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House Bill 0037, introduced for consideration by the 109th Tennessee General Assembly on 
January 14th, 2015, prohibits the use of life-threatening restraint on students who receive 
special education services. One particular type of life-threatening restraint, prone restraint, is 
defined in the bill as “any restraint in which a student is held face down with applied physical 
pressure to control the student’s movement” (Dunn, 2015). Tennessee defines special education 
services as “any classroom, home, hospital or institution designed to meet the needs of children 
with disabilities, as well as transportation and any other services for children with disabilities” 
(“2010 Tennessee code title 49 - Education chapter 10 - Special education part 1 - General 
provisions 49-10-102 - Definitions for parts 1-6”, 2010). The following analysis will discuss the 
state’s definitions for prone restraint, disabilities, and special education services, as well as the 
implications that this bill holds for both the education system and the families of children with 
special needs. We will also consider the strengths and limitations of the bill, in addition to how 
this proposed legislation aligns with social work core values. If passed, HB0037 would not cost 
the state of Tennessee any money to implement; school systems, however, would potentially need 
to provide funding in order to train educators in safe techniques to use in the classroom that 
replace prone restraint. Currently, schools in Tennessee offer educators and school staff no 
training in regard to the crisis intervention of children who receive special education services. 
Given that prone restraint and other life-threatening restraints are often used out of desperation 
and without proper training, HB0037 would be effective in protecting students with disabilities 
from educators’ potential lack of crisis intervention training.  

 
Introduction 

It was just another day at school for 14 year old Mason1 when his mother got an unnerving phone 
call. Mason, who has a mental illness, as well as other disabilities, became aggressive after he 
was refused lunch by his teacher; he then tried to leave the classroom and go to the lunchroom 
without permission. In order to control Mason, his teacher held him face down on the ground and 
ignored him when he said he could not breathe. Unfortunately, Mason died from being restrained 

                                                 
1 Names have been changed. 



 

in this position. Had House Bill 0037/Senate Bill 0029 been enacted at this time, Mason and 
many other children in special education classrooms could have been spared from senseless 
deaths and injuries. 

House Bill 0037/Senate Bill 0029, sponsored by Representative Bill Dunn, member of the 
Tennessee House of Representatives, considers prone restraint to be a life-threatening procedure 
that cannot be used on a student who receives special education services. The present law, TCA 
Section 49-10-1305, “prohibits the use of any form of life-threatening restraint, including 
restraint that restricts the flow of air into a person’s lungs, whether by chest compression or any 
other means” (Dunn, 2015). This new amendment, HB0037, would prohibit prone restraint, 
defined as “a restraint in which a student is held face down on the floor or other surface, and 
physical pressure is applied to the student’s body for the purpose of controlling the student’s 
movement” (Dunn, 2015). 

The widespread use of restraint and seclusion to control children has often remained unknown. 
According to an analysis by ProPublica and NPR “restraint and seclusion were used at least 
267,000 times nationwide” in the 2011-2012 school year (Shapiro, 2014). Out of all these cases, 
75% of them involved restraining children with disabilities (Shapiro, 2014). In a 2009 report by 
the U.S. Government Accountability Office, hundreds of cases of physical abuse were counted, 
including at least 20 deaths (Vogell, 2014). 

Given that many are not aware of the number of restraint and seclusion cases reported in schools 
every year, it is easy to underestimate the importance of this bill. The following analysis of 
HB0037 will discuss the population at risk, the strengths and limitations of the bill, proposed 
recommendations for changes in the bill, and how HB0037 aligns with the National Association 
of Social Workers’ six core values to uncover the importance of this amendment.  

Social workers are guided by the Code of Ethics, which includes: helping people in need, 
challenging injustice, respecting the dignity and worth of a person, recognizing the importance of 
human relationships, upholding integrity, and competence (National Association of Social 
Workers, 2008). In order to be in alignment with the Code of Ethics, social workers must be 
aware of the issues surrounding prone restraint and advocate for children who endure such 
restraint. Advocating for this bill to pass leads to the possibility of changing the lives of many 
students by ensuring their safety while in the classroom. 

Population  

There are a number of stakeholders who will be affected by the passing or failure of HB0037 
across the state of Tennessee. The prone restraint bill, HB0037, directly affects educational 
institutions who facilitate care and education for children who are developmentally disabled, the 
families of those children, staff and faculty of said institutions, the field of Adolescent 
Psychology, the Department of Education at the state and federal levels, and any/all funders of 
these schools/departments. Given that policies developed in one state affect the policies, 
legislation, and governance of other states, the legislative outcomes of HB0037 in Tennessee will 
influence and will be influenced by other states in the United States. Therefore, the way in which 



 

the legislation surrounding HB0037 is handled in Tennessee will have an impact on other states 
and their respective students, families, and educational institutions. 

When uncovering the non-political history of a bill, its origins are often found to be mundane, 
practical, or fascinating. In the case of this bill, HB0037, pragmatism led the way for Republican 
Representative Bill Dunn when he sponsored the bill. A group of hurt, angry parents, whose 
children suffered physical and emotional wounds from the practice of prone restraint in their 
educational institutions, discovered one another by individual internet and telephone research. 
These parents wanted to know if their child was the only one, the only developmentally disabled 
student in Tennessee who suffered after having an emotional or volatile outburst in the classroom 
(Carter, 2015).  

Mothers and fathers in Tennessee wanted legitimate answers to their questions regarding their 
child’s experience in school: Is it legal for my child’s teacher to physically restrain him/her face 
down on the floor after he/she hit another student? If so, are school staff members formally 
trained in how to apply a proper restraint hold on a child without hurting the child? If they are, 
why does my son/daughter have bruises? Why does he/she yell, “stop it, I can’t breathe!” in 
his/her sleep every night since this happened? Why was my child’s teacher allowed to use a level 
of restraint that I am not permitted to use at home? (Carter, 2015). 

Over time and one-by-one, parents whose children had suffered at school as a result of “physical 
restraint gone bad,” found each other and shared their stories. Though the group of parents was 
not large, their bond was a strong force (Carter, 2015). Eventually, Carrie Hobbs-Guiden, the 
Executive Director of the National Association of Retarded Children (NARC), approached 
Representative Dunn, and he wrote and sponsored HB0037. It was important that the bill be well 
written and that it specify exactly what prone restraint is and what it is not; the text of the 
legislature was a driving force of the strength of the bill (Tate, 2015). 

Strengths  

The language of the bill is its most significant strength because it clearly states what the current 
law permits when using restraint. It is equally concise in defining “life-threatening restraint,” 
which is “any restraint in which a student is held face down with applied physical pressure to 
control the students’ movement.” HB0037 also prevents an institution from protecting a staff 
member who was not justified in applying inappropriate force and, in turn, caused or may have 
caused measurable harm. This kind of language sets a precedent for responsible action on behalf 
of the staff, faculty, and institution. Passing this bill will help all stakeholders understand how 
the state of Tennessee defines prone restraint and what can be expected of institutions who cater 
to the needs of developmentally disabled students. 

The importance of language stretches to the definition of a disabled child, and it is defined by the 
Tennessee Code as, “[a] child with disabilities means a child [with] retardation, hearing 
impairments, including deafness, speech or language impairments, visual impairments, including 
blindness, emotional disturbance, orthopedic impairments, autism, traumatic brain injury, or 
other health impairments, specific learning disability, developmental delay, functional delay the 
intellectually gifted”  (“2010 Tennessee Code title 49 - Education Chapter 10 - Special Education 



 

part 1 - General Provisions 49-10-102 - Definitions for parts 1 - 6”, 2010). This specific language 
makes the difference between a child being protected from harm or physical abuse while at 
school. 

IV. Limitations  

In an effort to bring about full understanding of what stakeholders can expect from the bill, 
specific language regarding the presence and facilitation of mandated training is needed. This bill 
should clearly state and mandate formal training of any and all staff and faculty who could 
possibly encounter an emotionally, psychologically and/or volatile student on school grounds. 
Without said mandate included in the language of the bill, there is a possibility for idleness or 
inaction, and it runs the risk of leaving very little room for parents, students, and lawmakers to 
enforce the law or act on the ramifications of negligence. Specialized language regarding the 
timeframe in which institutions are to be formally trained in proper restraint methods, what kind 
of training is necessary, and other details regarding training needs to be in the form of an 
amendment to clarify, specifically, what is expected of all stakeholders. 

Recommendations for Changes  

The Tennessee General Assembly currently estimates that there will not be a significant fiscal 
impact of HB0037 (Spalding, 2015). If the bill passes as it is, it would not cost the state any 
money to implement. Even so, it is likely that local education agencies will be responsible for 
providing and paying for any additional training that is required. The most cost effective way to 
provide this new training would be for it to take place during other normal training sessions that 
are already sponsored by the local education agencies (Villani, Parsons, Church & Beetar, 2012). 
If local education agencies choose not to incorporate new training techniques into the pre-
existing programs, it is possible that, eventually, a policy may need to be implemented. It should 
be noted that this could potentially increase the fiscal impact. Once the new training for safe 
restraint methods is incorporated into the pre-existing training used by local education agencies, 
the fiscal impact will be minimal. 

All school staff members in Tennessee are required to participate in behavior intervention 
training, which includes teaching techniques that help to prevent the need to use isolation and 
physical restraint (Tennessee House Bill 1136, 2011). This training has been mandatory since 
2011, when Tennessee adopted the Special Education Behavioral Supports Act. Training for 
behavior management is already required as a part of the Special Education Behavioral Supports 
Act; therefore, Tennessee schools only need to focus on implementing training that teaches 
educators how to respond if the behavioral interventions do not work and physical restraints are 
deemed necessary (Special Education Behavioral Supports Act, 2011). With that additional 
training, educators who work with children in the event of a crisis will know how to respond and 
prevent the child from hurting anyone, including him or her self, without the use of prone 
restraint. 

Along with incorporating more comprehensive training for educators who work with children 
with disabilities, Tennessee should require educators to undergo this training more frequently. 
Currently, the Special Education Behavioral Supports Act does not specify the number of times 



 

educators working with children who receive special education services must be recertified 
(Special Education Behavioral Supports Act, 2011). The new legislation should require 
educators to receive training in order to become recertified at the start of every school year. This 
may require local education agencies to spend more money annually on training methods, but it 
is worth the potential increase in budget to ensure that educators and school administrators will 
treat children who receive special education services fairly and safely.   

Currently, the Special Education Behavioral Supports Act allows for students who receive 
special education services to be restrained or isolated in emergency situations (Special Education 
Behavioral Supports Act, 2011). The bill defines an emergency situation as any time “that a 
child’s behavior poses a threat to the physical safety of the student or others nearby” (Special 
Education Behavioral Supports Act, 2011). The proposed legislation, HB0037, would prohibit 
the use of prone restraint in any situation, including in the case of emergencies. Instead, 
educators would be instructed to use skills and resources from their training to work with the 
child during crisis and to deescalate the situation without the use of life-threatening force. 

However, if HB0037 passes, students who receive special education services would still be 
allowed to be isolated under emergency circumstances. Isolation is defined in The Special 
Education Behavioral Supports Act as “the confinement of a student alone in a room with or 
without a door, or other enclosed area or structure pursuant to where the student is physically 
prevented from leaving” (Special Education Behavioral Supports Act, 2011). While this method 
of controlling behavior may not be life-threatening, it can still be considered inhumane and 
should not be allowed in schools. HB0037 should be amended to include isolation as a prohibited 
form of behavioral management and crisis intervention for children who receive special 
education services. 

Another modification that the new legislation should include is the specific inclusion of coverage 
in private schools in Tennessee. Currently, the Special Education Behavioral Supports Act only 
covers students in public schools and students who are enrolled in private schools at the expense 
of the public school system (Restraint and Isolation in Tennessee Schools, 2012). The new 
legislation should also include an amendment that clarifies that prone restraint is illegal and 
prohibited in private schools as well as in public schools because students should not be subject 
to prone restraint or isolation because of the specific school they are enrolled in. By specifying 
that prone restraint be prohibited in private schools as well as in public schools, children would 
not be put at risk due to an unfortunate loophole in a law.  

HB0037 should include legislation that ensures that the policies within the Special Education 
Behavioral Supports Act are upheld, which could consist of mandatory biannual checkups by the 
behavioral training centers. Regular checkups would help provide an incentive for the schools 
and educators to follow the law. Currently, schools are required to report instances of restraint 
and isolation to their local education systems, but not all schools choose to do so (Special 
Education Behavioral Supports Act, 2011). This amendment to HB0037 would make a 
significant difference for children who receive special education services. 

Disability Rights Tennessee attorney, Sherry Wilds, gave examples of cases in which students 
were locked in closets for multiple school days in a row, and another in which students were put 



 

into plywood boxes that were just three-and-a-half square feet (Lowe, 2015). Wilds said she was 
“seeing cases of students being restrained sometimes for hours at a time, on the floor, face down 
and the parents were not even informed” (Lowe, 2015). Not only is being held face down 
considered to be life-threatening for the child, but also it is illegal for the parents not to be 
notified when this form of restraint is utilized by educators (Restraint and Isolation in Tennessee 
Schools, 2012). There needs to be more mandatory check-ups by unbiased administrators or 
officials who will report honestly in order to ensure that these illegal and unethical patterns do 
not persist in Tennessee schools.  

 Connection to Social Work Professional Values 

The six core values of social work, which are all displayed in HB0037, are: service, social 
justice, importance of human relationships, dignity and worth of the individual, integrity, and 
competence (National Association of Social Workers, 2008). Policy, the legal way of pursuing 
and accomplishing social justice, is the framework that either advances or constrains social 
justice. Social justice is the equal treatment in/by systems and people; it lessens the gap between 
people with privilege and people without privilege. 

HB0037 relates to service in that it provides a solution to the social problem of student deaths 
when their airways are trapped through the use of prone restraint. Tara Smith, a school social 
worker at Sycamore High School, and Kathy Turner, the Diverse Learners professor at Belmont 
University, who also has years of experience as a special education teacher, both agree that prone 
restraint is not the answer to the acting out and aggression of special education students. In 
interviews with these women, they both believe that treating any student, but especially special 
education students, in this way (through the use of prone restraint) is inhumane (Smith, 2015; 
Turner, 2015). They suggest that school staff and faculty receive training in order to calm their 
students down in a non-threatening way (Smith, 2015; Turner, 2015).  

By eliminating prone restraint in special education classrooms, another value of social work, the 
dignity and worth of the individual, is exemplified. HB0037 respects the dignity and worth of 
students with disabilities by seeking to decrease student death and injury through prone restraint. 
It upholds the dignity of students with disabilities because it prohibits prone restraint, an 
inhumane and unethical practice, to be used against them. According to Tara Smith, “staff 
members want to make the school setting as safe as possible for everyone in the building, 
especially the students. The students are the priority” (Smith, 2015). This bill would reduce the 
possibility of students with disabilities being injured by their educators because it defends the 
worth of these students’ lives.   

Another value that this bill supports is the importance of human relationships, specifically in 
educational settings. The teacher-student relationship is crucial, given that the strength of the 
relationship between a student and the teacher often determines the capacity in which the student 
learns. Not only does the teacher-student relationship affect the student’s educational success, 
but it also may be the only alliance a student has in his or her educational environment. 
Undoubtedly, the partnership between teacher and student would thrive if HB0037 were enacted. 
It would prevent special education students from coming to school with feelings of dread and 
fear about potentially being put into a life-threatening, restrained position. By not having to 



 

worry about possibly dangerous interactions with their teachers, students would be able to 
develop stronger relationships with and higher levels of trust in their school staff/faculty. In 
addition, the parents of these students would be appeased by the protection that HB0037 
provides for their children while they are at school. 

Social justice, another of the core values held by social workers, is displayed in HB0037 because 
it pushes for the eradication of injustice against students with disabilities. This value warrants 
that social workers stand against the unjust treatment of special education students in schools by 
advocating for policies that will both protect students and educate the staff members who work 
with these students. For this reason, the elimination of prone restraint would be an achievement 
of social justice for children who receive special education services. In accordance with the 
social work profession, social workers are ethically obligated to stand against the unjust danger 
that children face in special education classrooms. 

Kathy Turner, in agreement with the implications of these core values, said, “I cannot believe 
there is not a law that does not prevent life-threatening restraint to our students. Replacement 
behavior should be taught” (Turner, 2015). Replacement behavior is “an appropriate alternative 
behavior that meets the same function and replaces the problem behavior” (Dwyer, Rozewski, & 
Simonsen, 2012). In order to uphold the ethical value of competence, alternative methods of 
crisis intervention and behavioral control, other than prone restraint, must be implemented, and 
ongoing research, focused on discovering the most effective evidence-based practices in work 
with clients, should be conducted. For example, alternate routes to the use of life-threatening 
restraint may be that adequate training for procedures such as calling a Student Resource Officer 
or having a school-specific plan of action are provided to educators for their use in the case of an 
emergency.  

Social workers demonstrate the value of competence by continually broadening their learning 
and understanding around issues of social injustice in order to refine the skill set that they apply 
to their practice with clients. If HB0037 were to pass, it would make way for other more 
effective techniques and practices in work with students with disabilities to arise that could take 
the place of the life-threatening procedure of prone restraint. Tara Smith, explaining the actions 
that Sycamore High School takes in the event that a teacher is unable to gain control of a student, 
said, “The Student Resource Officer (SRO) is called if a child is unable to be controlled, and the 
child is isolated from the other students to keep everyone safe” (Smith, 2015). This plan of action 
is one of many alternatives that educators in special education classes can use to gain control of 
their students without potentially harming them.     

The last of the six core values that HB0037 exemplifies is the value of integrity, which is acting 
in a manner that is in accordance with a particular set of values, rules, and standards. HB0037 
upholds the value of integrity through its outlawing of the use of prone restraint, an unethical 
practice, on students with disabilities and also through the incentive that it brings to implement 
more effective ethical practices in its place.  

Conclusion 



 

After assessing all of the aspects of HB0037 that were covered in this analysis, it is evident that 
the bill aligns with all six of the social work core values. These values are represented most 
plainly in that HB0037 provides a shield of protection for children with disabilities, and it 
prohibits prone restraint, an unethical practice, from being administered in schools. While the 
bill, overall, is amenable to social work values, there is room for modification, improvement, and 
revision. Suggested modifications include the need for a comprehensive written mandate for the 
educators’ training, the outlawing of student isolation, the extension of coverage to all students in 
public and private schools (with or without disabilities), and the consequences of an educator’s 
failure to use reasonable care in his or her work with students that leads to student injury. These 
modifications would strengthen HB0037’s alliance with social work values.  

Social workers are responsible to advocate for ethics that reflect the values of the profession, to 
speak on behalf of vulnerable groups of people (such as students with disabilities), to bring 
awareness to the oppression and the social injustice that affect such groups, and to pursue social 
change. The mandate of advocacy calls for social workers to educate legislators and the general 
public on the ways in which public policy impacts the practitioner’s client(s). As it relates to 
HB0037, it is the duty for social workers to expose practices characterized by cruel and violent 
treatment toward students in order to put a stop to these unjust patterns that often lead to student 
injury and, in some cases, even death.  

Social workers cannot turn a blind eye to this social problem after having been confronted with 
information clearly showing that students, especially those with disabilities, run the risk of losing 
their lives every time that they enter their school buildings. The core values of the social work 
profession affirm this legislation because it promotes student safety in educational institutions; 
the hope is that HB0037 (the outlawing of prone restraint) motivates educational institutions to 
implement other non-threatening techniques in the training of their faculty and staff. While 
student aggression may be a problem, prone restraint is not the solution. 
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