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Suspensions offer a chance for kids to change their path

By Nan Austin naustin@modbee.com 
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If expulsions are the big stick of discipline, suspensions are the wooden rulers.

There were 20,060 suspensions across Stanislaus County in 2009-10, an average of 111 incidents every day of the school 
year. Of those, 43 percent involved "willful defiance" or disrupting school activities and 30 percent involved nonserious 
injuries.

"It's a small percentage of kids. … They do things without thinking. They're just kids. We're trying to get them to turn 
around their lives," said Ed Miller, head of the Modesto City Schools Child Welfare and Attendance office.

Middle schoolers, who accounted for 17 percent of the total school population, accounted for 32 percent of all 
suspensions.

Students at Hanshaw Middle School in Modesto received the most suspensions (624) of any junior high in the county.

"Our numbers are high, but our school atmosphere is positive. Kids know we do this to protect them," said Hanshaw 
Principal Brooke Thomas.

Many of the school's suspensions are for defiant behavior such as using profanity or yelling at a teacher, Thomas said. 
She said she also sees some cyberbullying.

"This day and age, we deal with far more technology," she said, noting that basically all of her students have phones. 
Combing through MySpace, YouTube and Facebook posts takes time, Thomas said.

Burbank Elementary in Modesto led the county's elementary schools with 241 suspensions out of an enrollment of 638. 
Principal Pam Corbett said her numbers reflect a lot of intervention with only a few students.

"Out of the whole school, we only have 36 to 40 kids who repeatedly make poor choices. … That group can keep you 
hopping," Corbett said. She said she relies on the district's Student Conduct Code to guide discipline decisions. 

"We try to be proactive rather than reactive," she said. "One of the things we stress is that this is your job. This is serious. 
We won't allow you to disrupt others' learning."

Principal Ruth Flores at Bret Harte Elementary in Modesto said what she mostly sees is bullying or calling names.

"But it's not the bigger kids, it's the little ones. … I think the older students really know what's expected of them," she 
said.

A Response to Intervention Program is being piloted this year at six Modesto City Schools elementaries, said Associate 
Superintendent Pam Able. The program focuses on addressing academic issues and well as behavioral problems. It is 
being used at Robertson Road, Sonoma, Rose Avenue, El Vista, Bret Harte and Marshall elementaries, she said.

"We need to address what's getting in the way of the student learning," Able said. "We've been using 'punishment and 
hope.' You hope that the punishment affects their behavior, but many times it doesn't."

At Wright Elementary in Modesto's airport district, Principal Heather Sherburn is trying a new program called 
PeaceBuilders, which focuses on staying positive.

"Kids are still kids, but overall they're happier. I'm finding they're more resilient," Sherburn said. When kids get into 
trouble, "I ask them, 'What are you going to do to right your wrong?' "

Campus adults take time to greet each child, she said. The payoff has been better manners — things such as saying 
"Good morning" and opening doors for teachers.

"They didn't have those simple social niceties before," she said. She's also training parents in conflict resolution and 
parenting skills.
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"It's all about communication. When your kids make mistakes, you can make that a teachable moment — 'What could 
you have done differently?' " she said.

UNACCEPTABLE 

These clothing items are specifically prohibited in the Modesto City Schools dress code:

• Shorts, skirts, pants and tops that fail to conceal undergarments, back, abdomen and cleavage

• Backless or strapless tops

• Low-cut tops and dresses

• Bare-midriff tops

• Chains of any sort, including wallet or utility-type chains

• See-through or fishnet fabrics that fail to conceal undergarments

• Ill-fitting attire

• Skirts shorter than mid-thigh

• Bare feet, steel-toed boots or bedroom slippers

Gang-related attire, including:• Red or blue cloth belts

• Red or blue shoelaces

• Any sports-related apparel known to reference gang association (UNLV, University of Nebraska, or red New York 
Yankees, Oakland Raiders or San Francisco Giants apparel)

• Mongolian hair cuts (mostly shaved head with hair only at top or back of head and-or topknot), other hair styles 
depicting three braids/hair bunches with blue binders or four braids/hair bunches with red binders

• Notched eyebrows indicating 13 or 14

• Clothing including any gang symbols such as N, S, SUR, Norte, Sureño, Norteño, any reference to South Side, West 
Side, East Side, or North Side, area codes (209, 510, 415, etc.)

• Hair nets, bandannas, doo-rags or shower caps

• Gang-associated jackets and clothing

• T-shirts with creased sleeves or split pant cuffs
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