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Using a Youth Participatory Action 
Research (YPAR) approach developed with 
support from a doctoral student from the 
University of Colorado, we conducted a 
survey to capture how young people in 
MDCPS are experiencing school and 
provide insight about student treatment in 
schools and in Student Suschools and in Student Success Centers.2 
By pairing this data with a quantitative 
analysis of MDCPS’ discipline data, we 
developed a report card, grading the 
district on how well it supports students. 

We modified this rubric to assess how 
MDCPS addresses factors like creating 
safe and supportive school 
environments, using restorative and 
non-exclusionary approaches to 
discipline, addressing issues of gender 
and reproductive justice and being 
trtransparent and accountable to the 
community.

We wrote this report because we 
believe that we deserve excellent 
schools that support, respect and 
challenge all students, and that the 
discrimination and violence we face in 
schools as Black youth, LGBTQIA and 
heterosexual alike, is detrimental to 
our eduour education. While MDCPS has done 
a superficial evaluation of Student 
Success Centers and continues 
disseminating 

self-congratulatory messaging about 
their work to reduce problematic 
discipline, our experiences tell us the 
reality is different.

TThe research confirms our lived 
experiences and those of the hundreds 
of young people we spoke with in 
conducting our survey. We hope you 
learn from this report and are moved 
to take action to make sure every 
student in MDCPS has access to 
fully-fully-funded, quality schools that 
support and nurture young people’s 
whole selves.

This is our assessment of how MDCPS 
fails to support students and what 
must change to make them the 
schools where we all succeed.

We graded county schools based on a rubric 
similar to one created by the Schools of 
Opportunity Project out of the National 
Education Policy Center that assesses how 
well schools create opportunities to learn.3
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In 2012, the school district 
promised to end suspensions 
for low-level infractions and 
begin trainings on restorative 
justice that ended because of 
the lack of funding. 

In 2007, we created a campaign to 
end the school-to-prison pipeline 
and bring restorative justice to our 
schools. 

While the district committed again 
to implement restorative justice in 
2014, we still await the fulfillment 
of that promise. Restorative justice 
continues to be a cornerstone of 
our work today.

For years, the Power U Center for Social 
Change, alongside allies including the National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People (NAACP), We Count and People Acting In 
Community Together (PACT), worked to end 
school suspensions disproportionately 
impacting Black and Brown students. 

As a result of the subsequent community pressure, MDCPS 
announced in 2015 that it would end the practice of out-of-school 
suspensions and create Student Success Centers. Miami-Dade County 
Public Schools inaccurately coin Student Success Centers as “safe 
havens where students with serious behavioral issues are temporarily 
removed from their home schools and receive homework assistance 
and behavioral counseling before returning to their regular school.”1 In 
reality, Student Sureality, Student Success Centers are little more than warehouses for 
students who have been removed from school. Students report that 
they are not receiving services and are still, in effect, being suspended 
from their educational programs. 

Introduction: 
Why We Wrote this Report
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The school-to-prison 
pipeline is the result of 
policies and practices 
that directly and 
indirectly push young 
people out of school and 
into the criminal justice 
system. system. We begin by 
sharing over a decade of 
research on school 
climate and the 
school-to-prison pipeline 
showing that 
zero-tolerance policies 
ccreate schools that fail 
our Black students.  The 
research backs up what 
we at Power U know to 
be true through everyday 
lived experience.

Background
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The overzealous use of suspensions, 
expulsions and school-based arrests 
create an entry point for young people 
to enter the criminal justice system.4 The 
overuse of harsh discipline falls most 
heavily on Black youth who are 
disciplined at rates much higher than 
their whitheir white peers.5 Black students make 
up 18 percent of the U.S. student 
population according to the U.S. 
Department of Education, but constitute 
42 percent of referrals to law 
enforcement, 35 percent of 
school-related arrests and 39 percent of 
student student expulsions.6

Furthermore, Black students are more 
likely than their white peers to be 
disciplined for reasons that are highly 
open to subjective interpretation such as 
‘disobedience’ and  ‘defiance.’7 Two 
students may act out in class in a similar 
manner – by speaking out of turn and 
telling a jotelling a joke.  School staff can respond 
in a range of ways, including ignoring 
the behavior, redirecting the student, or 
labeling the behavior as defiance and 
removing that student from class.  

Research tells us that race plays a big 
role in determining what response 
teachers will choose. Teachers and other 
school staff have racial biases and 
disproportionately use harsh discipline 
practices to regulate the behavior of 
students of color.8

Zero-tolerance 
policies drive a 
negative school 
climate. 
School climaSchool climate, which is based on 
shared beliefs, attitudes and values 
between everyone at the school, shapes 
what behaviors are acceptable in a 
school. When students have negative 
perceptions of the school climate, they 
tend to be less engaged, more truant, 
more limore likely to drop out and have issues 
with delinquency and bullying.9 In fact, 
many students attribute responsibility 
for misbehavior in the classroom to 
teachers’ competency.10 Classrooms with 
teachers that use more punitive and 
aggressive discipline strategies tend to 
also halso have more students who act out.11

Students’ perceptions of school climate 
also impacts how they perform 
academically. Discrimination and 
discipline styles can have far reaching 
consequences for students, for the 
school as a whole and for the 
community beyond the school walls. 
Perhaps not surprisingly, non-whiPerhaps not surprisingly, non-white 
students tend to have less favorable 
perceptions of school environments.12  
Supportive measures like restorative 
justice and having caring adults in a 
school have shown to reduce 
suspensions and arrests, and improve 
school climaschool climate.13
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Jonathan is a rising 
junior at Miami Edison 
Senior High School. 
His experience being 
suspended 
out-of-school in 2016 
exemplifies the way 

in which the 
inconsistent 
application of 

discipline codes strain 
student-teacher 
relationships and 
ccreate distrust.
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We believe Black girls should have the 
agency to love all components of who they 
are, particularly the components that grant 
them the ability to give life. We also believe 
that if we are intentional, Black boys can be 
allies standing alongside Black girls in 
creating a safe environment for all, where 
consent and honor are normaliconsent and honor are normalized and 
destructive behavior is challenged by all 
youth and adults in the school.

Power U demands an end to the 
school-to-prison pipeline and 
the creation of schools that 
fully support us. 
WWe have campaigned for years to bring restorative justice to 
Miami-Dade County Public Schools. We demand fully-funded 
restorative justice programs in order to truly end suspensions 
and school-based arrests, and provide spaces for us to develop 
solutions to the root causes of the issues and injustices we 
experience in our schools.

WWe also know that there can be 
no restorative justice without 
reproductive justice. 

If our schools continue to be If our schools continue to be 
environments where girls 
bodies, sexualities and 
identities are preyed upon and 
objectified, our schools will 
continue to be unsafe. 
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Implement 
Restorative 
Justice and 
End 
Exclusionary 
discipline
●● Implement the 
“whole school 
approach” to 
restorative justice 
across MDCPS

● End out-of-school 
suspensions

●● Keep students in 
class and address any 
issues in school

1 2 3

4

Invest in 
Lifting Us Up, 
Divest From 
Pushing Us 
Out
●● Redirect $2.3 million 
of MDCPS police and 
security budget from 
policing, security and 
surveillance towards 
counselors, staff 
training and human 
devdevelopment 
curriculum

● Create meaningful 
mechanisms for 
students and parents 
to participate in the 
budget process to set 
reinvestment 
priorities

Implement 
Reproductive 
Justice in Our 
Schools
● Implement 
comprehensive sex 
education 

●● Ensure effective 
prevention and 
intervention policies 
and practices are in 
place to end sexual 
violence like 
harassment and 
assault in schools assault in schools 

● Give young parents 
and pregnant students 
the choice and the 
resources they need to 
complete their 
education at their 
home school

The following changes would transform our schools from toxic 
environments where youth are traumatized into safe havens where 
young people can reach their potential, feel safe, honored and are 
included in decision-making.

Miami-Dade County Public
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Tell the Truth about 
Discipline in our Schools

● Increase reporting to track “silent push out”

● Provide accurate data reporting on use of Student Success Centers

● Collect records and report honestly about effectiveness of discipline 
initiatives in reducing recidivism and addressing underlying issues

● Hold staff and school administration, including the superintendent 
and school board, accountable for their actions and inactions
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“Counselors only come to you 
when you’re in trouble.”

“Teachers feel they will get paid 
regardless.”

“They don’t respect us but want 
us to respect them. Works both 
ways.”

15

How we invest our money matters 
because it reflects what we value 
and has an enormous impact on 
the future. Because of this, we 
believe that investing in programs, 
support, and resources that build 
us up as full human beings are 
nenecessary for both restorative and 
reproductive justice in our schools. 
Gender and racial justice require 
equitable distribution of resources 
as well as programs, training and 
policies that reverse the sexist, 
racist, ableist and homophobic 
wways our schools have operated 
for too long.

We deserve schools that are 
distinguished by safe, welcoming 
school environments and that 
have minimal or reduced 
instances of bullying, harassment, 
or discrimination. We envision 
schools with an “A” grade in this 
cacategory as schools that have full 
funding to ensure that clear 
policies, systems and practices are 
in place and equitably enacted, 
instances are promptly and 
effectively addressed, and schools 
actively embrace students’ 
cultucultural backgrounds and 
celebrate the ways students 
express themselves.

Our Demands: 
Our Report Card Grades

Invest in Lifting Us Up, 
Divest From Pushing Us Out
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The problem is growing. As Table 4 shows, the amount the District 
spends on school police and security has increased from the 2015-16 school 
year to the proposed 2017-18 school year school budget. From 2015-2016 to 
2017-18, the District increased its spending for police and district security by 
$2,690,342. This money could, and should be allocated towards creating 

restorative and reproductive justice programs.
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MDCPS Police & Security Budget
School Year
2015-1641

220 229 220

$20,240,672 $22,119,168 $22,931,014

School Year
2016-1742

“Proposed School Year 
2017-1843

Police District 
Security 
Budget

Employee
Count

Total Salary, 
Overtime & 
Non Salary Costs 

MDCPS’ budget is not transparent. 
While we do not know the total cost of 
policing and security in our schools. We 
do know that MDCPS invests at least 
$22 million, in practices that criminalize 
and pushout students.  The proposed 
2017-2018 budget allocates $22,931,014 
for polifor police and district security and 
$372,070,000 for custodial and security 
services.36 The budget does not specify 
what percentage of “custodial/security” 
spending is made for security services 
alone.37  This amount is at least six times 
more than the District has invested in 
addressing the addressing the overuse and 
discriminatory use of harsh discipline.  
MDCPS invested just $3.2 million to 
design and implement a plan to rethink 
school discipline.38

Of the $22,119,168 budgeted for police 
and security, $19,726,368 covers the 
salaries of 220 employees in the Police & 
District Security Bureau.39  That’s an 
average salary of $89,665 for each police 
and security employee hired.  
TThe Miami-Dade Public School District 
has more staff dedicated to locking 
students up than staff with skills and 
training to support students and address 
student needs.  During the 2016-2017 
school year, the District reported 
employing 14 social workers and 460 
counselors.  In counselors.  In contrast, during that same 
year the District employed 906 security 
officers and 164 police officers.40 This likely 
includes the 229 employees under the 
Police & District Security Bureau and 
guards and police hired under other parts 
of the District’s budget.

Invest in Lifting Us Up, 
Divest from Pushing Us Out

Budget Data 
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Student surveys reveal 
that many students do 
not feel supported in 
school.  Forty percent of 
all students surveyed 
stated that they did not 
feel supported in schools, 
while 35 pewhile 35 percent said they 
did not have someone 
looking out for them at 
school. In Miami 
Northwestern and Miami 
Edison Senior High School, 
the number of students 
ffeeling unsupported often 
came closer to 50 percent. 
In order to address these 
findings, schools must 
facilitate meaningful 
conversation with 
students that allow them 
to undeto understand and 
implement what students 
need to feel supported. 
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adults at my 
school care 
about me as 
an individual

My guidance 
counselor 
helps me with 
personal and 
school 
problems

my teachers 
are 

interested in 
how i do in 
the future

my school 
has enough 
books, 
equipment, 
and 

resources 
to help me 
learnlearn

my teachers 
treat me 
and my 
classmates 
with 
respect

Miami Northwestern Miami edison John a. ferguson

Table 5
Student Perceptions of School Support

Below is a snapshot of Miami-Dade 
County Public Schools, 
John Ferguson High, 
Miami Northwestern High, 
and Miami Edison High.

Student 
survey results
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Charlene, a rising junior at Miami Edison Senior High School, 
recounts her frustration with her school’s misplaced priorities. She 
describes lockout, a school procedure that literally keeps students 

from attending class, with particular ire.

Each day, the school locks the entry doors to various corridors after 
a class period begins.

““You could be walking to class and the bell rings but the teacher 
[on duty] tells you, ‘Mm-mmm, lockout.’

Charlene mimics the finger-wagging motion of a teacher.

““You're there [at the hallway entrance] and you cannot get inside. 
Even if you have a pass from your teacher saying you could go, you 
cannot get inside. They send you to lockout. In lockout, basically 
you sit down in a classroom the whole time that you're supposed 
to be in class and you don't really do anything at all. Total waste of 

time. Total waste of education.”

While Charlene While Charlene feels her school prioritizes keeping students out of 
the classroom, she hates the overemphasis on testing by 

administration over things students really need.

“There's a lot of stuff that we need at school. [We] don't have it 
because all they talk about is testing. They just care about putting 

the stupid school grade up. They don't care about what's 
happening to us. They don't care if we're learning or not. 

But But we have to pass those tests.”

Students Literally Locked Out of an Education
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MDCPS must invest its resources in 
schools that support young people.  
It is critical to invest in high-quality 
training and staff that will help 
correct the years of educational 
neglect students have experienced 
and create safe schools going 
foforward.  Designating significant 
money towards implementing 
restorative justice programs across all 
schools would put MDCPS on a path 
towards creating the schools we 
deserve.  MDCPS is wasting money on 
school policing and security that 
does not madoes not make schools safer.  We 
recommend that MDCPS reinvest 10 
percent of the money spent on police 
and security in restorative justice 
implementation.  

Miami-Dade County Public
 Schools: The Hidden Truth

The cost of restorative justice 
implementation can vary widely 
around the country, but we are 
confident that just a 10 percent 
reinvestment from the police budget 
would create substantial changes in 
MDCPS.  In a 2013 proposal for 
resrestorative justice implementation in 
New York City public schools, the 
estimated cost of restorative justice 
implementation totaled about 
$175,000 per year for one school.  
Under the cost model proposed by 
the International Institute for 
ResRestorative Practices (IIRP) in Buffalo, 
NY, full restorative justice 
implementation in two schools and 
training of administrators was 
estimated to cost $100,000.  A 10 
percent reinvestment would cover 
the cost of restorative justice 
implementation in 10 - 20 Mimplementation in 10 - 20 MDCPS 
schools.
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Students have the right to determine the 
environment in which they live and raise a family. 
They have the birth right to exist with full bodily autonomy, access 
to quality affordable housing, healthy food, freedom from state 
violence, and the right to raise their child in a safe and healthy 
environment.  We believe Black femmes should have the agency to 
love all components of who they are, including their ability to 
creacreate and nurture life.  We also believe that Black boys can be allies 
standing alongside Black femmes in creating a safe environment 
for all where consent and honor are normalized and destructive 
behavior is challenged by all youth and adults in the schools.  

The bodies of Black femmes are often subject to state, community 
and political violence as decisions about their reproductive health 
and rights are made without their consent. Without proper 
investment in comprehensive sex education, schools are incapable 
of sharing with young people information they need to make 
decisions about parenting or equip them with the tools and 
resources they need to successfully raise children in safe 
communities. In addition, communities. In addition, young people benefit from resources and 
support to address emotional and physical trauma they experience 
for healing, growth and politicization.45

You cannot have restorative justice without reproductive justice. If 
students attend school where they have no access to 
comprehensive sex education and reproductive justice, their ability 
to make choices about their bodies and futures is diminished.  If our 
schools continue to be environments where girls’ bodies, sexuality 
and identity are preyed upon and objectified, our schools will be 
unsafe and propagate a culture where consent is not a question. 
Femmes will be lFemmes will be left to walk a tightrope of embracing their power 
and facing harsh discipline, or ‘behaving’ and being targeted by 
staff and students.

An ‘A” in this category would mean that we have schools that create 
cultures that do not condone any form of sexual, verbal or physical 
harassment against students, that provide education on consent 
and that implement clear and explicit policies to address 
harassment. These schools encourage autonomy for young parents 
and respect their decisions about their children. The schools offer 
extensive sex education that includes courses on LGBTQIA sexuality 
and address issues and address issues of consent, safety and Sexually Transmitted 
Infections/Sexually Transmitted Disease transmission. Finally, 
schools provide a safe and inclusive environment for students who 
identify as LGBTQIA through education on gender and sexual 
identity for students, staff and faculty.

Word Key

Miami-Dade County Public
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Reproductive Justice - Reproductive Justice is the human right to maintain personal bodily 
autonomy, have children, not have children, and parent the children we have in safe and sustainable 
communities. – Sister Song44 21

Implement Reproductive 
Justice in our Schools



“We are giving the whole district an F or D 
because there are teachers out here doing wrong 
to students and can take advantage of them.” 

“I give my school an F because a teacher was 
feeling on these girls and my school didn’t do 
anything.”

“F – be“F – because the district doesn’t have a pilot 
program that helps and guides students. The 
district just talks.”

“D – the staff doesn’t check on students. They just 
address the situation to see what happened and 
drop the situation.”

“F – be“F – because they not doing nothing about it. 
They just ignore it.”                            

Reproductive Justice Grades

Miami-Dade County Public
 Schools: The Hidden Truth
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The results of our survey suggest that students, particularly students in schools that 
have majority Black student bodies and are lower-income, do not feel that their 
schools are engaging students in comprehensive sex education, supporting young 
parents, or creating climates that prevent sexual harassment and violence.  
According to data gathered by the Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System in 2015, 
38.4 percent of teens are sexually active in Miami-Dade County. MDCPS does not 
provide adequate sexual education to students in our schools.46 MDCPS’ official 
position is that abstinenposition is that abstinence is the only acceptable behavior. Educators are 
instructed not to take a stand on the use of contraceptives or discuss and inform 
students about all of their options if they become pregnant.47 A statewide survey in 
Florida found that “sex education was not accessible to all students, was most often 
afforded little time, occurred late in the students’ academic career, had little to no 
uniformity in terms of what was being taught and who was teaching it, had no 
standards in terms of training or quality assurance and may not adequately address 
the realistic needs the realistic needs of students.”48  

Reproductive Justice Data

MDCPS does not provide adequate 
supports and resources to students so they 
are able to navigate crucial social services 
that they are in need of as young parents.  
Over the past three years, Power U, with 
allies, has learned about the lack of 
reproductive justice in our schools and 
adadvocated for better policies to support 
femmes in our school system.  We have also 
engaged in providing specialized spaces 
for femmes of color to express their needs, 
receive support, and build community 
together.  At the Continuing Opportunities 
For Purposeful Education (COPE) Center 
North North for example, we have partnered with 
community organizations where we lead 
Black Mamas circles to educate young 
parents about their reproductive rights and 
assess their needs. These circles have 
provided MDCPS students with a safety 
network of committed social workers, 

doulas, midwives and community 
organizers – all things that the 
school system is not providing. 
Sexual harassment and violence are 
also part of the experience of Black 
femmes in MDCPS.  Black femmes 
are sexually harassed and assaulted 
at schools at schools by security guards who 
are purportedly there to make them 
feel safe. Jasmine (pseudonym) 
would hear teachers tell other 
female students that they were 
“going to be whores” because of how 
they dressed. She experienced 
regular sregular sexual harassment from 
security guards. She shared that 
there was “one security guard if he 
saw you by yourself he’d tap you on 
your butt. I snatched the broom 
from him and hit him and I got 
written up.”  

Student Survey Results

Miami-Dade County Public
 Schools: The Hidden TruthImplement Reproductive 

Justice in our Schools
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Miami Northwestern

Table 6
Student Perceptions of Reproductive Climate

Miami edison John a. ferguson

my school deals with 
sexual harassment 
effectively

if i was a young parent, 
my school could provde 
me with adequate 
resources so i could 
continue my education

my school effectively 
prevents students 
from sexually 

assaulted or touched 
inappropriately
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Kimberly, a 10th grader at Miami Edison Senior High School, retells 
a story of sexual abuse exemplifying how Black girls are vulnerable 

on campus, even at the hands of adults.

“We had this teacher/coach. He had intercourse with a student in 
10th grade and that's kind of wild. This year, everyone found out 
and he was arrested. A security guard was fired because she knew 
about it and didn't tell. [The student] still attends our school.”

When questioned about the adequacy When questioned about the adequacy of the school’s response, 
Kimberly conveyed her disillusionment and distrust of the school’s 
administration. “They [the administration] mostly tried to cover it 
up. Tried to make it seem like it never happened, but it was blasted 

all over social media.”

The incident, among other issues, has eroded Kimberly’s trust in 
the adults who work in her school building.

“I don’t trust the people who “I don’t trust the people who work in my school, not at all. If one 
teacher could do that with a student, then imagine what the rest 

of them would probably be doing.”

Intrusive policing practices have not improved Kimberly’s feeling 
of safety.

“I don't [“I don't [feel safe at school]. We get random checks I'd say, every 
month. Like the other day we were testing and we had a random 
check where police brought a dog and they had like two guns 

each. There was no point.”

No drugs or weapons were found in the classroom. 

Black Girls are Vulnerable
to Sexual Abuse in School

25
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Reproductive Justice:  
What is Needed
In February 2017, the Black Girls Matter MIA 
Coalition, which Power U helped to create, 
launched a series of Black Girls Matter 
circles where Black femme students shared 
their experiences with school pushout, 
criminalization, hetero-patriarchy, sexism 
and misogyny in schools and communities. 
On MOn May 18, 2017, the Black Girls Matter 
Coalition co-hosted a Black Girls MIA 
Leadership Summit where young girls 
shared ideas on how to create safe and 
inclusive schools where they can thrive and 
reach their full potential.49 Some of those 
ideas include:

● More programs that create safe 
spaces for Black girls to share their 
stories like Black Girls Matter Circles

● Restorative justice in schools, 
allowing students and teachers to 
resolve conflict and address harm 
without law enforcement

●● Birth justice for young parents 
including access to breastfeeding, 
midwifery and doula support, in schools, 
communities, and at home in order to 
thrive and be successful.
 
WWe believe that in order for students to feel 
supported and make more informed decisions, 
MDCPS must ensure that they effectively 
implement sexual education curriculum across 
all middle schools and high schools.  While we 
know that comprehensive sex education is not 
the end goal, it is an important step for 
working working towards a school system that begins 
to have resources Black femmes need.  We 
demand that MDCPS implement the 
aforementioned solutions, rooted in real 
reproductive justice so that young people are 
supported to reach their full potential.  

Miami-Dade County Public
 Schools: The Hidden Truth





Discipline Data (District-Level)
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Overall, the District still relies too 
heavily on exclusionary discipline.  Too 
many students are arrested in school, 
with arrests falling disproportionately 
on the shoulders of Black students.  In 
the 2015-16 school year, there were 324 
school-based arrests in Dade County.50  
Black Black youth represent 51 percent of 
school-based arrests51 and only 21.9 
percent of students.52 

Although the District claims to have 
ended the practice of suspending 
students, out-of-school, students are 
still being removed from regular 
educational settings. This occurs in two 
ways. First, some schools do not follow 
the District’s mandate to stop 
suspending students, as students hsuspending students, as students have 
reported being suspended despite 
District policy. 

Second, the District is placing students 
in Student Success Centers, which 
involves removing them from their 
regular classroom and school, and 
placing them in an alternative setting 
where they receive little support and no 
meaningful education.

Although the District isn’t Although the District isn’t coding these 
removals as suspensions, we know that 
students are experiencing the same 
negative effects of removal no matter 
what the District calls it. Because 
referrals to Student Success Centers are 
not reported as suspensions, data for 
the 2015-2016 school the 2015-2016 school year indicates that 
less than 10 students were suspended 
from the District is misleading.53 We 
know this data to be summarily false 
through student survey data and 
in-depth interviews.  

Implement Restorative Justice 
and End Exclusionary Discipline

“The teachers are not trained in RJ and are quick to 
write referrals.”

“Teachers tend to kick students out too fast and the 
principal listens to the teacher more than the 
students.”

Discipline Practices Grades

Miami 
Northwestern
High

F

Miami
Edison
High

F F

John A.
Ferguson
High

F

Whole
District

Youth
Voices

Grades
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Humbert 10th grader, Miami 
Edison Senior High School
“I do not see res“I do not see restorative justice 
in the schools. They [teachers] 
mostly will write students up or 
tell them to go get out of the 
classroom and they’ll go to CSI 
(in-school suspension) or go 
somewhere. Restorative justice 
is finding real solutions where is finding real solutions where 
both sides are happy and that 
does not happen at Edison.”

Restorative Justice is Not 
Being Implemented
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Student Survey Results
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Table 7
Does Your School 
Spend More Time 
Rewarding 
or Punishing 
Students?

66%

34%

punishing

rewarding

Table 8
Is the discipline in
your school fair?

57%

43%

no

yes

Table 9
Are the discipline 
strategies beneficial 
to students? 

63%

37%

no

yes

Exclusionary and punitive 
measures still prevail in MDCPS, 
despite public claims to the 
contrary.  In our student surveys, 
students in MDCPS reported that 
out-of-school suspensions are still 
occurring regularly, even though 
the District claims it has ended this the District claims it has ended this 
practice. Of youth surveyed, almost 
eight percent said that they 
received an out-of-school 
suspension this year. Students 
surveyed generally felt that their 
schools spent more time punishing 
students than rstudents than rewarding them, and 
more than half of students 
perceived that discipline in schools 
was not fair or beneficial to 
students.  

Implement Restorative Justice 
and End Exclusionary Discipline
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Thomas is a rising junior at iTech @ Thomas Edison Education Center. 
He details his frustration with the hostile climate and the way in which 
administrators fail to address complex issues, like bullying, that students 

face.

“In “In my school, our administrators seem very hostile to us. Like, all they do 
is show hostility but never try to really understand how the students 
feel. One of my friends got expelled from school because a student was 
bothering him and he took actions into his own hands and he hit the 
kid. They expelled him but not the other student who bothered him. 
They expelled him to his home school which is Miami Northwestern.”

TThomas feels the dearth of educators and administrators attempting to 
develop personal relationships with students also negatively impacts 

the school’s learning environment.

“None “None of our administrators, like none of the higher ups, either the 
assistant principal or our principal or even our counselor tries to speak 
to us. Like say hi to us on a [regular] basis. The only relationship with one 

of my teachers I really have is my math teacher. He really tries to 
understand us during class and he tries to move around, make his 
lesson plan flexible towards us. There’d be times where he’d stop his 
lesson and try to have a conversation with us and try to get to know us. I 
feel lifeel like he’s the only teacher out there really trying to like understand 

the students.”

Thomas hopes that students and school administration can develop 
closer bonds like the one he has with his math teacher in the future.

“I just want to see my teachers and our administrators being more open 
with us. And that our administrators come and speak to us during lunch 

or they come into our classes and try to communicate with us.”

Research consistently shows that school climate and teacher-student 
relationships impact student achievement.

Hostile School Climates
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Restorative justice 
must be implemented 
in Miami-Dade County 
Public Schools in order 
to address school 
pushout and punitive 
discipline practices 
that do not serthat do not serve the 
Black youth of Miami. 
MDCPS must get serious about 
addressing the racial disparities as it 
pertains to Black youth receiving 
punitive discipline. Band-Aid solutions 
such as Student Success Centers do not 
address the underlying misbehaviors 
that lead to problems in schools and 
ofoften exacerbate them, continuing the 
pushout of students from schools. 
While districts like Denver, Colorado 
and Oakland, California have 
implemented restorative justice and 
moved from punitive discipline 
practices towards restorative ones, 
MMDCPS continues to fund antiquated 
mechanisms of discipline that have not 
been shown to be effective.

Restorative Justice: 
What is Needed
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“Success Centers are not giving any kids work and 
that kids are getting kicked out of school.”

“F – Because there is no success there.”

“I didn’t know about Success Centers. If I get into 
trouble, I get sent home for a few days. They [the 
school] don’t call parents.”

“I h“I have had several friends at Success Centers who 
have been suspended at different dates. The 
students have to get their own work. The school 
doesn’t notify parents until after 6:00pm.”

“F – Does not help students to succeed and it’s 
just another way to suspend.”

“School doesn’t really talk about what “School doesn’t really talk about what to do. It’s 
more like detention. Most students didn’t get the 
support they need.”

Transparency and Accountability Grades

MDCPS Accountability - Entire District)

MDCPS Student Success Centers - Entire District

F
F

Youth
Voices

Grade

Grade
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Tell the Truth About 
Discipline in Our Schools
So-called Student Success Centers are part of 
the District’s plan to address the high and 
disproportionate use of out-of-school 
suspensions that have been part of MDCPS 
history.54  There are ten Student Success 
Center sites around the District and when a 
student commits an infraction that violates 
the the code of conduct for which suspension is 
allowed, the school can decide to send them 
to a Student Success Center instead.  Through 
this process, students are still removed from 
their home school environment for anywhere 
from one to ten days, and are potentially held 
at the Student Success Center longer than 
the original rthe original referral.55  

There is no evidence that Student Success 
Centers create safer and more supportive 
climates for students.  While the District 
argues that Student Success Centers are 
working to stop out-of-school suspensions, 
our student surveys suggest something else.  
According to the Miami-Dade County Public 
Schools Student SuSchools Student Success Centers Evaluation 
Report Year 1, around 

14,000 students were 
suspended from school 
in the 2013-2014 school 
year,
before suspensions were supposedly banned 
by the District. The report indicates that in the 
2015-2016 school year, close to 4,000 students 
were referred to Student Success Centers and 
no students were suspended out-of-school. 
(This conflicts with both other District 
reported data, indicating six suspensions and 
our suour survey results, which show 8 percent of 
students reporting having received an 
out-of-school suspension).  

We suspect, based on our survey results, that 
the practice of off-the-books suspensions is 
far more common than the data indicates. 
Our survey indicates that this practice was 
experienced by several students. Because of 
the nature of off-the-book suspensions, there 
is no record to fully determine how common 
this pthis practice is or how many students it 
impacts.
  
The District also reported that only 33 percent 
of students attended Student Success 
Centers the whole time they were supposed 
to, which may indicate that students are not 
getting the appropriate supports they need in 
order to be successful.56  

Student SuStudent Success Centers are also not 
addressing racial disparities in school 
discipline.  Of the 400 students surveyed by 
the District who attended Student Success 
Centers in 2015-2016, over 50 percent of the 
students were Black and nearly two-thirds 
were boys.  Notably, only 21 percent of the 
student population is Black, meaning that student population is Black, meaning that 
Black students are disproportionately sent to 
Student Success Centers.57 
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Student Survey Results

Tell the Truth About 
Discipline in Our Schools

Many students perceived that Student 
Success Centers were ineffective and just 
another way for MDCPS to deny students 
their education. The District has not 
released exit surveys students completed 
once leaving Student Success Centers or 
information showing that Student Success 
CenCenters work to support students, such as 
students’ progress when returning to 
schools. Our survey results suggest that 
young people who attend Student Success 
Centers report that they are not receiving 
the supports they need in order to be 
successful.  

Eighty percent of students did not 
receive transportation to the 
Student Success Centers and a 
third of students reported that 
their parents were never informed 
that they were being placed in a 
Student Success Center.  Almost 
80 per80 percent of students reported 
that they did not receive 
instruction at their Student 
Success Center.  
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79%

21%

no

yes

Table 11
Did You Get Any Instruction 
at the Student Success Center?



Student Success 
Centers Data

In the
news
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Latravia was just a 6th grader at JFK Middle School when she was sent 
to a District Success Center for fighting after an early release day off 
school grounds.  Despite the fact that Latravia was not the aggressor 
and the incident occurred outside of school hours, administrators 

initially attempted to suspend her out-of-school in violation of their own 
discipline policy. 

““The school tried to suspend me [out-of-school] for 10 days. My mom 
came…and she was like, ‘You’re not suspending her for 10 days.’ The vice 
principal was like, “I know, but when it’s reported to a school we have to 

do something about it.’”

In 2016, Miami-Dade County Public Schools purportedly eliminated 
out-of-school suspensions.

AAfter a meeting with school administration, Latravia was ultimately 
referred to a Student Success Center for three days. Miami-Dade County 
Public Schools provided no transportation to the center and none of her 
coursework was forwarded to her for the entirety of her referral period.

 
 “When I  “When I walked into the success center, my mom had to sign me in. As 
soon as you go into the class, it’s like something on the board you’ve got 
to do. They [the teachers] don’t explain it. They’re just like, ‘Oh, you’ve 
got to read it and you’ve got to do it.’  So I did it. They said, ‘If you don’t 
do it, you get extra days.’ And you had to do that every day you come.  It 
was just reading and math.”  No coursework was provided for any of 
Latravia’s other subjects and no additional supports were provided to 

her onher once she returned to school.

A Success Center Fail
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Transparency and 
Accountability: What Is Needed

Conclusion

Youth and parents must have the ability to hold school 
officials and staff accountable as well as defend 
themselves against unfair punishments. They must be 
notified and given the opportunities to appeal 
disciplinary actions. Youth and parents must become 
part of the decision-making process in schools to create 
full buy-in and trusted relationships.

SinSince their inception, Student Success Centers have 
gained a reputation among community members for 
their ineffectiveness – the District fails to provide 
adequate instruction, transportation, and uses Student 
Success Centers as an excuse to not fully fund more 
meaningful solutions like restorative justice. The lack of 
transparency around Student Success Centers indicates 
the inability and/or the undesithe inability and/or the undesirability of the District to 
share its effectiveness or lack thereof with the 
community.  Student Success Centers were not to be 
used as a punitive measure to hide suspensions, which 
appears to be the case. Student Success Centers were 
not to be used as a mechanism to disrupt student 
education, which continues to happen.  The school 
sysystem and its administrators have not been held 
accountable and are able to pass off failure as success.

We demand that the data on Student Success Centers 
and their practices and effectiveness be made public to 
the Miami community. We demand that youth are 
brought to the table to evaluate and provide input on 
the effectiveness and future of Student Success Centers. 
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