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Introduction

When asked about experiences with expulsion, a veteran pre-K teacher at a
private child care center in Chicago recalls a former student. Elijah’ often
exhibited disruptive behavior, making it hard for his teachers to effectively
manage the classroom and serve the other students. The teacher recalls, “the
owners of the center did not do anything until this child was physically hurting
other children on a daily basis. They asked the parents to keep him home for a
couple of days.” But this was only a temporary and ineffective solution. “Once he
returned to school, it started up again,” she said. “After about two weeks the
owners told the mom he wasn’t a good fit and that the teachers could not calm
him down.”

While the term “expulsion” was likely never used in the scenario, that is
essentially what occurred. A four-year-old was permanently removed from a pre-
K program because of his behavior. We do not know what Elijah was going
through outside of the classroom or in his development that may have caused his
behavior, but it is easy to see how this was likely a stressful situation for him, his
family, and the pre-K program staff.

Elijah’s experience is far too common. Early childhood education (ECE)
programs often resort to exclusion because they are not equipped with the
resources, supports, or knowledge to handle challenging behaviors.” Despite
working for more than five years in her early learning program, the
aforementioned teacher did not recall receiving any professional development
on how to support children’s social-emotional growth or handle behavioral
challenges.

Over the last several years, an increasing number of states have been working to
ensure that children like Elijah, who benefit from access to high-quality ECE, are
not removed from programs. In this paper, we provide an overview of
exclusionary discipline practices and explore how two states, Colorado and
Illinois, are taking steps to limit the use of such practices and provide appropriate
supports to educators that allow them to better serve children. We explore how
these recent policy changes are impacting educators, administrators, and other
early childhood professionals, and offer lessons for other states. While these
issues have long plagued ECE classrooms, they have been made more urgent
during the COVID-19 pandemic, as mental health and well-being for children
and adults have suffered.



Methodology

To get a better understanding of how laws and regulations focused on
exclusionary discipline of young children are changing the practices of ECE
programs, we conducted a review of the relevant research and focused on two
states: Illinois and Colorado. We chose these states because they each recently
implemented policies designed to reduce exclusionary discipline in early
childhood programs.

To learn how recent policy changes have impacted practitioners, we conducted
virtual listening sessions in November and December 2021 with classroom
teachers, program administrators, and mental health consultants in Colorado
and Illinois.> We asked our contacts in each state to share the listening session
information with their networks to help recruit participants. During the sessions,
we asked participants about their recent experiences with the pandemic, major
challenges in their work, how their program handles challenging behaviors, and
related topics. We specifically asked about professional development tools that
participants have found helpful for addressing challenging student behavior,
such as the Pyramid Model, as well as their experiences with early childhood
mental health consultation (ECMHC).



Background

Exclusionary discipline refers to a school disciplinary action, typically a
suspension or expulsion, that removes a student from his or her typical education
setting. The specific issue of exclusionary discipline in ECE began to receive
increased attention in 2005, with the release of a paper by Yale University
professor Walter Gilliam. Gilliam found that the national rate of expulsions for
pre-K children was over three times higher than that of K-12 students, with an
estimated 5,000 pre-K students expelled each year, based on teacher-reported
data. Additionally, Gilliam found that Black pre-K students were about twice as
likely to be expelled as their white and Latino peers.*

While these numbers are alarming, experts caution that the real numbers are
likely even higher. A 2019 study used parent-reported data to estimate that over
174,000 pre-K students were suspended each year, with an additional 17,000
expelled, translating to about 4,800 suspensions and 475§ expulsions each week
of the school year.’ Data like these have led scholars to conclude that pre-K
remains “the highest-risk period for expulsion and suspension in a child’s
educational journey.”® Excluding children from early childhood settings is often
not technically classified as suspension and expulsion; it is common for parents to
be told that their child is “not a good fit” for a program rather than being formally
expelled. This is commonly referred to as a “soft expulsion.” Or a provider might
regularly ask a parent to come pick up a child having a tough day as opposed to
formally suspending him or her—a “soft suspension.” Parents can be driven to
withdraw their child from a program prior to an official expulsion if they perceive
a lack of support from the program.

While exclusionary discipline is a problem for all students, it is particularly
troubling given the data suggesting disproportionate rates of suspensions and
expulsions for young Black children. The 2017-18 Civil Right Data Collection
reveals that Black pre-K students are suspended from school at
disproportionately high rates. Black children make up 18 percent of total pre-K
enrollment, but received 43 percent of out-of-school suspensions and 38 percent
of expulsions.” Black boys in pre-K were both suspended and expelled at a rate
more than three times their share of total enrollment. The data also show that
boys overall were more likely to be suspended than girls, with boys representing
83 percent of pre-K suspensions despite making up only 54 percent of total pre-K
enrollment.®



Suspension Rates of Pre-K Students, by Gender
®Boys @ Girls

Total pre-K enrollment Suspension rate

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Office of Civil Rights, “An Overview of Exclusionary Discipline Practices in Public Schools for the
2017-18 School Year,” slide deck, June 2021
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Significant disparities in disciplinary practices have also been found for children
with disabilities. A 2018 analysis found that children ages three to five with
disabilities and/or emotional and social challenges make up only 12 percent of
early education students but represent 75 percent of suspensions and expulsions.
The same analysis found that the odds of being suspended and expelled were 33
times higher for young children with ADHD and 10 times higher for young
children with autism compared to their typically developing peers.” The
disparities are even worse when race and disability intersect, as would be the
case, for example, for a Black child with a learning disability.*



Excluding Children from ECE Programs Is Ineffective

Decades of research show that exclusionary discipline practices in the early years
are ineffective and developmentally inappropriate. Children who are removed
from the classroom lose out on valuable learning opportunities. Their emotional
well-being may suffer and school might no longer feel like a safe place. Instead,
they may feel unwelcome and develop a negative association with school.
Exclusion also disrupts the continuity of care, which is important to fostering
strong early education experiences." Searching for suitable new child care
arrangements also creates significant stress for families.

According to a study published in the January issue of The Review of Educational
Research, there may be long-term consequences, as “early experiences of
exclusion may trigger a cascade of negative interactions with schools, increasing
the risk of future exclusions.”" The authors warn that “the earlier the pattern of
exclusion is established, the more likely children are to be expelled in elementary
school, resulting in greater losses in cumulative instructional time and more
significant achievement gaps separating removed children from their included
peers, particularly during critical development periods.”*

Young children are usually removed from the classroom because teachers
consider their behavior to be challenging; they are viewed as either too disruptive
or dangerous. However, many of the behaviors that teachers associate with being
disruptive or dangerous are relatively common in young children. And teachers’
perceptions of what constitutes challenging behavior differ substantially, often
depending on their ability to cope with it."* While program administrators are
ultimately responsible for disciplinary decisions, research shows that “educators
who are stressed, depressed, or unsatisfied with their job are more likely to
request to expel children in their classroom.”” Opinions around children’s
behavior may also be influenced by teachers’ implicit biases. A 2016 study led by
Gilliam found that teachers tended to observe Black children, especially Black
boys, more closely when they were asked to look for challenging behaviors.'®

Efforts to Address Inappropriate School Discipline Practices

Policymakers at the federal and state levels have taken steps to address
exclusionary discipline practices in recent years. The 2014 Child Care and
Development Block Grant (CCDBG) reauthorization added a requirement for
states to report their policies around suspension and expulsion, bringing needed
attention to the issue for child care providers.”” CCDBG requires lead agencies to
offer information to child care providers about appropriate discipline strategies
and social-emotional development. While already common practice in Head
Start, the 2016 update to the Head Start Performance Standards specifically
banned expulsion and severely limited suspension in programs.’® Under the
Obama administration, the U.S. Departments of Health & Human Services and
Education also released joint guidance on limiting exclusionary discipline
practices in ECE settings.'9



More and more states are establishing policies to reduce or eliminate expulsion
and suspension for young children. Between 2015 and 2018, members in both
Republican and Democratic controlled legislatures introduced 13 bills across 12
states, nine of which passed.”® A 2021 report from the BUILD Initiative and the
National Center for Children in Poverty that looked more broadly at state agency
regulation, guidance, and legislation found that 29 states have early childhood
expulsion or suspension policies in place, with 18 states having fully implemented
them.” There is significant variation across states regarding which programs are
covered under the guidance, whether new funding has been provided with the
policy changes, and what is required or suggested of programs. Roughly one-
third of state policies include specific language about racial equity and equity for
children with disabilities.**

But to see meaningful change, policies must get to the root of the problem. They
need to acknowledge that part of the reason young children are removed from
the classroom is because educators do not have the knowledge, tools, or supports
they need to manage certain behaviors and appropriately support children.
Educator buy-in is key for successfully implementing changes to discipline
approaches, as they are the ones dealing with these issues in the classroom.
Without this acknowledgment, programs may continue to exclude children for
lack of more appropriate tools and strategies.

Popular Interventions and Approaches to Supporting the Workforce

States have taken different approaches to recommending alternative actions for
early childhood programs to use, and research points to several strategies that
can be employed to support early educators in handling challenging behaviors
and supporting students.” In this report we focus on the two strategies that have
received significant traction: early childhood mental health consultation
(ECMHC) and improved training for educators on children’s social-emotional
development.

Early Childhood Mental Health Consultation

ECMHC places mental health professionals in early childhood settings and
elementary schools to work with educators and families to address challenging
behaviors. In a 2021 survey of states, 16 reported that ECMHC is widely available
to ECE programs.** The updated Head Start Program Performance Standards
mandate that programs have access to regularly scheduled on-site ECMHC.»
ECMHC is intended to be a preventative measure to improve educator practice
and overall program quality. Consultants do not work directly with children, but
instead guide teachers and coach them to consider a child’s “contextual factors
such as trauma, parenting, cultural expectations and developmental
differences.”?¢
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such as trauma, parenting, cultural expectations and developmental differences.’
26

The specifics of ECMHC may look different from one state or locality to the next
and may vary among types of programs, according to need. Numerous reports
have noted positive outcomes in children as a result of ECMHC interventions,
such as decreased behavior problems, especially externalizing behaviors, and
improved social and emotional skills.”” There is evidence that ECE programs
with regular access to ECMHC are less likely to have expelled a child in the

: 8
previous year.”

Professional Learning on Children’s Social-Emotional Development

Professional development for teachers and school leaders around implicit bias,
culturally responsive teaching, classroom management, and social-emotional
development can all be important to strengthening teacher practice and helping
them manage student behavior. Professional development on promoting
children’s social-emotional growth and addressing challenging behavior is
reported to be widely available in more than half of states.*

There are multiple professional
development models that are designed
to equip teachers to build children’s
social-emotional skills. The Pyramid
Model for Supporting Social Emotional
Competence in Infants and Young
Children has been associated with
lower rates of expulsion.’® When
implemented to fidelity, the Pyramid
Model is associated with fewer teacher
reported problem behaviors.' It is a
tiered system of support for children
below the age of six, somewhat similar
to positive behavior intervention and
support (PBIS) frameworks used in

elementary schools.** The model is Source: The National Center for Pyramid Model

. . Innovations
designed to provide ECE programs

with the guidance necessary to

appropriately address challenging behaviors and teach children and families
effective strategies for developing healthy social-emotional behaviors, habits,
and routines. It includes an extensive training curriculum and ongoing coaching
focused on social-emotional development and well-being strategies for
individuals working with young children.?® Pyramid Model training, coaching,
and tools are reported to be widely available in 15 states.>*
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— TRAUMA-INFORMED PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

One type of professional development that states and districts are
increasingly pursuing is trauma-informed practice. Childhood exposure to
trauma is associated with poor academic performance and emotional and
social challenges.*® A study looking at the impact of traumatic or adverse
events among young children found that the odds of suspension or expulsion
increased significantly for each traumatic event they experienced.36 Children
experiencing greater numbers of traumatic events displayed less behavioral
control and more conflicts with peers and teachers.*

Trauma-informed professional development can lead to more supportive and
responsive teacher-child interactions, reducing children’s behavioral issues
and improving academic outcomes in later grades.

To learn more about how one district is using a trauma-informed lens, see
New America’s recent brief,

. Oakland Unified School District (OUSD) is working to
change practices and incorporate anti-racist principles in early learning
settings. As one piece of this work, OUSD partners with the city of Oakland
Head Start and others to host group trainings, monthly professional learning
communities, and coaching in the classroom, designed to build teachers’
knowledge and skills to help children who have experienced trauma. An
evaluation by Engage R+D found positive results for this coaching, which led
to improvements in OUSD student outcomes, teaching quality, and classroom
quality for teachers who participated in the work for three years.*®
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A Look at What’s Happening in lllinois

Effective January 1, 2018, Illinois enacted a law prohibiting the expulsion of
children ages birth to five from all state licensed or funded programs.*® The law,
Public Act 100-0105, requires early childhood programs to use all available
resources to try to retain children and to document the steps they have taken to
work with those who exhibit “persistent and serious” challenging behaviors. If
the program ultimately deems their efforts unsuccessful and does not feel they
can serve the child, providers can work with families to move children to a
program that better meets their needs, which the state refers to as a “planned
transition.” The law does allow children to be temporarily removed from class
when safety is a concern. Programs must also collect and report data on children
who have left, whether through expulsion, a planned transition, or parent choice.
This must include demographic information of these children.*® The law outlines
different methods or resources that a program should use when dealing with
challenging behaviors, such as developmental screenings, referrals to early
intervention, and early childhood mental health consultation.*

Infant/Early Childhood Mental Health Consultation

“Illinois has been at the vanguard of children’s mental health for a long time,”
according to Kate Zinsser, associate professor of psychology at the University of
Ilinois at Chicago.*” ECMHC has been available in different ECE settings since
the early 2000s, and the Illinois Infant/Early Childhood Mental Health
Consultation (I/ECMHC) Initiative was created in 2015 to standardize services
and establish a cross-systems model, starting with a pilot program in four
communities.* The model for mental health consultation is meant to be flexible
and work in a range of early childhood settings.** An evaluation of the pilot
program found that the model prioritizes “relationship-building, reflective
practice, and program-focused consultation as the means to build staff skills” so
that they can more effectively serve children and families.*

According to Christine Brambila, the I/ECMHC manager in the Governor’s
Office of Early Childhood Development, funding mechanism, culture, and
leadership all impact the intervention time and intensity.*® A program’s funding
stream impacts how it accesses mental health consultants, with state-funded pre-
K programs and Head Start programs paying for services through their budgets.
Child care providers, including centers, family child care, faith-based programs,
and license-exempt care, can access I/ECMHC for free through Caregiver
Connections, an organization funded through the Illinois Department of Human
Services, according to Jenna Kelly, associate director of Training & Consultation
at Caregiver Connections.*” She explained that the process for getting mental
health consultation services can “look a little bit different in different parts of the
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state.” When fully staffed, Caregiver Connections hopes to have 46 mental
health consultants statewide.*® A full list of consultants is available in a database
that is open to all providers and programs, regardless of funding stream. In the
database, mental health consultants can specify which languages they provide
services in and what settings they work in.*’

The state used its 2019 Preschool Development Grant and federal COVID relief
dollars through the Governor’s Emergency Education Relief Fund (GEERF) to
further invest in I/ECMHC and expand access.’® In 2020, Illinois transitioned
from housing this work in a private entity to embedding it in the Governor’s
Office of Early Childhood Development. The state is working to promote
professional development, expand the /ECMHC database, and improve public
awareness to encourage uptake of services.’’ In 2021, it passed the Infant and
Early Childhood Mental Health Consultations Act to increase availability of this
service and coordinate it with other supports for children’s social-emotional
development. This law increased investment in I/ECMHC by $4.9 million.’*

In 2021, Chapin Hall at the University of Chicago released an evaluation of the
three-year pilot where researchers found that implementation was effective
overall.’3 Early childhood providers with access to mental health consultation
improved their reflective capacity and some reported decreased staff burnout.
Teachers’ perception of behavior as problematic reduced significantly after
working with mental health consultants.

Professional Development

Public Act 100-0105 also says that relevant state agencies can support program
staff with training, technical support, and professional development. The law
specifically mentions supports “to promote social-emotional development and
behavioral health, to address challenging behaviors, and to understand trauma
and trauma-informed care, cultural competence, family engagement with
diverse populations, the impact of implicit bias on adult behavior, and the use of
reflective practice techniques.”

Ilinois is a Pyramid Model state, but access issues remain for many programs.>*

Public pre-K programs have access to Pyramid, but child care providers often
have to pay for Pyramid training out of pocket, which can be prohibitively
expensive. The 2021 Infant and Early Childhood Mental Health Consultations
Act called on the state to increase funding and access to training for the Pyramid

Model and similar tiered support systems.”
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— UNDERSTANDING THE ILLINOIS EARLY CHILDHOOD LANDSCAPE

These programs and policies function within lllinois’s complex ECE system.
The lllinois State Board of Education Early Childhood Block Grant funds the
Prevention Initiative and Preschool for All (PFA). The Prevention Initiative
provides child development and family support services for families with
children from birth to age three. Children can be served in either center-
based programs or family child care homes.

[llinois has two state-funded pre-K programs. PFA, established in 2006, is a
mixed-delivery program with priority enrollment for children experiencing at
least two risk factors, as determined by the state, such as low income or
developmental delays.56 It is a part-time program, offered for 2.5 hours per
day, five days per week. The PFA Expansion Program began in 2017 with a
federal Preschool Development Grant. The Expansion program prioritizes a
higher risk population of students, including children experiencing
homelessness, children with IEPs, children from low-income families, and
children in foster care. Since Expansion classrooms receive more funding,
these classes are expected to meet more benchmarks and provide more
wraparound supports. Expansion programs must work with a mental health
professional, such as a consultant.”” PFA and PFA Expansion students can be
co-located in the same program, just in different classrooms. Approximately
85,000 children participated in public pre-K in lllinois in 2020.%®

Almost 30,000 children from birth to age five in lllinois participate in Head
Start.>® Families that do not participate in PFA, PFA Expansion, or Head Start
may choose to send their children to a range of child care programs or use
informal care. Families that meet income eligibility requirements can apply
for child care subsidies to attend certain programs.

Implementation and Evaluation of the Law

Researchers at the University of Illinois Chicago have published multiple reports
on the law’s implementation based on the results of voluntary surveys and
interviews with ECE providers. The first report, released in 2019, found
“pervasive misunderstanding of the legislation,” with confusion among
administrators regarding the law’s requirements.®® Providers still reported
confusion with the law in the 2021 report.®’

Comparing survey data from 2018 to 2020 reveals that significantly fewer young
children are being expelled now compared to before the law’s passage.’
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However, children continue to be excluded from programs in other ways, such as
by “planned transitions” into other programs or by parents choosing to withdraw
them.® The survey data revealed different rates of exclusion by program type
and disparities based on student demographics. Family child care providers, who
often have more difficulty accessing professional development and supports,
“excluded proportionally far more children than center-based or school-based
programs.”%* School-based programs were the least likely to formally expel
children, and children who left school-based programs usually did so because
they were encouraged to withdraw.

Nearly all children excluded from programs were boys, and Black children were
also overrepresented in expulsions. Children with diagnosed disabilities or
individualized learning plans made up 50 percent of those who were transitioned
into other programs. Providers reported that children who were excluded were
likely to have had multiple adverse childhood experiences, such as food
insecurity or parental unemployment. In general, children were most likely to be
transitioned to other programs for displaying physically dangerous or aggressive
behavior and were most likely to be expelled for non-aggressive disruptive
behavior.

Administrators reported a host of steps taken to try to retain a child before
ultimately excluding them. These included strategies such as switching
classrooms, providing professional development to staff, and adding a behavioral
aide to the classroom. Despite efforts to raise awareness about mental health
consultation, only 37 percent of respondents utilized this support, and it was
usually in response to a specific child's behavior, not as a preventive strategy.
Programs that did not utilize mental health consultation either did not feel they
needed it or were confused by the program. They also tended to exclude more
children than programs that did use consultation, according to Zinsser, the lead
researcher on the law’s implementation studies.

It is important to emphasize that these findings are based on voluntary survey
data, because there is not, as of 2021, a statewide data system for reporting on
exclusionary discipline.” While the legislation required programs to start
reporting relevant data annually in 2020, Zinsser explained that “there is no way
for the state to look in one place to figure out what’s going on with discipline
across all types of early care and education programs.”®® While the law has
sparked some progress, state advocates and government agencies acknowledge
that this is an iterative process. Children are still being excluded from programs
and parties are using these implementation studies to guide policy and practice
decisions. The law intentionally does not punish programs for removing
students, but instead aims to support them so that they can retain more children.
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What Practitioners Are Saying: Themes from lllinois
Listening Sessions

Multiple themes arose in our listening sessions with Illinois practitioners.

The law banning expulsion has made programs more intentional and
changed practices of some, but it could go further. We heard that using
exclusionary discipline practices is often a matter of program culture. Most
practitioners said that they did not have experience with suspending or expelling
young children before or after the law went into effect. Others felt that programs
with a history of engaging in these practices responded to the law in various ways
—some changed their practice, others engaged in soft expulsions instead, and
others went through the required documentation process just as a formality.

17



Access to mental health consultation differs across programs and can be
more challenging for some. Some ECE programs have in-house mental health
consultants, some are part of a consortium that provides support, some access a
consultant through their child care resource and referral agency, and others seem
to lack access. For programs without a mental health consultant on staff, waiting
lists to receive services can be long, making it difficult to address program needs
in a timely manner. This is exacerbated by increases in mental health needs due
to the pandemic.

18



While the Illinois mental health consultation model is meant tobe a
preventive strategy, it is often used as a reactive strategy. Practitioners also
expressed variations in understanding about what constituted mental health
consultation.

Practitioners found multiple professional development opportunities
and resources helpful for dealing with challenging behaviors and
supporting children’s social and emotional development. However, there
isunequal access to these supports. Professional development tools are often
prohibitively expensive for private providers. The tools mentioned favorably in
our listening sessions included the Pyramid Model, Playworks training,
Conscious Discipline, the Erikson Institute’s Facilitating Attuned Interactions
(FAN) training, CHAMPS, and Zone of Regulation.
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“People are focused so much on training, but you can’t train away
challenging behaviors. It's more of the coaching. And so we are
focusing on more coaching, more training. | think the issue is that
sometimes we charge for our trainings, and so if folks can’t pay
and or don’t want to pay or don’t find the value, that becomes
the issue of things being accessible. Are they going to take it if
they have to pay for it? The Pyramid Model is free in the state of
lllinois, so yay for that! It’s not free to get a paid coach, but it is
free to take the trainings.”

— Infant toddler child care specialist and
certified Pyramid Model coach

“One of the things that we found that has been helping is trying
to do the TPOT in the classroom, the Teaching Pyramid Obser-
vation Tool. So when those challenging behaviors are coming

up, we're able to say, is it the classroom teacher environment? A
change that we can make? Or is it truly a challenging behavior or
is it something that we can put things in place to prevent?”

— Program director for multiple county public pre-K programs

“We kind of use Conscious Discipline. It helps children learn how
to regulate their emotions. | live and breathe Conscious Disci-
pline, | carry the different rituals with me, and | use it for myself
on a daily basis....| learned it through my job. Over the years it
gets embedded with you.”

— Preschool for All teacher

“One of our long-term goals is really trying to get Conscious
Discipline implemented at the center, but the price point of it is
definitely one of our barriers as well as just looking into different
options for screening tools.”

— Privately funded early learning center director

“ haven’t really been trained on any of these tools. | just tell the
children to use their words and identify their emotions....| take
what | hear my 10-year-old daughter is doing in school and try to
apply it to my job.”

— Pre-K teacher at privately owned child care center

Staffing is a primary challenge for programs. Programs need more support
staff or smaller adult-child ratios to handle challenging behaviors. Staffing
challenges have been exacerbated by COVID-19.



“| don’t think that | have stopped hiring since June of 2020. We're
seeing a really large lack of applicants and then on top of that lack
of qualified applicants, and then on top of that lack of responses
that we're getting after reaching out to people that are applying.
So it’s been a struggle. It’s been a lot more classroom time for all of
us as administrators, which...we'’re always happy to do, but then it
takes away from us supporting other classrooms and other ways
and being able to provide support to our teachers.”

— Privately funded early learning center director

“[Staff burnout] doesn’t cause me as much stress anymore because
of the training we've provided. But what causes me more stress is
when | have new staff who are not onboarded yet fully to under-
stand how to manage some of the challenging behaviors...

as soon as you have someone who’s new or who's not on board,
that causes me more stress.”

— Principal, pre-K through first grade school

“We did a lot of work around trauma-informed care. And the
Pyramid Model is really good...also about talking about deposits
and withdrawals with building relationships. And so we really tried
to use some of those practices with our teachers to see what we
could essentially deposit within them to keep them going. | mean,
the basics, right—lack of pay, burn out, just over enrollment, lack
of staff, their own personal lives, their own issues going on. | be-
came like a therapist, and I’'m not qualified to do therapy. And so
we put our coaches in a program, several programs actually, to get
trained more on trauma-informed care to support our teachers.”

— Infant toddler child care specialist and
certified Pyramid Model coach

Classroom teachers lacked familiarity with these topics and expressed
confusion. Despite efforts to expand access to ECHMC and Pyramid Model
training, most teachers in our focus groups did not have experience with these
supports.

While classroom teachers in our listening session had a lot to say about the
challenges of teaching during COVID, access to different types of professional
development, and the importance of professional peer relationships, they did not
say much on suspension and expulsion. They were not familiar with the law
banning expulsion and did not see changes in the way programs have handled
discipline in recent years. There was confusion among teachers about what
constitutes mental health consultation versus other available supports, and they
were not clear if they had participated in mental health consultations. Most of the
teachers did not have experience using the Pyramid Model. The public pre-K
providers had received varied amounts of formal training on social-emotional
development, and the one private provider had not received any formal
professional development on this topic.
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A Look at What’s Happening in Colorado

In 2006, the Colorado legislature directed funds towards a survey of challenging
behaviors and responses to these behaviors in licensed ECE programs across the
state. The results of the survey were concerning: young children were removed
from programs at a rate three times higher than the national rate of K-12
expulsions and practitioners were mostly using ineffective methods for
addressing challenging behavior, such as having parents take their children home
or removing children from the program altogether.” The survey found that rates
of removals were much higher for family child care homes than for child care
centers, but also found that family child care providers felt that access to mental
health consultations made a meaningful difference in their ability to keep

children with challenging behaviors in their programs.®®

The survey results helped galvanize interest in addressing exclusionary discipline
in Colorado’s ECE programs and reducing the frequency of expulsions of young
children through evidence-based interventions. Two complementary policy
initiatives were launched in an effort to reduce the frequency of exclusionary
discipline: increasing provider knowledge of the Pyramid Model and expanding
the availability of early childhood mental health consultations.

— UNDERSTANDING THE COLORADO EARLY CHILDHOOD LANDSCAPE

About 337,000 children under the age of five reside in Colorado, 44 percent
of whom are children of color.®® In the 2019-20 school year, 98 percent of
school districts offered the state-funded Colorado Preschool Program (CPP).
CPP serves about 23,000 children, which is approximately a quarter of the
state’s four-year-olds. It concentrates on children who come from low-income
families or have another statute-defined risk factor, such as being a dual
language learner, being in foster care, or being exposed to parental
substance abuse.”® CPP also serves about 7,000 three-year-olds who meet a
minimum of three family risk factors.”

In 2020, Colorado voters approved a nicotine tax measure to fund 10 hours
per week of pre-K for all four-year-olds in the state beginning in the fall of
2023.” While over three-quarters of CPP participants currently attend pre-K
in public school classrooms, that will likely change, since proponents of
universal pre-K have repeatedly emphasized their support for a mixed
delivery system that includes centers, schools, and homes.” In 2022,
Colorado created a new Department of Early Childhood, a cabinet-level
agency that will oversee most of the ECE programs formerly housed in the
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state’s education and human services departments. The department will be
responsible for the launch of universal pre-K in 2023 as well as child care
licensing, early childhood mental health, home visiting, and child abuse
prevention.”

Colorado’s ECE system faces many of the same staffing shortages and
compensation issues as the rest of the nation. When asked to name their top
challenge, 70 percent of the state’s child care center directors named finding
qualified staff. Lead teachers of children from birth to age four in the state
make an average annual salary of below $27,000, with aides and assistants
earning even less. The median wage for early educators in the state is $13.79/
hour.”

The Pyramid Model

In 2009, the Pyramid Plus Center was launched to expand the evidence-based
practices of the Pyramid Model throughout Colorado. The Center launched a
training program to certify trainers and coaches in the Pyramid Model during
year-long professional development programs and successfully certified 30
trainers and 20 coaches between 2009 and 2011. During the same time span, a
multi-agency statewide team worked to create a career ladder linked to Pyramid
Model practices and funded four demonstration sites to highlight Pyramid
practices. The demonstration sites showed promise for helping address
challenging behaviors: they experienced a 60 to 75 percent reduction in the
number of children scoring “at risk” on the Ages and Stages Social Emotional
Scale from fall to spring of each school year.”® A 2011 follow-up to the original
2006 survey of challenging behaviors in licensed ECE programs found that the
rate of removal from a program had substantially decreased and also found a
large increase in the teaching of pro-social skills to children with challenging
behaviors.””

Early Childhood Mental Health Consultation

The 2006 survey found that family child care providers felt that access to
ECMHC made a meaningful difference in their ability to keep children with
challenging behaviors in their program. These data spurred an interest in
expanding the availability of consultations. An ongoing issue is how to ensure
that there are enough mental health consultants in Colorado to meet provider
demand. Ideally, ECMHC, which is provided at no cost to licensed providers and
state-funded pre-K programs, is used as a proactive strategy rather than a
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reactive one, so that providers can reach out to consultants prior to needing
. . . 8
immediate assistance.’”

This ease of access to mental health consultations requires a large supply of
mental health professionals, however. In 2018, Colorado was awarded a $5.8
million Preschool Development Grant (PDG B-5) initial grant that required the
completion of a statewide birth through age five needs assessment. The
subsequent report listed 12 “pressing needs” for the state’s early childhood
system and one of these needs was to “expand access to ECMHC.” The report
noted that convenient and timely access to consultants continues to be an issue
due to growing parent and provider demand, and it recommended exploring
remote options to help meet the demand.”® The hope is that remote consultations
can help expand access to ECMHCs while the availability of mental health
consultants remains limited.*

As of 2019, the Colorado Office of Early Childhood supported 34 full-time
consultants across the state, while over 20 additional consultants were supported
through other funding sources, such as private foundations.®* For example, in
recent years the Buell Foundation has funded projects with the goal of increasing
the availability of ECMHCs in rural areas, since most mental health consultants
reside in the state’s major urban centers.” In July 2020, the Colorado legislature
passed a bill that codified much of the mental health consultation work already
happening throughout the state.*® While the bill did not add additional funding
for consultations, it was seen as an important step for ensuring quality control of
the ECMHC program as well as the program’s long-term survival.®*

Ayear later, in June 2021, the Behavioral Health Recovery Act, a $114 million
omnibus bill, passed the legislature, with $100 million of those funds coming
from the federal American Rescue Plan.® The bill sets aside funding for early
childhood mental health services and calls for a third party evaluation of the
ECMHC program and its impact on early childhood and program outcomes by
August 2026.%¢ In March 2022, the Colorado Department of Human Services
announced that it was using PDG B-§ funds to establish a new statewide ECMHC
support line to connect parents and caregivers of young children with mental
health consultants via phone at no charge.*”

Recent Legislation and Licensing Targeting Exclusionary Discipline

In May 2019, the Colorado legislature passed a bill that would significantly limit
suspensions and expulsions for students in state-funded pre-K as well as students
in kindergarten through second grade in state-funded school districts and charter
schools. Schools can now only suspend or expel students under specified
circumstances, such as possessing a weapon or drugs, endangering the health
and safety of others, or posing a serious safety threat.®® The bill garnered the
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support of multiple advocacy organizations, including the American Academy of
Pediatrics, Colorado PTA, and both of the state’s major teachers’ unions.” The
bill went into effect for the 2020-21 school year, but there is not yet data available
on its impact on rates of exclusionary discipline due to the widespread school
closures caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.”®

In 2016, the Colorado Department of Human Services updated the licensing
standard that governs licensed child care centers and state pre-K providers. The
updated licensing rules, which went into effect in December 2021 after public
review, require programs to develop written policies and procedures on how
decisions are made and what steps are taken prior to suspension or expulsion.
The rules require programs to identify and consult with an early childhood
mental health consultant prior to suspending or expelling a child or asking a
parent to withdraw a child due to behavior issues. Additionally, the updated rules
require all center directors and assistant directors to complete a training course
about best practices for working with an early childhood mental health
consultant.”*
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What Practitioners Are Saying: Themes from
Colorado Listening Sessions

Multiple themes were evident in our listening sessions with Colorado
practitioners.

Staff shortages continue to be a major problem in many of the state’s ECE
programs, with some staff members leaving for better-paying jobs at
public schools. Program administrators consistently mentioned the difficulty of
staffing their programs as the issue currently causing them the largest amount of
stress. Because the public school system is able to offer higher pay and better
benefits, many early education programs lose talented staff members who decide
to work in the public school system.

“We're short staffed. That’'s why we'’re shut down for next week.
Because they don’t have enough teachers in the classroom....
What’s happening is we're losing our staff to our school district
because they can pay more, they have benefits, and so there’s an
unintended consequence that the more that you start recruiting
teachers, you're pulling it away from that early childhood educa-
tion side, and that is a struggle.... We've lost two key teachers in
one of our Colorado preschool programs because they went to
the district, so that is really challenging on our part.”

— Pyramid coach at a nonprofit child care center

“Ive had teachers that have gone in for a parent teacher confer-
ence, and they’re like, ‘Oh, you work at a preschool. Hey, come
work for us.” And we’ve lost teachers that way, like good teachers
that are really well trained.”

— Pyramid coach at a nonprofit child care center

“For me, it's 100 percent staffing [the main source of stress].
Do | have coverage in the classrooms?...That’s the #1 stress
that | have.”

— Owner/director of a nonprofit child care center

The COVID-19 pandemic has led to higher stress levels for students,
teachers, and families. Teachers, administrators, and mental health
professionals consistently brought up how stressful the pandemic has been for
everyone involved in education.
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“We've definitely seen more family stress, which obviously con-
tributes to kids’ challenging behavior. People losing jobs because
their kids’ classroom has been closed for two weeks and they had
to take off, things like that.”

— Behavioral health specialist for nonprofit child care centers

“The classrooms that | do get into, we’re seeing more challeng-
ing behavior in five- to eight-year-olds....I'm now getting more
calls in the elementary school age group, usually due to anxiety
and behaviors that families and teachers aren’t understanding. It
seems like a lot of anxiety and the teachers are really struggling
with needing to slow down and just attend to the emotional
needs. There’s trauma. The kids with exposure to trauma are
having more difficulty.”

— Mental health consultant

“Part of the stress is not being able to collaborate with the par-
ents like we did pre-pandemic. And so that’s part of the stress,
not having that communication with parents that we used to
have so we can collaborate. We're able to collaborate within the
school, but to get that parent piece has been a struggle.”

— Teacher at a nonprofit child care center

Early childhood mental health consultations are often focused on
helping teachers deal with their own stress rather than concentrating on
student behavioral challenges. While mental health consultation is always
partially focused on helping teachers address their own stress levels, it seems that
the pandemic has heightened the focus on improving the mental health of
teachers so they are able to effectively model social-emotional skills for their
students.
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“As a trainer | spend a lot of time asking teachers, ‘Do you have
the coping skills to take that deep breath and engage with chil-
dren in a different, more appropriate way?’ We need to focus on
how we support the workforce to be able to manage their own
stress. We're all in this toxic stress right now and it really impacts
how they handle the behaviors they see in kids.”

— Mental health consultant

“My consultation for the past 20 months has really focused on
only the adults....There’s a parallel process—what are the chil-
dren learning from the adults both at home and school? I'm
talking to the teacher about how she can support the children
with those emotional needs and how she can support them by
modeling her skills, by practicing her self-regulation in the class-
room as a model for the children. That’s where my consultation
has been. Supporting the adults, both parents and staff, with
their mental health so they can support the children.”

— Mental health consultant

“The behaviors of the teachers in the classroom are what we’re
struggling with....So yeah, | think the adult behavior is more
concerning than the children’s behavior for me right now. And
then we do have mental health consultants that do come in and
it sounds like a lot of what they’re working on is how the teachers
show up in the classroom emotionally.”

— Executive director of a child care association

Due to the pandemic, many teachers and administrators had to rely on
remote mental health consultations, but this arrangement presented
staff with challenges. While teachers and administrators were grateful to be
able to access remote consultations during the pandemic, this option was not
viewed as being as helpful as traditional, in-person consultations.
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“They tried originally to do the Zoom to support the kids and that
just didn’t work at all. Like you couldn’t really do it...it was pretty
much impossible.”

— Pyramid coach at a nonprofit child care center

“We tried Zoom, which does not work. And then basically we
were emailing back and forth and she’'d say, ‘if you have questions
email me'...she tried but it did not work well. It just was not work-
ing because she could not actively see what was happening....

| tried to set up my computer but obviously kids don’t stay in one
place. And I'm trying to take care of six other kids, so she wit-
nessed him on camera, like, when he was being really good.

She didn’t see any of the behaviors. So emailing back and forth,
it’s really hard to explain what’s happening and how you’re
responding.”

— Licensed family child care provider

Long wait times to access mental health consultants continue to be an
issue. We repeatedly heard that there are not the necessary number of mental
health consultants across the state to fill the current demand. Teachers expressed
frustration at sometimes having to wait for a month or more to receive assistance
from a consultant.

29



Many programs use mental health consultations at the last moment to
“check the box” so they can go ahead and remove a student. Several
consultants told us that they often are asked to provide consultations to programs
who seem less interested in addressing a child’s challenging behaviors and more
interested in having a consultation so they are then free to remove the child from
the program.

The Pyramid Model has been very helpful for addressing student
behavioral challenges, but it requires a long-term commitment
combined with ongoing coaching to truly see the benefit. Several teachers
and administrators shared that they have had a lot of success in their classroom
using the Pyramid Model. They emphasized that successful use of the model
does not happen after one training, but requires ongoing professional
development and in-person coaching.
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“I've been in my program for eight years and we fully have em-
bedded Pyramid. When | started, | got calls like, ‘Get this kid out
of my class. I'm all done. | can’t do this anymore.’ The calls | get
today are, ‘| need help. What are we going to do to support him?
Can you meet with the family?’ It’s very different.”

— Early childhood mental health support specialist

“I’'m a trainer also and a coach and | would say the programs that
| work with that have coaches in place, the follow up, and have
the programs invested in it are the successful ones. | think what’s
hard is that you have teachers take the class, either because they
want to or they have an incentive to do it or they’re checking off
a box and their requirements. But then they go back to a program
that’s not fully invested or co-teachers aren’t doing the practices
and they kind of hit walls and the excitement kind of fizzles away
a little bit if that makes sense....There’s so much information and
so you need the coaching follow-up to really help be successful
in the practices.”

— Pyramid coach and trainer

“It’s been a while to finally see the return on investment. | think
that’s something that can be hard for private centers that are
for-profit is that ROl is out five years; it’s not going to be some-
thing you’re seeing right away.”

— Owner/director of a child care center

“The coaching piece is so critical for teachers because | think
teachers are really isolated and administrators’ plates are way too
full...and so the coaching piece kind of really supports that isola-
tion, which really helps with the mental health of the teachers...
it’s just the most valuable thing.”

— Behavioral health specialist for nonprofit child care centers
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Family child care providers face unique challenges when it comes to
addressing student behavioral challenges. For example, those in our
listening sessions shared that they have trouble affording Pyramid Model
training. Additionally, family child care providers often feel that they sometimes
have no choice but to expel students from their classrooms because they do not
have enough staff to safely handle students exhibiting violent behaviors.

“Pyramid is expensive. As a family child care provider, to pay for
that on my own—it’s a few hundred dollars, like $300 to $500, |
think. For me, that’s pretty expensive for a training.”

— Licensed family child care provider

“| really try not to ever ask a child to leave my program. In the
last 21 years, | had two children that | asked to leave, very early
on. One was very violent, and | was new in the field and | couldn’t
do it....They were very violent towards my child, my son, who
was an infant, so it just couldn’t work. About five years ago, | did
have to tell a family that they were no longer a good fit. It was a
six- to nine-month process that | worked with the family trying

to get through it....| had a mental health consultant come in,
watching me and giving me advice, giving me strategies. It got
better for a little bit and then once again it got violent. And this
has happened with two children in the past six years. I’'m on my
own. It’s just me here. So when | have a child that is having issues
controlling their emotions and their body, | have to decide, what
do | do? There’s only one of me...there’s not two teachers, where
one can handle the child one-on-one and one can take the other
children to a safe place.”

— Licensed family child care provider
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Takeaways for Policymakers

Numerous themes were evident in our research and listening sessions with
practitioners in Illinois and Colorado. Here are 10 takeaways and
recommendations that other states can use as they pursue reform in ECE
discipline policies and work to help teachers address challenging behaviors:

1. The lack of a uniform, cohesive ECE system within states makes it
difficult to efficiently address exclusionary discipline in a way that
reaches all children and providers. Young children attend a mix of
ECE programs in different settings that are governed by different quality
regulations and paid for through distinct funding streams, which results in
uneven access to training and support services. One possible solution to
this problem is creating a new government entity charged with overseeing
all of a state’s ECE programs, such as the Department of Early Childhood
just launched in Colorado. As of 2021, eight states had taken such a step.”

2. While recruiting and retaining ECE staff has always been difficult
due to low compensation and often difficult working conditions,
the pandemic has exacerbated the problem. Program administrators
in both Colorado and Illinois overwhelmingly named staff shortages as
their greatest source of stress. High turnover rates can make it difficult to
provide professional development that requires ongoing training and
coaching, such as the Pyramid Model. As several administrators
described, the poverty-level wages and high stress levels lead many early
educators to leave the field entirely or depart for a job in the public school
system that provides better compensation. Despite some evidence that
reducing teacher stress could lower expulsion rates, none of the 12 state
bills related to reducing early childhood exclusionary discipline
introduced between 2015 and 2018 mention the need to address teacher
stress.”® Because high-quality ECE depends on a high-quality workforce,
policies must support the preparation, development, retention, and fair
compensation of early educators.

3. Private and public programs face different challenges when it
comes to appropriately addressing student behavior. Early
educators in our listening sessions who worked for large publicly funded
programs, such as Head Start and public pre-K, suggested that they had
more access to professional development for dealing with student
behavior than their peers working for private centers. The private, family
child care providers in our listening sessions said that they wanted access
to certain professional development topics but had trouble affording the
training. Family child care providers are often the sole educator in their
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setting, making it difficult for them to step away from the classroom for
professional development, which is something state policies focused on
professional development for early educators should take into account.

. ECMHC s a popular strategy that research shows is effective, but it
is not reaching enough programs. Professionals in both Colorado and
Illinois expressed the need for more mental health consultants, and this
appears to be a national trend. Most states require early childhood mental
health consultants to have an advanced degree in an appropriate field such
as social work or psychology and experience working with children and
their families.”* With limited funding for these positions, it can be difficult
to recruit and retain highly qualified staff. Telehealth can lessen the
shortage, particularly in rural areas where driving long distances hinders
consultants’ ability to reach more programs. However, there are
challenges with virtual consultations, such as not being able to observe
classrooms in person or demonstrate strategies in a real environment.
Because mental health consultation is often used as a reactive strategy
and programs request services when they already have a challenge, it is
crucial for them to be able to access services in a timely manner.

. States should be diligent in educating practitioners and families on
relevant policies and resources. It is not enough for states to simply
pass legislation or offer guidance. As heard in our Illinois listening
sessions, years later there remains confusion about the details of the
policy. States must follow through with outreach and implementation,
publicizing policy changes and explaining to providers how to access
available supports. It is equally important for parents to understand the
policies and know their rights. Parents are often not aware that there are
policies in place to help children remain in a program. Parents may not
know that providers must employ certain supports before exclusion is
considered, or that their children should receive assistance in finding a
program that is a better fit, as is the case in Illinois.

. ECE discipline policies should focus on racial equity, and that
should be clearly communicated to practitioners. According to a
2021 report, 15 state policies have language with an intentional focus on
racial equity.” Despite evidence on disparities in discipline practices,
racial equity issues did not organically emerge in any of the listening
sessions. There are multiple possible explanations for why race was not
explicitly discussed in these sessions. Practitioners may not have felt
comfortable discussing issues of race or bias with peers or with us. They
may not be aware of the equity implications of exclusionary discipline, or
it may not have been communicated to them that this is an intentional
part of the law. The data suggest that doing a better job of reducing
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7.

10.

exclusionary discipline in ECE will benefit Black children, especially Black
boys, the most, and policies should be designed accordingly.

Accurate data on discipline practices and related policies is
essential for successful policy implementation. The lack of data in
ECE settings makes it difficult to evaluate whether the law is being
implemented successfully. Collecting this data is especially challenging in
the early years because the system is disjointed since there are often
different governing bodies, funding streams, and regulations guiding
different programs. As a study published in the January issue of The Review
of Educational Research explains, “unlike K-12 superintendents, ECCE
[early childhood] settings do not have access to a full cadre of district
personnel to collect, organize, and upload requisite data.”®® A family child
care provider might not even have reliable access to a computer or the
internet to input data. Accurate statewide data collection is essential to
uncovering racial disparities and monitoring the effect of new laws aimed
at decreasing the frequency of exclusionary discipline practices.

. The success of the reforms depends on sufficient funding. It is

important that any policy changes made by states do not turn into an
unfunded mandate. States need to provide adequate funding to ensure
that programs are able to update their practices and policies to comply
with any new laws or regulations. In both Illinois and Colorado, children
are still being excluded from ECE settings, despite the policies and
supports that have been put in place. Limited funding is one reason that
some programs have difficulty accessing resources in a timely manner. For
real change, stable, long-term funding must follow to ensure providers
have the resources necessary to update their practices.

. Policymakers should think beyond the classroom to meaningfully

support children’s well-being and development. Improving access to
programs and supports to meet families’ basic needs like housing, physical
and mental health care, and nutrition are important to ensuring that
children thrive. These supports can also potentially lessen children’s
exposure to trauma. States can look to comprehensive education models
like community schools for examples of how to engage families and
coordinate with community organizations.”” States can also take steps to
ensure that it is easy for families to access the range of services they need,
such as by streamlining eligibility requirements and applications.

Engaging families as partners is instrumental to understanding
and supporting children’s behavioral challenges. While children
may spend a significant portion of their days in ECE settings, parents
continue to be their first and most important teachers. When programs
collaborate with parents, students experience a stronger home-to-school
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connection that can be beneficial. As Gilliam said in a past interview, “one
of the things that I've never seen is a child expelled from a preschool
program where the teacher and parent knew and liked one another.”®®
Communication with families can help teachers understand children’s
development and also ensure consistency between home and school
approaches. Schools can help families learn strategies to support healthy
development. School efforts to connect with families are especially
important now, after so many have felt less connected to their ECE

programs during the pandemic.
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Conclusion

Excluding children from the classroom is not an effective way to improve their
behavior and limits access to ECE, often for those who stand to benefit the most.
But addressing inappropriate discipline practices in ECE is about more than
banning suspension and expulsion; it is about addressing the underlying reasons
these practices are used. As an increasing number of states work to address this
issue, it is imperative to provide appropriate support to the workforce. With
sufficient supports for programs and educators, exclusion does not need to be a
common occurrence.

While this paper focuses on two promising strategies for strengthening the
workforce, it is important to acknowledge that ECMHC and targeted professional
development to address children’s social-emotional skills do not solve all
problems. These supports do not reduce adult-child ratios (a common source of
stress for early childhood educators), address funding shortfalls, or ensure
children do not face challenges outside of the classroom. There are also other
promising professional development models and supports that were not covered
in the scope of this report.

There has been significant momentum for ending exclusionary practices in ECE
in recent years and more states will likely address this issue as children’s mental
health and teacher burnout have both been worsened by the pandemic. As more
states tackle this issue on a policy and program level, we should think broadly
about how to better support both teachers and students.
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