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Meet Ryan
• Ryan has an IFSP  (speech delay)

• At 3, he received an IEP for ADD and 
emotional disturbance. 

• Began attending preschool at a 
childcare center. 

• Issues from the beginning. 

• Program staff told Mom that Ryan was 
eloping, that he was presenting a 
danger. 

• Major episodes always occurred at 
naptime. 

• Mom got calls almost every day. Often, 
Ryan would be sent home for the rest 
of the day. 
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Agenda/Session 
Goals
• Why are we concerned about 

preschool removals?

• What do families tell us about 
the experience and the 
impact of preschool 
removals?

• How does this data inform the 
tools that exist to support 
programs?



Why are we interested in 
preschool removals?
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Why are we concerned?

Students suspended or expelled in K-12 are more likely to drop out of high school, 
experience academic failure and grade retention, hold negative school attitudes, and 

face incarceration than those who are not.

Suspension or expulsion in early childhood predicts suspension or expulsion in 
later grades.

Suspension and expulsion are stressful and negative experiences

Early childhood is a critical period
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First, let’s talk terms:

• Informal Removal: Defined in July 2022, actions taken 
by school personnel in response to a child’s behavior 
that excludes the child for part or all of the school day, 
or even for an indefinite period of time. 

• Out of School Suspension: Child is temporarily 
removed from classroom.

• Soft Expulsion: Program encourages family to 
voluntarily end their services.

• Expulsion: Permanent dismissal of child from the 
program in response to problem behavior.

https://sites.ed.gov/osers/2023/02/discipline-discussions-informal-removals-
matter/ 

https://sites.ed.gov/osers/2023/02/discipline-discussions-informal-removals-matter/
https://sites.ed.gov/osers/2023/02/discipline-discussions-informal-removals-matter/
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How big a problem is this?
1. Expulsions and suspensions occur at a higher rate in preschool 

than in grades K-12 (3x the rate in public preschools, 13x the rate 
in private preschools)

2. Boys are expelled 4.5x more than girls

3. Black boys account for 9% of preschool enrollment but 
represented 23% of suspensions and 20% of expulsions.

4. Children with disabilities represented 24% of preschool enrollment 
but 34% of suspensions and 62% of expulsions. 
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2022 SPARK Professional Development Needs Assessment (n=1242)

Suspended a student

21%

Ministries: 34%
Centers: 29%

Childcare homes: 
13%

Expelled a student

17%

Ministries: 29%
Centers: 25%

Childcare homes: 
9%

Believe 
suspension/expulsion 

is effective

17% 

Ministries: 8%
Centers: 8%

Childcare homes: 
35%
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There was a need for 
stories

• IU recruited families who have a child under the 
age of 8 who has experienced one of the 
following at a childcare or preschool in Indiana:

• Been sent home early more than once

• Suspended

• Expelled

• Told they weren’t a good fit for the program 
(soft expulsion)

• Recruitment via Facebook, Instagram, email 
listservs for families/parenting

• 14 families responded and met the criteria
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Mothers: 
• All White

Children: 
• 14 White, 
• 3 More than one race

Sample
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If THIS 
sample 
struggled 
(which they 
did), imagine 
the 
challenges 
families from 
marginalized 
groups must 
experience.
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Disability status of sample

Children:

• Yes-12

• No-2

Children receiving 
IFSP/IEP services at 
the time of removal:

• Yes-9

• No-5

Mothers:

• Yes-5

• No-9
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Reasons for removal
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health and developmental 

milestones assessed
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Program communicated what 
they are trying in the classroom

Yes No

• Other things some programs tried:
• Behavior chart
• Implemented a calm-down area
• Allowed child to bring comfort items 

from home
• Used re-direction
• Suggested First Steps
• Did some observation
• Tried being more flexible
• Tried sensory items
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Communication
Families reported varied communication with programs, from 1 to 90+. 

• Most families reported having multiple communications with 
programs before expulsion

• Communication included incident reports, emails/texts/phone 
calls, meetings with teachers and directors

Yet, the top answer when families were asked what they wished 
programs would have done differently:

Communication!

•  13 out of 14 mothers stated they wished that the communication 
could have been different…

• Direct, Two-way, Cooperative; more interest in problem-solving, 
less focus on policy and documentation, strength-based, 
compassionate
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Family quotes: communication
“They were good at writing reports so that they looked like they did 
everything they needed to do. When I’d pick him up, I’d ask if they did 
everything they said they would try, and they said, ‘It happened so fast, 
we didn’t have time,’ but by the time they wrote the reports, they had put 
in all the strategies. So, I didn’t trust them anymore.”

“I sent suggestions but got no response. The director would send a huge 
list of everything that had happened but never responded to my 
messages. And we never got positive messages or photos like other 
parents got.”

“I wish there could have been more two-way communication. It didn’t 
appear cooperative. We didn’t get information or responses about what 
they were doing or how it was going. There was no spirit of 
communication. We didn’t get information about what the process 
is/expectation.”
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Quotes from families: child impact
1. “I think it made him sad, embarrassed. He knows that he ‘got kicked out’ 

He feels like a ‘bad kid’ but he can’t articulate why.”

2. “It was his fault as a kid.”

3. “He didn’t understand why he wasn’t going to school or he’d cry that he 
was in trouble when he had to go there. I knew he wasn’t happy.”

4. “He didn’t understand why the teachers didn’t want to be around him. 
When he was kicked out, that hurt him emotionally-why can’t I see my 
friends? It affected him socially because he lost his friends. He had 
friends, and then he didn’t anymore.”

5. “He has trouble feeling safe places. We were working to get him feeling 
safe. We had to start all over somewhere else. It was a developmental 
loss for me.”
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Impact of removal on children

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

Child Impact

Lost friends Sad/upset/stressed Low self-esteem Fear of school/trauma



EARLY CHILDHOOD CENTER

Quotes from families: family impact
1. “I’m a bad parent. Blame was put on us. That is a horrible feeling. You 

question a lot of things. I thought I was going to lose my mind.”

2. “Whenever I would get a call with that code I would panic. I had to take 
vacation to help find something else. I lost productivity. I was piecing 
together childcare. I lost a lot of trust in education systems.”

3. “It’s been challenging for everyone. Mental health-wise its been very 
difficult. It’s hard on everything-my schedule, my marriage, my finances. I 
was having panic attacks.”

4. “I work from home. I felt like I should be in the office, but I couldn’t be, 
because I have a kid at home. I’m lucky to have a good employer who 
understood that. But try having a professional demeanor while a 3 year 
old is running around behind you.”
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Impact of removal on family
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Who helped families to navigate this 
experience?

Spouse
8%

Friends
50%

Nobody
42%



Recommendations
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Remember Ryan?
• Naptime issues. Staff tried to make him 

lie down, take off shoes.

• Teacher would hug kids, not Ryan.

• School allowed Ryan to have comfort 
items from home.

• Ryan was suspended 23 times. 

• Informally removed more than that.

• Expelled after six months.

• Mom initiated any communication that 
wasn’t the office calling to have Ryan 
removed. 

How could this be handled differently?
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Recommendations:
• Increase awareness of and 

capacity for developmental 
screening and referral

• Build support for programs to 
include children with 
disabilities and/or 
“challenging behaviors” 
successfully 

• Transparent and objective 
policies

• Strong family partnerships
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What we know about 
screening now

• Only 1 out of 14 families stated that 
the program suggested 
developmental screening or 
evaluation.

• “It was a good thing. It got us toward 
a developmental pediatrician and 
getting an evaluation. But it could 
have been done better.”

• What we know (SPARK 2022 PD 
Needs Assessment, n=1242): 

• 48% (n=601) reported using a 
developmental screening tool

• 54% of those who use a tool 
use the ASQ-3
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Increase awareness of and capacity for 
developmental screening and referral

1. Improve monitoring to allow for improving targets for screening: 
https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/milestones/index.html 

2. Invest in Ages and Stages Questionnaire (ASQ-3) and train staff 
https://agesandstages.com/ 

3. Indiana Learning Paths - SPARK! Ages & Stages 
Questionnaires®: An Introduction to ASQ®SE-2: Social-Emotional

o Utilizes family engagement

https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/milestones/index.html
https://agesandstages.com/
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Build supports for programs to successfully 
include children with disabilities
Here is what families sometimes hear from childcare programs:

• “We are not a special education school.”

• “They explicitly stated they didn’t know what to do.”

• “He is not the first to be let go due to Autism. This center has a waitlist. We 
are in a childcare desert, so there is always a waitlist. There is no 
incentive to accommodate.”

• “My mom told me to call Childcare Answers. They told me I’d have to 
interview all the programs to  see if they deal with kids with disabilities.”

• “Behavior is communication. I wish people would understand that. Don’t 
look at my child like he is a bad child. He is struggling and needs help. My 
autism helps me to understand what he needs. But it also makes change 
hard for me, so getting those phone calls felt catastrophic.”
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Build support for 
programs to successfully 
include children with 
disabilities

• Systems must invest in building 
inclusive practices

• Training on how to handle 
challenging behavior and what 
inclusion looks like

• Support for teaching staff
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Indiana Learning Path Resources

• Planning Your Physical Environment to Reduce Challenging Behaviors
• Preventing Expulsion Series 
• Behavior Observation and Support Planning: Part 1 Observing Behavior in 

Your Learning Environment
• Challenging Behavior - Reveal the Meaning
• Reframing and Responding to Behaviors that Challenge You 
• Managing Challenging Behaviors that Escalate
• Managing Challenging Behavior in Child Care Settings
• Infancy Onward: Helping Parents Develop Skills that Support Social and 

Emotional Development
• Strengthen Your Emotional Well-Being: Self-Regulation Techniques to 

Navigate Difficult Situations

Indiana Learning Paths

Flip It! from the Center for Resilient Children 

https://centerforresilientchildren.org/dcrc-shop/flip-it/
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Support for Teaching Staff
• Develop and use supports within the admin team 

• Support Staff Reflection:

• In staff meetings-allow it to happen, provide tools 

• Build a culture where reflection can happen in the lounge, drop-
ins with colleagues
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De escalation Preferences Form for Teachers
https://sde.ok.gov/sites/ok.gov.sde/files/De-
EscalationPreferences.pdf 

https://sde.ok.gov/sites/ok.gov.sde/files/De-EscalationPreferences.pdf
https://sde.ok.gov/sites/ok.gov.sde/files/De-EscalationPreferences.pdf
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Support Staff 
Reflection

• Questions to consider:

o Are your expectations realistic for 
the child age and development?

o Are your expectations realistic for 
what you know about that child?

o Are you regulated? Do you know 
how to get regulated at school?

o What kind of help would be most 
useful when you are struggling 
with a child’s behavior?
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When staff is struggling 
with child behavior:

• Teachers know that school culture 
allows them to request help without 
admonishment 

• Teachers know they can request breaks 
to regulate, even if it requires admin 
support, no questions asked

• During breaks, teacher are allowed to 
do something they’ve identified as 
calming with no judgement



EARLY CHILDHOOD CENTER

 



EARLY CHILDHOOD CENTER

Build support for 
programs to successfully 
include children with 
disabilities: Part 2

Take advantage of existing 
professional development offerings 

• Pyramid Model

• Universal Design for Learning

• Infant/Early Childhood Mental 
Health Consultation



www.challengingbehavior.org/pyramid-model/overview/resources 

http://www.challengingbehavior.org/pyramid-model/overview/resources


  

https://www.cast.org/res
ources/tips-articles/ 

https://www.cast.org/resources/tips-articles/
https://www.cast.org/resources/tips-articles/
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IECMH Consultation
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Transparent and objective policies
1. Establish developmentally appropriate social emotional and behavioral 

health promotion practices and discipline and intervention procedures. 

2. Clearly and frequently communicate these practices to all staff and 
families and use them when making decisions.

3. Establish expulsion and suspension policies, communicate them and use 
them.

4. Set goals and review data regularly. Samples include:

– Provide PD to all staff in one year, ensure that 50% of teachers have access to 
consultants and/or specialists in two years, and ensure that all lead teachers 
have access to consultants/specialists in three years.

– Adopt a program-wide approach to behavior (e.g., Pyramid)

– Reduce the total # of suspensions/expulsions by 50% in one year, eliminate all 
with exceptions only in extraordinary cases, in two years
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https://www.in.gov/fssa/
carefinder/files/Suspensi
on_and_Expulsion_Policy
_Guidance_for_Programs
.pdf 

https://www.in.gov/fssa
/carefinder/files/IN_Sus
pension_-
Expulsion_Checklist.pdf 

https://www.in.gov/fssa/carefinder/files/Suspension_and_Expulsion_Policy_Guidance_for_Programs.pdf
https://www.in.gov/fssa/carefinder/files/Suspension_and_Expulsion_Policy_Guidance_for_Programs.pdf
https://www.in.gov/fssa/carefinder/files/Suspension_and_Expulsion_Policy_Guidance_for_Programs.pdf
https://www.in.gov/fssa/carefinder/files/Suspension_and_Expulsion_Policy_Guidance_for_Programs.pdf
https://www.in.gov/fssa/carefinder/files/Suspension_and_Expulsion_Policy_Guidance_for_Programs.pdf
https://www.in.gov/fssa/carefinder/files/IN_Suspension_-Expulsion_Checklist.pdf
https://www.in.gov/fssa/carefinder/files/IN_Suspension_-Expulsion_Checklist.pdf
https://www.in.gov/fssa/carefinder/files/IN_Suspension_-Expulsion_Checklist.pdf
https://www.in.gov/fssa/carefinder/files/IN_Suspension_-Expulsion_Checklist.pdf
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Strong Family-School 
Partnerships
• How are you building relational trust with 

families, from the beginning, so that when 
challenges arise, there is a foundation for 
difficult conversations?

• Welcoming environment

• Initial connections with teachers (parent-
teacher home visits? Phone calls? 
Questions about hopes and dreams?

• On-going communications-individualized, 
strength-based

• Use your existing routines—be clear 
about your purpose
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Resources for Families
1. Have resources ready to send or give to parents to back up any policies 

and procedures you have in place.

2. Offer educational information, training, and collaborative support for 
parents to help them navigate their child's challenging behavior at home 
in a way that mimics classroom techniques. 

3. Ask what resources *they* may have accessed that you should know 
about



EARLY CHILDHOOD CENTER

Resources for Families

INSOURCE

Indiana Family to Family (INF2F)

CDC: Learn the Signs. Act Early (Milestone Tracker app)
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Dr. Katie Herron: kgherron@iu.edu



EARLY CHILDHOOD CENTER

References
1. Wahman, C. L., Steed, E. A., Houston, K., Daniel, J., Williams, B. J., & 

Esterer, M. (2024). Blame, shame, and rejection: Families’ experiences 
with preschool suspension and expulsion. Early Childhood Research 
Quarterly, 68, 214-224.

2. Zeng, S., Pereira, B., Larson, A., Corr, C. P., O’Grady, C., & Stone-
MacDonald, A. (2021). Preschool suspension and expulsion for young 
children with disabilities. Exceptional Children, 87(2), 199-216.

3. O’Grady, C., & Ostrosky, M. M. (2023). Suspension and expulsion: Early 
educators’ perspectives. Early Childhood Education Journal, 1-11.

4. Chow, K. A., Gaylor, E., Grindal, T., Tunzi, D., Wei, X., & Tiruke, T. (2021). 
Associations of teacher characteristics with preschool suspensions and 
expulsions: Implications for supports. Children and Youth Services 
Review, 129, 106162.


	Preschool Suspension and Expulsion: What Indiana Families Tell Us, the Role of Disability, and Tools to Support Programs
	Meet Ryan
	Acknowledgements:
	Who we are
	Agenda/Session Goals
	Why are we interested in preschool removals?
	Why are we concerned?
	First, let’s talk terms:
	How big a problem is this?
	2022 SPARK Professional Development Needs Assessment (n=1242)
	There was a need for stories
	Sample
	If THIS sample struggled (which they did), imagine the challenges families from marginalized groups must experience.
	Disability status of sample
	Reasons for removal
	Sample characteristics
	Communication
	Family quotes: communication
	Quotes from families: child impact
	Impact of removal on children
	Quotes from families: family impact
	Impact of removal on family
	Who helped families to navigate this experience?
	Recommendations
	Remember Ryan?
	Recommendations:
	What we know about screening now
	Increase awareness of and capacity for developmental screening and referral
	Build supports for programs to successfully include children with disabilities
	Build support for programs to successfully include children with disabilities
	Resources on inclusion
	Indiana Learning Path Resources
	Support for Teaching Staff
	De escalation Preferences Form for Teachers
	Support Staff Reflection
	Why does my child’s behavior trigger me?
	When staff is struggling with child behavior:
	Self-care reframe
	Build support for programs to successfully include children with disabilities: Part 2
	Resources on challenging behavior
	Resources on UDL
	IECMH consultation information
	IECMH Consultation
	Transparent and objective policies
	OECOSL removal policy guidelines
	Strong Family-School Partnerships
	Resources for Families 
	Resources for Families
	Contact info for presenter
	References

