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Criminal Justice: Disrupting the Cradle-to-Prison Pipeline

The cradle-to-prison pipeline is when school policies and practices move children from the publicschool system into the juvenile and criminal justice system. Most of the children caught in the
pipeline face poverty, racism, abuse, neglect, and disability. Zero tolerance policies, started in the
late 1980s, used harsh punishment for minor and major offenses and had a negative impact on
kids’ performance in school.1

Racial Discrimination as a Factor in the Pipeline

Harsh corrective actions related to school behavior have affected youth of color more than other
children, starting as early as preschool. Per the U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights,
black children represent 18 percent of preschool enrollment, but 48 percent of preschool children
receiving more than one out-of-school suspension. In all grades, nearly one in six black students
received at least one out-of-school suspension compared to only four percent of white students.2

The Cradle-to-Prison Pipeline in Colorado

Colorado mirrors the national pipeline, including differences by race. For example, students of color
at Denver Public Schools are over three times more likely to get suspended or expelled than white
students.3 Per state data, there were 3,848 times that students were referred to law enforcement
in the 2015-2016 school year.4 Almost 44 percent of those referrals were for relatively low-level
offences such as “detrimental behavior”. Figure 1, using data from the Colorado Department of
Education, demonstrates the decrease in school referrals to law enforcement over time, likely due
to a change in disciplinary policy. For example, Denver Public Schools rewrote its discipline codes
in 2013 and saw a drop in the number of suspensions and expulsions.5

FIGURE 1: COLORADO SCHOOL DISTRICT REFERRALS TO LAW ENFORCEMENT

The Cost of Letting the Pipeline Persist

In 2012, the reported cost per year to house a youth inmate in Colorado was $104,985 or almost
$290 per day.6 Longer-term costs can include lower levels of school and work, less ability to earn a
living, pay taxes, and more people relying on public assistance.7
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Potential Strategies to Disrupt the Pipeline

There is not one solution to fixing the pipeline crisis, but evidence shows that the following actions
can reduce the number of youth in custody, as well as reduce the racial disparities in punishment:
+ Avoid zero tolerance
discipline policies.

+ I dentify children who are at risk early
on through screening and assessment.

+S
 hift to prevention rather than
punishment by changing what
behaviors are viewed as requiring
discipline and promoting positive
behaviors.

+F
 ocus on alternatives
to the justice system.
+ I mprove the collection and use of
data by race to tailor and evaluate
interventions.

Below are some of the programs and practices that adopt these elements with
promising outcomes.

New York State
Promise Zones

Juvenile Breaking the
Cycle Program (JBTC)

Promise zones are communities where local
school districts partner with state and local
child-serving agencies to improve learning
environments and engage students. The
program uses an intervention called Positive
Behavioral Interventions and Supports, PBIS,
a framework for helping schools adopt proven
interventions to enhance education and social
behavior outcomes for all students.8

JBTC used assessments to identify, provide and
coordinate services for high risk youth with
alcohol or other drug problems. Outcomes
showed that JBTC participants were much
less likely to commit crimes again and had
significantly fewer arrests, compared with
non-participants.9

Denver Public Schools (DPS)
and Public Safety
Youth Programs
DPS recently announced plans to eliminate
most out-of-school suspensions and expulsions
for preschool through third grade students.10
Denver’s Public Safety Youth Programs
include prevention, intervention and diversion
programs aimed at reducing crime and violence
in the community such as municipal diversion,
attendance mediation and PACE (Promoting
Academic & Character Education).11

Evidence of Impact on
Health and Social Outcomes
Keeping children in school and out of jails and
prisons can limit the spread of disease and
have positive impacts on community mental
health.12,13 Jails can expose individuals to others
with infectious and chronic diseases and
substance abuse. Students who obtain schoolbased prevention can experience reduced
aggressive and disruptive behavior, lowering
levels of community violence.14 The Colorado
Department of Public Health and Education
has developed a toolkit for public health
practitioners to strengthen a positive school
climate and achieve these outcomes.15
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