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In 1992, the Tennessee General Assembly mandated that at least one alternative school 
or alternative school-like program be established for each local education agency (LEA) 
to serve suspended and expelled youth. Since that time, the quality of alternative 
education in Tennessee has increased and national recognition for providing innovative 
services. As of 2013, there were 25 alternative schools across Tennessee providing 
students who struggle in academics or behavior the opportunity to continue their 
educational experience in a non-traditional setting. However, evidence suggests that 
alternative schooling may not be the most efficient or effective solution for all struggling 
students. House Bill (HB) 0174 and Senate Bill (SB) 0182, as introduced by 
Representative Sheila Butt (R) and Senator Joey Hensley (R) in the Tennessee General 
Assembly, propose to add additional grounds for a juvenile to be expelled or remanded to 
an alternative school; upon the issuance of a criminal complaint charging a student with 
a violent felony or upon the issuance of a violent felony delinquency complaint against 
the students whether in school or off of school grounds. The social work profession is 
grounded in the pursuit of true social  justice. Thence, social workers advocate for the 
vulnerable and marginalized people that are often not included in discussions regarding 
their education. This paper will evaluate the legislation proposed above by identifying 
the populations impacted, the strengths and limitations of the bills, the connection to 
social work values, and finally suggest a recommendation for change.  
 

Introduction 
 
House Bill 0174 and Senate Bill 0182, introduced by Representative Sheila Butt (R) and Senator 
Joey Hensley (R), propose to add additional grounds for a juvenile to be expelled or remanded to 
an alternative school; the issuance of a criminal complaint charging a student with a violent 
felony or upon the issuance of a violent felony delinquency complaint against the student 
whether in school or off of school grounds. Multiple systems within the public education sector 
of Tennessee will be significantly impacted upon the passing of this bill. Therefore, it is 
necessary to consider the current state of alternative schools, the populations impacted and the 
bills relation to the social work profession.  
 
The creation of alternative schools in the 1970s was meant to provide alternative methods of 
learning to students who struggled within a traditional educational setting. The primary students 
utilizing these services have learning disabilities, certain medical conditions, psychological and 
behavioral issues, or advanced skills. Overall, these schools are meant to provide a 
comprehensive quality education through developmental objectives that are outside the realm of 
conventional schools (Children’s Health, 2015).  
 
While the objectives of alternative schools are honorable, when examining the implementation of 
this type of education, they appear flawed. Commonly, students who are suspended and 



	

subsequently expelled are placed in alternative schools. Currently, these schools have become a 
place to “dump” students struggling behaviorally in order to preserve the learning environment 
for other “traditional” students (Tennessee State Board of Education, 2008).  This practice 
compromises the ability of alternative schools to provide education for all non-traditional 
learning students.   
 
Alternative schools are often comprised of minority students as well as students from low socio-
economic backgrounds (Verdugo, 2006).According to the Tennessee Department of Education’s 
report card on Tennessee for the 2013-2014 school year, African Americans had the highest 
discipline count for suspensions. This means 41,864 African American students were suspended 
in the 2013-2014 school year. Similarly, African Americans had the highest discipline count for 
expulsions. Specifically, 1,540 of the 41,864 that were suspended were subsequently expelled 
which resulted in those students being placed in alternative school(s) (Tennessee Department of 
Education, 2014). Expulsion of these students can lead to a placement in an alternative school or 
generate a significant barrier to other educational options.  
 
Those in the social work profession must closely examine the populations impacted and their 
access, or lack there of, to education offered in Tennessee. The profession seeks to provide 
evidence based prevention and intervention methods that will not compromise the education of 
individuals. Consequently, this analysis will discuss the populations at risk, the strengths and 
limitations of this bill, the authors’ recommendations for change, and the connection of this bill 
to the NASW six core values. 
 
Populations at Risk 
 
On a broad scale this piece of legislation will impact students, teachers, school administrators, 
parents, and the community at large. On a micro level this piece of legislation will impact 
minorities and marginalized communities. Studies show that school administrators are using 
suspension and expulsion as a way to rid the school of troublemakers and or students whose 
probability of success is viewed as low. Furthermore, they highlight the unfair application of 
these processes (Skiba, 2014). According to Skiba (2014),  

one of the more consistent findings when looking at school discipline has been a high 
degree of racial disparity in school suspension and expulsion. In the United States, black 
students are consistently suspended at rates two to three times higher than those for other 
students, and are similarly overrepresented in office referrals, expulsions, and corporal 
punishment (p. 30). 

Statistics show us that this disparity remains consistent throughout wealthy and poor areas even 
though no evidence exists to suggest that black students misbehave more than white students 
(Skiba, 2014, Maag, 2012). 
 
According to Maag (2012), “children of poverty are disproportionately exposed to exclusionary 
practices” (p. 2096). Students with disabilities are also more likely to be targeted for suspension 
and or expulsion. In particular, students suffering from behavioral disorders and learning 
disabilities are suspended at rates that are two to three times higher than a student who is not 
disabled. Information also reveals that boys are more likely to be suspended or expelled than 
girls (Maag, 2012). According to an article published in the Children and Youth Services Review 
(2012), “high suspension rates have also been associated with teacher perceptions of low student 



	

competence, low parental school involvement, and students’ perceptions that teachers were 
uninterested in them” (Maag, 2012, p. 2096). 
 
The main stakeholders in this piece of legislation are school administration, teachers, concerned 
parents, and politicians. Jennings (1968) highlights a very important point, “fear of parental 
wrath apparently acts as a strong behavioral constraint on school boards, administrators, and 
teachers” (p.364). School administrators are under enormous amounts of social and political 
pressures to maintain an effectively run school district (Maag, 2012). Teachers are under 
pressure from the administration as well as parents to provide a well-rounded education that 
yields high-test scores. Parents want to know that their children are in a safe environment that 
fosters growth and learning. Politicians understand that many of their constituents are parents 
and school safety is a top priority. According to Skiba (2014), “ The message of zero tolerance is 
intuitively appealing. When disruption and disorder threaten our schools and communities, it 
becomes increasingly easy to accept the notion that greater authority and force are necessary in 
order to keep schools secure” (p. 28). Unfortunately, research shows us that this approach does 
not produce desired results. According to Skiba (2014), “No data exists to show that out-of-
school suspensions and expulsions reduce disruption or improve school climate” (p.30). 
Conversely, research shows that schools with higher suspension and expulsion rates consistently 
produce lower statewide test scores (Skiba, 2014). 
 
The policy of Zero Tolerance was developed in the mid 1990’s in reaction to the perceived 
increase of school violence. School districts that adopted zero tolerance policies were looked 
upon more favorably by the community and often received better funding (Maag, 2012). Schools 
that appear to maintain order and control over their student body are viewed as successful and 
therefore gain more community support. Research suggests that zero tolerance has more to do 
with school administrations fear of losing control—which leads to loss of community support—
than actually providing an effective discipline strategy to its students (Maag, 2012). Schools are 
being forced to adhere to this ineffective discipline policy in order to receive funding and 
community support. Although the intentions surrounding zero tolerance may have been positive, 
an in-depth look at some of the effects of the policy reveals shocking results. According to Maag 
(2012), “Exclusionary practices have contributed to students gradually disengaging from 
academics and social interactions that, in turn, increases the probability of disciplinary 
exclusions, academic failure, and dropping out” (p.2096). Statistics show that students who have 
been suspended are three times more likely to drop out of school than a student who has not. 
Research also shows that exclusionary practices are not carried out in an efficient and uniform 
manner. Furthermore, exclusionary practices often lead to an increase in the number and severity 
of the discipline issues they were designed to reduce (Maag, 2012).According to Ladenson 
(2011),  

One is hard pressed to think of a worse approach to school discipline than long-term 
expulsion. Such an approach makes it all but certain that expelled students will drop out 
of school: a consequence correlated strongly with a bleak future that includes 
unemployment, necessity to rely upon public assistance, substance abuse, and/ or 
incarceration for criminal activity (p.273).  
 

It is clear that the zero tolerance approach is outdated and ineffective (Skiba, 2014). The 
proposed legislation would only further discriminatory practices and harm the very students it 



	

was designed to support. It would be a moral and social injustice to pass this legislation, as it will 
only lead to the continuation of unfair discipline practices.  
 
Strengths 
 
HB 0174 and SB 0182 look to serve two populations: that of the student body as a whole and the 
individual student with specific needs. The obvious strengths are to ensure a safe learning 
environment and additional services for students in need. The strengths are ideals that reflect the 
value of providing all students with a safe environment for a quality education.  
 
Alternative schools play a major role within this bill to ensure students convicted and/or charged 
with a felony may be provided additional support. Each county within the state of Tennessee is 
required to have an alternative high school for students (Winters, 2015). Along with this 
mandate, there are a variety of standards to guarantee the students and their families have access 
to supplemental services.  Each alternative school must maintain a 12 to 1 student to teacher 
ratio. Each student will also have specific Individualized Education Plans (IEP’s) that are created 
with the students, teachers, and their families (Tennessee State Board of Education, 2008). These 
standards ensure that each student placed in an alternative school may receive the services 
necessary to keep them on track. Consequently, students who would be impacted by this bill will 
have access to additional services needed to enhance their education and life.  
 
Representative Sheila Butt sees many positive implications for this bill on the Tennessee 
community. Primarily, Representative Butt is concerned with the safety of other students who 
are attending school with another student who has a felony. She understands the necessity for 
safety within the educational environment to ensure the opportunity for students to learn and 
discover their full potential. Upon interviewing with Representative Butt, she relayed her support 
of this bill to ensure a safe and quality education for the student body as a whole that is not 
compromised by one individual. She recognizes those who are convicted of a felony to be 
primarily related to drug and/or gangs. The bill will provide school administrators with the 
power to determine whether the individual should return to their school or be redirected to an 
alternative school. This is a positive aspect, according to Representative Butt, because the 
administrators are more familiar with the student rather than a juvenile judge.  In this way, the 
bill should ensure a positive outcome for other students who have not been convicted or charged 
with a felony within their learning environment (personal communication, February 18th, 2015).  
 
Overall, these bills have the potential to ensure a safe learning environment for all students 
whether they be charged, convicted, or affected by the process. The bill will guarantee a quality-
learning environment and maintain the power necessary to advocate for the individual to be 
assigned to an alternative school. When considering the ideals of the bill, it appears to be well 
intentioned to protecting the education of each student.  
 
Limitations 
 
The bill presents a variety of limitations when considering the practicality of carrying out this 
legislation. The prime consideration for this bill must be if it is justifiable for a school to penalize 
a student for an act they committed in the community outside of their school environment. 



	

Through a felony charge or conviction, the student will face further repercussions aside from 
being reprimanded in adult or juvenile court. Practically speaking, one must question whether an 
individual will have access to an alternative school when reassigned. The impact of these 
limitations must be considered upon evaluation of HB 0174 and SB 0182.   
 
Currently, Tennessee has twenty-five alternative school options across the state (Tennessee 
Department of Education, 2014). While it is mandated for each county to have an alternative 
school for high school students, there are no requirements for elementary or middle school. This 
becomes significant with the influx in students and options for students who are not in high 
school to be able to attend an alternative school.  In addition to these factors, one must also 
consider how this will impact the special education laws and the quality education or lack there 
of currently offered in Tennessee’s alternative schools (J. Winters, personal communication, 
February 2nd, 2015).   
 
A student’s access to transportation serves as another limitation to this bill. As there is no fiscal 
note attached to this bill, it is unclear what funds are allocated to support this legislation if 
passed. As such, it can be assumed that student is responsible for their own transportation. When 
asked about the issue of transportation, Representative Butt has concluded that if these 
individuals wanted access to obtain their GED they would make it happen. She referenced 
multiple GED programs in jail, as well as the use of the Internet (personal communication, 
February 18th, 2015). 
 
Aside from the logistics involved in these bills, it is absolutely necessary to consider the needs 
and rights of the individual. The change in a stable environment can leave a student more 
vulnerable to other factors as well. Representative Butt acknowledged forms of push back from 
community advocates who would like to “rehabilitate him” rather than protect other students 
(personal communication, February 18th, 2015). Representative Butt’s perspective appears to 
forgo the rights of an individual to have a stable and accessible education within their 
community for the “safety” of the community as a whole. Consequently, the student faces a 
violation of their privacy and potential discrimination by a school administrator. One must 
consider what constitutes the boundary of the rights of an individual student and the preservation 
of a safe learning environment. In the author's opinion, this bill has gone too far in violating the 
rights of the individual for the sake of the community.  
 
Finally, there is some concern for Representative Butt’s bill to be too specific to her county 
considering that this was birthed out of one specific incident in Murray Tennessee. Therefore, 
one must consider the vast impact this will have if put into affect on all Tennessee counties. 
Overall, there are a great amount of limitations to this bill, some of them being practical and 
others a question of values and ethics. One must consider the ethics behind reprimanding a 
student for actions they committed in a community outside of school grounds. 
 
Recommendation for Change 
 
Research proves that the current zero tolerance policy that our schools are operating around is 
outdated and ineffective (Skiba, 2014). A school administrator is unable to provide effective 
discipline measures because of social and political constraints. It seems as if all of the parties 



	

involved in perpetuating the zero tolerance model are caught in a cycle of trying to please one 
another. This bill perpetuates the cycle by using exclusionary practices as the best way to 
discipline students in school, and therefore, will not address the root problem each individual 
student faces and the greater safety of the educational community.  
         
As our elected officials, policymakers have a duty to recognize when a system is inefficient and 
take steps toward achieving efficiency. They need to stop the cycle of everyone trying to please 
one another and address the real issue: the current system is not working. Policymakers must 
realize that a transition is needed, and work with school administrators as well as parents to come 
up with a discipline system that is effective, culturally competent, and produces results. 
         
The first step in this direction is to remove the “one size fits all” model of discipline that is 
currently being used in schools. This model does not allow for the individual needs of each 
student to be addressed. As identified in the limitation section, it is important to respect the rights 
of an individual to have access to a quality education. By providing individualized care to 
students, it ensures a safe learning environment for all. Research conducted over the past decade 
has produced a comprehensive model of preventive discipline and behavior support as the option 
that is most likely to effectively address issues of school safety, disruption, and discipline (Skiba, 
2014). This model was developed around the idea of providing preventive measures concerning 
mental health and behavior planning. This model has three components that work together to 
create a holistic approach to school discipline. The first part of the model addresses school wide 
preventive efforts such as conflict resolution, improved classroom behavior management, and 
parental involvement with the goal of creating an environment that is less conducive to violence 
(Skiba, 2014). The next portion focuses on the individual by providing students who are at risk 
of violent behavior with additional support services. The final part suggests that schools have 
plans and procedures in place to efficiently respond to violent or disruptive behavior. This 
includes procedures for individual behavior plans as well as cross system collaboration (Skiba, 
2014). It is also important that schools include a cultural competency component in their model 
to avoid further oppressing already marginalized groups. The implementation of this model of 
discipline would increase the power of school administration by switching them from a 
reactionary stance to a preventive one. 
 
If the overall goal of the director of schools and school administration is to keep students safe, 
then the policy that is already in place provides administration with this power. The proposed 
legislation suggests that students who have not been legally charged with a violent felony or 
violent felony delinquency be expelled from school. In addition, it recommends expulsion as the 
chosen course of action despite much research that disproves the efficiency of this model of 
discipline. Therefore, it is clear that this piece of legislation would do nothing to further the 
safety of our schools. In fact, it would contribute to more discrimination, unfair practice, and 
general deterioration of the overall school environment. Policy makers and school administrators 
must work together to create legislation that focuses on preventive efforts and the individual 
worth of each and every student.  
 
 
 
 



	

Core Values 
 
Without the recommendations for change, Senate Bill 0182 and House Bill 0174 do not illustrate 
the six core values of the social work profession. Included in the National Association of Social 
Workers (NASW) Code of Ethics are six core values that shape the practice and behavior of 
those who choose the career. The six core values include, service, social justice, dignity and 
worth of the person, importance of human relationships, integrity, and competence. The 
recommendations for changes have been made with these core values in mind. 
 
According to NASW, to serve someone is to help them when they are in need (2015). If this bill 
were focused around serving the juveniles in the community, whom are convicted of a crime, 
then their needs as individuals would be put above all others, including the schools and 
community. In order to serve the needs of these young students a bill must be passed regarding 
the best solution for their education. This current bill fails to serve individuals by isolating them 
from the community and doing what is considered best for others. 
 
Next, if Representative Butt and Senator Hensley created this bill with the aim of eliminating 
social injustice, then specific, vulnerable populations would not be further oppressed. All 
resources, services, and information would be accessed in order to give these students the most 
proactive outcome. According to the social justice value, the bill must not discriminate against 
any population (Lancaster, 2015). For this reason, a student with a felony should not be treated 
differently, nor be required to attend school outside of where they are zoned. 
 
These bills do not take into consideration the dignity and worth of the person. If they did, the 
students convicted of felonies would be given the opportunity to be self-determinant. A person’s 
mistake should not define them nor be a model for others like them. Each student needs to be 
treated with respect and in a caring manner (Lancaster, 2015). Sending children to schools that 
are detrimental to their education and overall development is not respecting their dignity. 
 
Senate Bill 0182 and House Bill 0174 do not uphold the importance of human relationships 
because alternative schooling withdrawals students from their friends, family, and community. 
Isolating a teenager is not a beneficial solution and will not bring the best results. If an individual 
convicted of a felony stays in their familiar community then they may be more likely to make 
changes in their life with the support from loved ones. 
 
This bill was not created with a sense of integrity. The wellbeing of certain populations was 
considered more than others. Overall, because this bill does not take into account any of the core 
values it cannot be considered trustworthy. This bill would show integrity by treating every 
stakeholder equally. Yes, it is important for schools and communities to uphold safe 
environments, however every child must advocated for on an individual basis. 
 
Finally, these bills are not competent because they are applying one situation to be the mold for 
every situation. Competence is working within one’s area of expertise and examining a person in 
his or her own environment (Lancaster, 2015). A bill that modeled competence would seek to 
know every child and their situation before banishing them from the community to an alternative 
school.   



	

 
Conclusion 
 
In conclusion, Senate Bill 0182 and House Bill 0174 do not empower the individual student and 
are in direct violation of the NASW six core values. Tennessee schools must adopt evidence 
based preventative disciplinary models as opposed to perpetuating current zero tolerance 
policies. As a result, the quality education and safe learning environment will be maintained 
without compromising an individual’s needs. By neglecting to consider the above 
recommendations, the bill will have a severely negative impact on both alternative schools and 
public education. Therefore, this bill should not be passed.   
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