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Milwaukee School Discipline Policies Hurt Students Of Color, New 

Report Shows, Fueling Growing Campaign For Reform  
Young people are calling on the city to rethink approach to school safety following a federal investigation 

 
MILWAUKEE, WI -- A new report today [LINK] shows that Milwaukee’s stringent approach to student 
discipline has hurt students, cost the city millions, and failed to meaningfully improve safety in schools, 
while widening the city’s already-alarming racial disparities by disproportionately targeting Black and 
Brown students for suspensions and expulsions.  
 
The report comes as youth in the city mount a campaign to fundamentally reshape school discipline 
policies, after an investigation from the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Civil Rights found a 
grave pattern of racial disparities in suspension and expulsion rates. It also falls against the backdrop of 
growing organizing by young people against more guns and policing in their schools. 
 
Tonight, the Milwaukee Public Schools (MPS) will hold one of seven public meetings on the investigation, 
which is slated to wrap up in June. Students from Leaders Igniting Transformation (LIT), a group that has 
led the campaign for change, will deliver copies of the report to the district. LIT has urged the school 
board and MPS to adopt the Youth Power Agenda, a platform calling for the removal of metal detectors 
and police officers in schools and more investment into restorative justice, teachers, social workers, 
guidance counselors, and jobs programs.  
 
“Students in Milwaukee have long known that turning schools into police states provides no benefit and 
only harms young people. Now, we have the data to prove it,” said Dakota Hall, Executive Director of 
Leaders Igniting Transformation. “The numbers in this report provide even more evidence that school 
discipline in Milwaukee needs a complete overhaul to let students feel truly safe and supported.” 
 
The report shows that the millions of dollars MPS has spent on policing students over the past decade 
has failed to improve school safety, while taking a toll on students, particularly students of color and 
students with disabilities. The report found that: 
 

● While Black students made up just 53 percent of the student population, but they accounted for 
80 percent of suspended students.  

● Students with disabilities made up just 20 percent of total enrollment, but accounted for 91 
percent of those who were restrained or put in seclusion.  

● MPS expelled Black students more than 100 times, while white students were only suspended for 
similar behavior.  

● In just one year, suspensions and expulsions led students to miss 65,740 school days, or 
approximately 365 school years of lost learning time.  
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● Each arrest in a high school doubles a student’s chances of dropping out, and that each dropout 
exacts a social and fiscal cost as high as $600,000 over the course of a student’s lifetime. 

 
According to Joya Headley, a student and LIT member, “Knowing the underlying intent is not to 
educate but set me up for a prison lifestyle is heartbreaking. Education has always been a priority of 
mine. I believe that the first step to liberate my community is through education. However, everyday I walk 
into school understanding that my body is being criminalized, my friends are receiving unofficial for being 
late or walking in the hallway and that we are all elements of the school-to-prison pipeline.” 
 
Today’s report was produced by LIT and the Center for Popular Democracy, a national network that 
provides support to community organizing groups across the country.  
 
“Perhaps no city has better shown us the wrong approach to keeping students safe than Milwaukee,” said 
Dmitri Holtzmann, Director of Education Justice at the Center for Popular Democracy. “Today, as 
students across the country stand up to demand a radical rethinking of school safety - and as Education 
Secretary DeVos rolls back federal rules that address racial bias in school discipline - we hope that the 
administration of the Milwaukee Public Schools listens to the voices of its young people and takes the first 
step toward a more inclusive vision of school discipline, one that can inspire other school districts to do 
the same.” 
 
Below is one example of many data visualizations contained in the report:  
 
[ADD INFOGRAPHIC] 
 
For the full set of infographics, please contact Samy Nemir at solivares@populardemocracy.org.  
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