.
Even
though WCPSS is the largest district in the state, this
number was still grossly disproportionate. WCPSS
students accounted for 9.2% of public school
38
students in North Carolina, but received 21.1% of
39
all long-term suspensions in the state. Last school
year, WCPSS gave out 1,015 long-term
suspensions, again the most of any county in North
Carolina. To put this in perspective, WCPSS gave
975 more long-term suspensions than CharlotteMecklenburg County, which has nearly the same
40
size student population as WCPSS. Two schools
in Wake County—William G. Enloe High School and
Garner Magnet High School—each gave more longterm suspensions last year than 107 (of the 115)
41
school districts in the state. To make matters even
worse, these figures do not reflect the total number
of students removed from school since they do not
include the students who are subsequently placed at
42
an alternative educational center.

Consequences of School Exclusion
Virtually everyone recognizes the immense
43
importance of a high-quality education for children.
In the landmark decision Brown v. Board of
Education, the Supreme Court of the United States
wrote: “It is doubtful that any child may reasonably
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be expected to succeed in life if he is denied the
44
opportunity of an education.” Yet WCPSS has
long-term suspended more than 1,000 students
each of the last five years, and the consequences
45
are devastating. Study after study reveals the
destructive effects of suspensions and expulsions.
The negative consequences include:
•

•

•

•
•
•

•
•
•

accelerating the course of possible
delinquency by providing youth with little
parental supervision and more opportunities
to socialize with deviant peers;
increasing conduct detrimental to the safety
of families and communities (when children
are out of school, they are more likely to
engage in physical fights, to possess a
weapon, and to use alcohol, tobacco, and
drugs);
generating feelings of alienation and failure
that lead excluded students to
unemployment, gangs, and crime;
leading to isolation, suicidal ideation, and
substance abuse;
intensifying conflicts with adults;
creating a self-fulfilling belief that a student
is incapable of abiding by schools’ social
and behavioral codes;
decreasing motivation to learn;
worsening academic performance (including
failing grades and retention); and
46
increasing the likelihood of dropping out.

Long-term suspended students in WCPSS
face three grim options: 1) no educational services
47
at all; 2) on-line courses; or 3) three to six hours
per week of home/hospital services for students who
48
qualify for special education. Obviously, it is a
problem when thousands of school-age children go

for extended periods of time without any educational
services. Online classes pose their own concerns—
What if a student does not have access to a
computer with the internet at home or the
transportation necessary to access free internet at a
public library or instructional center? If students
doing online lessons have questions about the
material or need help with an assignment, whom do
they ask? What about the other benefits of attending
a real school, such as free and reduced lunch,
exercise in gym class, extracurricular activities,
socialization, and supervision? What if a student is
not computer literate? Home/hospital services—
consisting of meeting with a teacher for a few hours
per week—have their attendant host of problems as
well. Providing exceptional children with three to six
hours of tutoring for an entire week is clearly
problematic. Not only do these children face
negative consequences due to being removed from
the school setting, but such limited home/hospital
services also denies them the free, appropriate
public education in the least restrictive environment
49
to which they are entitled under federal and state
50
law. In order to stop feeding the STPP, WCPSS
must cease its punitive practices, reduce the
shockingly high number of students who are longterm suspended, and provide students with
adequate alternative educational services.

Racial Disparities in the STPP
The STPP is not a color-blind phenomenon
in WCPSS. African American students are
disproportionately represented both in the direct
feeder of the STPP—school-based delinquency
complaints—as well as in the indirect feeder—school
suspensions.
During state fiscal year 2007-2008, African
American students received 73.4% of all school51
based delinquency complaints even though they
52
only accounted for 30.7% of WCPSS’ population.
In contrast, only 16.5% of school-based delinquency
53
complaints were filed against Caucasian students
although they made up 52.6% of WCPSS’
54
population.
Similar disproportionate representation is
found in school exclusion. During the 2007-2008
school year, African American students received
64.0% of the total short-term suspensions and
72.3% of the total long-term suspensions in the
WCPSS, compared to 20.2% and 16.1% for
55
Caucasian students, respectively. That means that
the rate of long-term suspensions among African
American students was 7.8 times greater than the

Advocates for Children’s Services ● Issue Brief ● December 2009 ● Page 4 of 8

THE SCHOOLSCHOOL-TOTO-PRISON PIPELINE IN WAKE COUNTY
56

rate among Caucasian students. Moreover, a total
of twenty-five students were expelled by WCPSS
over a three year period—and twenty-four (96.0%)
57
of them were African American. African Americans
are not only over-represented as a whole in school
exclusion, but they also receive a disproportionate
share of the most severe discipline consequences.
African American Students

Caucasian Students
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Suspensions

Long-Term School-Based
Suspsensions Delinquency
Complaints

Part of the disproportionately high rates of
suspension for African American students results
from a higher rate of reported rule violations.
However, the fact remains that African American
students are also being punished more severely for
the same offenses. To draw the most accurate racial
comparisons, one must compare first time offenders
(i.e., students who have not previously been
suspended or expelled since students with past
suspensions or expulsions are often disciplined
more harshly for the same offense) who commit only
one offense (i.e., students who were disciplined for
only one specific infraction since students who
receive one suspension for multiple infractions often
receive harsher punishments). This essentially
compares “apples to apples.” Such a comparison for
the 2008-2009 school year reveals that for first time
offenders who committed a minor assault, 73.9% of
African American students were long-term
suspended, whereas only 21.4% of Caucasian
students were long-term suspended for the same
58
offense. Statistically, an African American student
is many times more likely to be long-term suspended
than a Caucasian student for other offenses as well:
3.9 times more likely for assault on school
personnel; 2.7 times more likely for possession of a

weapon; and 2.5 times more likely for assault with
59
serious injury.

Consequences of Racial Disparities
in the STPP
Not only are African American students in
WCPSS disciplined at a much higher rate—even for
the same offense—but they also disproportionately
suffer the negative outcomes associated with school
suspension. This phenomenon is reflected in poor
test results, high drop out rates, and an avalanche of
delinquency complaints in Wake County. At the end
of the 2007-2008 school year, 78.1% of eighth grade
Caucasian students were at or above achievement
60
level III in reading and math. The same could be
said for only 31.0% of eighth grade African American
61
The disparities continue into high
students.
school. During the 2007-2008 school year, African
American students made up 30.7% of all students in
62
WCPSS, yet accounted for 48.8% of all drop out
63
events among students in high school. Moreover,
their percentage of all drop out events is on the rise,
while the percentage of total drop outs represented
64
by Caucasian students is on the decline. Finally,
overall rates of juvenile delinquency complaints
reflect significant racial disparities. In 2008, the rate
of delinquency complaints for African American
youth was nine times higher than the rate for
65
Caucasian youth. WCPSS clearly plays a role in
creating disproportionate minority contact in the
juvenile justice system since such a large
percentage of delinquency complaints comes from
66
its public schools.
It is undeniable that African American
children across Wake County generally have worse
indicators of child well-being than Caucasian
children. For example, 17.6% of African American
households are female headed with children and no
husband present (versus 3.7% of Caucasian
households); the median income for African
American families is $48,947 (versus $95,506 for
Caucasian families); and the poverty rate for African
American families with related children under age
eighteen is 17.7% (versus 5.2% for Caucasian
67
families). Additionally, African American children
represent a disproportionately large percentage of
substantiated reports of abuse and neglect and
children in the custody of the Department of Social
68
Services in Wake County.
Children with negative indicators of child
well-being bring those hardships with them to school
every day. Undoubtedly, parents and communities
must do more to ensure their students are
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successful. However, matters can only be made
worse for students by kicking them out of the
classroom. While the school system cannot solve all
social ills, it must be part of the solution, not part of
the problem. The policies and practices of WCPSS
clearly demonstrate the way the School System
currently feeds the STPP with the children from our
community. One thing is certain—children, schools,
and communities would benefit immeasurably from
reducing the STPP in Wake County.

Jason Langberg is an Everett Fellow and Staff
Attorney at ACS. He can be reached at
jasonl@legalaidnc.org or (919) 226-0051 x 438.
Cary Brege is an Equal Justice Works Fellow and
Staff Attorney at ACS.

Conclusion
In Brown v. Board of Education, the
Supreme Court of the United States wrote
“education is perhaps the most important function of
69
state and local governments.” Yet when a school
district adopts policies and practices that directly and
indirectly feed the STPP, education is perversely
used to worsen inequalities, stifle progress, and
produce injustice. Data on WCPSS demonstrates
the reality and pervasiveness of the current STPP
crisis in terms of school-based delinquency
complaints, school suspensions, and racial
disparities.
This is not to say that all teachers,
administrators, and schools participate in the STPP
to the same degree. WCPSS has many teachers
and administrators who are highly effective and care
deeply about their students. They approach their
work with great passion and dedication. These
teachers and administrators have some of the most
difficult jobs in the world and should be commended
for all they do to create a better future for Wake
County.
However, the data cannot be ignored any
longer. The very children who most need an
education are being pushed out of school and down
the path of a lifetime of failure. Now is the time for
WCPSS to dismantle its STPP. That process begins
with the Board of Education and the Superintendent.
They must show the leadership and courage to
challenge the status quo and “end business as
usual” in Wake County. The children and families—
and even the teachers and administrators—who are
trapped in the STPP cannot be overlooked and
abandoned for yet another year.
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