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The School-to-Prison Pipeline is a term used to describe the disproportionate tendency of  students of  

color and low-income students to become involved in the criminal justice system because of school 

policies and practices. It is a phenomenon that has been widely documented and criticized, yet it 

remains widespread across the United States. The pipeline often starts with overly harsh disciplinary 

policies that push students out of school and into the streets, where they are more likely to engage in 

criminal activity. This, in turn, leads to increased police presence in those areas, making it more likely 

that young people will be caught up in the criminal justice system. In this lesson,we will explore the 

School-to-Prison Pipeline, its causes, and its consequences. We will also discuss strategies for 

dismantling the pipeline and creating more supportive and inclusive environments that promote student 

success and well-being. 

Introduction: What is the School-to-Street-to-Prison Pipeline? 
 

 

The School-to-Street-to-Prison Pipeline is a disturbing trend that has been affecting marginalized 

communities in the United States for decades. It is a system that criminalizes young people of color, 

particularly Black and Latinx students, and pushes them out of school and into the criminal justice 

system. The pipeline is a result of a combination of  policies, practices, and societal attitudes that 

disproportionately affect students of color, low-income families, and students with disabilities. It is a 

complex issue that requires a multidimensional approach to address its underlying causes and to 

provide solutions that promote equity and justice for all students. 

 

Throughout this blog series, we will explore the various aspects of the School-to-Street-to-Prison 

Pipeline and provide insights into how we can work to dismantle it. We will examine the historical 

context of the pipeline, the policies and practices that contribute to it, and the impact it has on students 

and communities. We will also highlight successful interventions and strategies that are currently being 

implemented to disrupt the pipeline and create alternatives that foster educational and societal success 

for all students. Our hope is that this series will raise awareness about the pipeline and inspire action 

towards creating a more just and equitable educational system for all students. 

The Consequences of the School-to-Prison Pipeline 
 

 

The consequences of the school-to-prison pipeline are severe and long-lasting. This pipeline 

disproportionately affects students of color, low-income students, and students with disabilities. These 

students are more likely to be suspended, expelled, or arrested for minor offenses than their white, 

affluent, and able-bodied peers. This creates a cycle of punishment and exclusion that can lead to a 

lifetime of incarceration and poverty. 
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The school-to-prison pipeline not only harms individual students but also cripples entire communities. 

When students are removed from school for minor offenses, they miss out on valuable educational 

opportunities and fall behind their peers. This can lead to a lack of education and skills needed for 

employment, perpetuating the cycle of poverty. 

 
Furthermore, the criminalization of youth in school settings creates mistrust and fear between 

communities and law enforcement. This can make it difficult for students to feel safe and supported in 

their learning environment, as well as hindering the relationship between law enforcement and the 

community. 

 
It's important to dismantle the school-to-prison pipeline to create a more equitable and just society. 

This means investing in alternative methods of discipline and support for students, such as restorative 

justice practices and mental health services. It also means addressing the root causes of poverty and 

inequality that can lead to students being pushed into the pipeline in the first place. By breaking the 

pipeline, we can create a brighter future for all students and communities. 

The Causes of the School-to-Prison Pipeline 
 

 

The School-to-Prison Pipeline is a complex issue with many causes. One of the main causes is the 

over-policing of schools, which disproportionately affects students of color, students with disabilities, 

and low-income students. This over-policing often leads to minor disciplinary infractions being 

criminalized, such as talking back to a teacher or being disruptive in class. 

 
Another cause of the School-to-Prison Pipeline is the use of  zero-tolerance policies in schools. These 

policies often result in students being suspended or expelled for minor infractions, which can lead to 

them falling behind in school and ultimately dropping out. Students who drop out of school are more 

likely to end up in the criminal justice system. 

The lack of resources in schools is also a contributing factor to the School-to-Prison Pipeline. 

Schools in low-income areas often have fewer resources, such as guidance counselors and mental 

health services, which can lead to students not getting the support they need. This lack of support can 

lead to behavioral issues and ultimately being pushed out of school. 

Finally, the School-to-Prison Pipeline is also linked to larger societal issues, such as poverty, racism, and 

the criminalization of poverty. Breaking the pipeline requires addressing these root causes and 

implementing policies that prioritize education and support for all students. 

The Role of Zero-Tolerance Policies in the School-to-Prison Pipeline 
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Zero-tolerance policies in schools have been a major contributor to the school-to-prison pipeline. These 

policies have been implemented with the intention of maintaining a safe environment in schools and 

deterring students from engaging in problematic behavior. However, the implementation of zero-

tolerance policies has resulted in harsh disciplinary measures that disproportionately affect students of 

color and students with disabilities. 

 
Under these policies, students can be suspended or expelled for minor offenses such as dress code 

violations or talking back to a teacher. The consequences of these disciplinary actions are significant 

and can have lasting impacts on a student's academic and personal life. Suspensions and expulsions 

are linked to lower academic achievement, increased likelihood of dropping out of school, and 

increased rates of involvement with the juvenile justice system. 

 

To break the school-to-prison pipeline, it is critical to address the role of zero-tolerance policies in 

schools. Schools should instead adopt restorative justice practices that focus on repairing harm and 

building relationships between students, teachers, and administrators. These practices prioritize 

understanding the root causes of problematic behavior and addressing them in a way that allows 

students to learn from their mistakes and grow as individuals. By dismantling zero-tolerance policies 

and adopting restorative justice practices, schools can create a more supportive and inclusive 

environment that promotes positive behavior and reduces the likelihood of students entering the 

criminal justice system. 

The Role of Implicit Bias in the School-to-Prison Pipeline 
 

 

Implicit bias is often a contributing factor in the school-to-prison pipeline. Implicit bias refers to 

unconscious attitudes or stereotypes that affect our understanding, actions, and decisions. In the context 

of the school-to-prison pipeline, implicit bias can manifest in many ways. For example, teachers may 

unconsciously see certain students as "troublemakers" or "problem children" based on their race, 

gender, or other characteristics. This can lead to a disproportionate amount of disciplinary action being 

taken against these students, which can ultimately push them out of school and into the criminal justice 

system. 

 

Similarly, school administrators and law enforcement officials may unconsciously see students of 

color as more threatening or dangerous than their white peers. This can lead to harsher 

punishments for minor infractions, such as dress code violations or talking back to teachers, 

which can ultimately lead to suspension, expulsion, or even arrest. 

 

To break the pipeline, it's important to recognize and address implicit bias at all levels of the education 

system. This can include providing training for teachers and administrators on how to recognize and 

mitigate their own biases, as well as implementing policies and practices that promote equity and 
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inclusion for all students. By actively working to dismantle implicit bias in schools, we can help ensure 

that all students have the opportunity to succeed and thrive, both in and out of the classroom. 

Who is Most Affected by the School-to-Prison Pipeline? 
 

 

The School-to-Prison Pipeline affects certain demographics more than others. Black, Indigenous, and 

People of Color (BIPOC) are disproportionately affected by the pipeline. According to recent studies, 

Black students are three times more likely to be suspended or expelled than white students, and they 

also receive harsher punishments for the same behaviors. Students with disabilities and those who 

identify as LGBTQ+ are also more likely to be pushed into the pipeline. 

 
Additionally, low-income students are more likely to attend underfunded and understaffed schools, 

which can contribute to a higher likelihood of being suspended or expelled. This is especially true in 

schools with zero-tolerance policies, where minor infractions can lead to harsh disciplinary action. The 

lack of access to resources and support, both within schools and in the community, can also contribute 

to a student's likelihood of entering the pipeline. 

 

It's important to recognize that the School-to-Prison Pipeline is not a result of individual behavior or 

choices. Rather, it is a systemic issue that requires systemic solutions. By acknowledging and 

addressing the factors that contribute to the pipeline, we can work towards a more equitable and just 

education system for all students. 

The Importance of Community Involvement in Breaking the Pipeline 
 

 

Community involvement is a crucial aspect of breaking the pipeline and dismantling the school-to-

street-to-prison pipeline. It is essential to engage with the community and involve them in the decision-

making process. This includes parents, teachers, students, law enforcement, social workers, and 

community leaders. 

 

Community involvement can help bridge the gap between law enforcement and the community, which 

is often strained due to past incidents of police brutality and racial profiling. It can also help to create a 

more positive environment for students, which can lead 

to a decrease in disciplinary actions and suspensions. 

 
One way to involve the community is to create a community task force or committee. This group can 

work together to create programs that address the root causes of the pipeline, such as poverty, lack of 

access to mental health resources, and inadequate education funding. They can also work together to 

hold schools, law enforcement, and other institutions accountable for their actions and ensure that they 
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are working towards breaking the pipeline. 

 

Another way to involve the community is to create youth mentorship programs. These programs can pair 

at-risk youth with positive role models in the community who can provide guidance and support. This can 

help to reduce the likelihood of youth becoming involved in criminal activity and increase their chances 

of success in life. 

 

Involving the community is not a one-time event but a continuous process. It requires ongoing 

communication, collaboration, and commitment. When the community works together, it can create a 

safer, more just, and equitable society, free from the school-to- street-to-prison pipeline. 

Alternative Approaches to Ending the School-to-Prison Pipeline 
 

Ending the school-to-prison pipeline is not an easy task, but it is necessary to ensure that all students 

have equal opportunities to succeed. One of the most effective ways to end the pipeline is to implement 

alternative approaches to discipline. 

 
Restorative justice is a popular alternative approach that has seen success in many schools across the 

country. This approach emphasizes repairing harm done to relationships and communities rather than 

punishing the offender. It involves bringing together the offender, the victim, and other members of the 

community to discuss the harm done and come up with a plan for how to repair it. This approach has 

been shown to reduce suspensions and expulsions and improve school climate. 

 

Another approach is to incorporate trauma-informed practices into schools. Many students who end up 

in the school-to-prison pipeline have experienced trauma, which affects their behavior and ability to 

learn. Trauma-informed practices involve creating a safe and supportive environment for all students, 

understanding the impact of trauma on behavior, and providing appropriate supports and interventions. 

This approach has been shown to reduce disciplinary referrals and improve academic outcomes for all  

students. 

 

It is important to note that ending the school-to-prison pipeline requires a multifaceted approach that 

includes addressing the root causes of the pipeline, such as poverty, racism, and inadequate funding for 

schools. Alternative approaches to discipline are just one piece of the puzzle, but they are an important 

step towards creating a more just and equitable education system. 

The Importance of Restorative Justice 
 

 

Restorative justice is a crucial tool to break the pipeline and dismantle the school-to-street-to-prison 

pipeline. It is a process that focuses on repairing the harm caused by the offense and restoring 

relationships between the victim, offender, and the community. The idea behind restorative justice is 
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that it provides a chance for the offender to take responsibility for their actions and make amends. It 

also helps the victim to heal and repair any harm they may have suffered. Restorative justice has proven 

to be effective in reducing recidivism rates and increasing community safety. 

 
Restorative justice can be used in schools as an alternative to punitive disciplinary measures that often 

contribute to the pipeline. By implementing restorative justice practices, schools can address the root 

causes of disruptive behavior and provide students with the support they need to succeed. By giving 

students a voice in the process, restorative justice can help to create a sense of community within the 

school environment. to a decrease in disciplinary actions and suspensions. 

 
One way to involve the community is to create a community task force or committee. This group can 

work together to create programs that address the root causes of the pipeline, such as poverty, lack of 
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help to reduce the likelihood of youth becoming involved in criminal activity and increase their chances 
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have equal opportunities to succeed. One of the most effective ways to end the pipeline is to implement 

alternative approaches to discipline. 

 
Restorative justice is a popular alternative approach that has seen success in many schools across the 

country. This approach emphasizes repairing harm done to relationships and communities rather than 

punishing the offender. It involves bringing together the offender, the victim, and other members of the 

community to discuss the harm done and come up with a plan for how to repair it. This approach has 

been shown to reduce suspensions and expulsions and improve school climate. 

 

Another approach is to incorporate trauma-informed practices into schools. Many students who end up 

in the school-to-prison pipeline have experienced trauma, which affects their behavior and ability to 

learn. Trauma-informed practices involve creating a safe and supportive environment for all students, 
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understanding the impact of trauma on behavior, and providing appropriate supports and interventions. 

This approach has been shown to reduce disciplinary referrals and improve academic outcomes for all  

students. 

 

It is important to note that ending the school-to-prison pipeline requires a multifaceted approach that 

includes addressing the root causes of the pipeline, such as poverty, racism, and inadequate funding for 

schools. Alternative approaches to discipline are just one piece of the puzzle, but they are an important 

step towards creating a more just and equitable education system. 

The Importance of Restorative Justice 
 

Restorative justice is a crucial tool to break the pipeline and dismantle the school-to-street-to-prison 

pipeline. It is a process that focuses on repairing the harm caused by the offense and restoring 

relationships between the victim, offender, and the community. The idea behind restorative justice is 

that it provides a chance for the offender to take responsibility for their actions and make amends. It 

also helps the victim to heal and repair any harm they may have suffered. Restorative justice has proven 

to be effective in reducing recidivism rates and increasing community safety. 

 
Restorative justice can be used in schools as an alternative to punitive disciplinary measures that often 

contribute to the pipeline. By implementing restorative justice practices, schools can address the root 

causes of disruptive behavior and provide students with the support they need to succeed. By giving 

students a voice in the process, restorative justice can help to create a sense of community within the 

school environment. 

It's important to note that restorative justice is not a one-size-fits-all solution, and it requires 

commitment and resources to be effective. However, the benefits of implementing restorative justice 

practices in schools and communities are far-reaching and can have a positive impact on the lives of 

those affected by the pipeline. By prioritizing restorative justice, we can break the cycle of punishment 

and create a more just and equitable society for everyone. 

 

1. Conclusion: Steps We Can Take to Break the School-to-Prison Pipeline. 

 

 

In conclusion, breaking the school-to-prison pipeline requires a collective effort from all stakeholders in 

the education system and beyond. Here are some concrete steps that can be taken to dismantle this 

harmful pipeline: 

 
1. Invest in education: providing adequate resources and support to schools can help prevent 

students from falling behind and ultimately dropping out. 

 
2. End zero-tolerance policies: zero-tolerance policies have been shown to disproportionately affect 
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students of color and those with disabilities. Instead, schools should implement restorative justice 

practices that prioritize healing and reconciliation over punishment. 

 

3. Provide mental health support: many students who end up in the school-to-prison pipeline have 

experienced trauma or have unmet mental health needs. Providing access to counselors and other 

mental health professionals can help prevent these students from being criminalized. 

 

4. Increase community support: schools should forge stronger partnerships with community 

organizations that can provide students with positive role models, academic support, and 

enrichment opportunities. 

 

 

5. Address systemic racism and inequality: finally, breaking the school-to-prison pipeline requires us to 

address the systemic racism and inequality that underlies it. This means working to reform the criminal 

justice system, investing in communities of color, and dismantling the school-to-prison pipeline once 

and for all. 

 
By taking these steps, we can create a more just and equitable education system that supports all 

students to reach their full potential. 

 


