
Press	Release	

May	4,	2017	

Re:	Mass	Student	Suspension	at	Wilby	High	School,	Waterbury,	CT	

Today, we are acknowledging the urgent need to address the school climate at Wilby High School.  On Friday, April 21, 2017, 
Wilby High School staff conducted a large  coordinated sweep of its campus and rounded up over 150 students and suspended 
them for failing to adhere to the Waterbury Board of Education’s dress code policy.  The mass suspension of students at  any 
school is problematic.  In Wilby's case, this unthinkable action is symbolic of a greater instituional dilemma. Deepening this 
dilemma is the systemic overuse of suspensions to manage to student behavior at Wilby and across the district.  Moreover, the 
well-known impacts of suspensions on individual students   easily outweigh the need to police student behavior in a militaristic 
manner.   

In a single day, despite there being no systematic evidence that suspensions help maintain a safe learning environment or deter 
future misbehavior, the Waterbury Public Schools chose to suspend 156 Wilby High School students for not adhering to dress 
code (American Psychological Association Zero Tolerance Task Force, 2008).  Furthermore, research tells us that students who 
are suspended just one time are more likely to be incarcerated, arrested, to drop out of school, to be  retained, to be suspended 
again, and are more prone to having lower academic performance than students who are not suspended (Arum & Beattie, 1999; 
Balfanz, Byrnes, & Fox, 2015; Bowditch, 1993; Fabelo et al., 2011; Marchbanks et al., 2015; and Shollenberger, 2015).   A school 
climate policy that places discipline over academic performance is harmful and irresponsible.  This paradigm accelerates the 
school-to-prison pipeline.  

Waterbury schools suspend 25.7% of its middle school students, 34.6 % of its high school students; and  18.9 % of all of its 
students.  Wilby suspended 49 % of all its students in 2015-16. Take for instance that the New Haven Public Schools had 995 
school policy violations that led to a suspension.  The New Haven Public Schools has 22,000 students.  Wilby, a school with just 
1100 students, reported 2276 school policy violations that led to a suspension.  This is alarming. Considering the latest episode and 
reviewing the most recent discipline data for Wilby High School, we the undersigned recommend an immediate intervention.  
Therefore we ask the superintendent of schools, Dr. Kathleen Ouellette,  and the Waterbury Board of Education to: 

• Assign an independent body to investigate the mass suspension of  students at Wilby High School that occurred
on April 21, 2017.

• Implement a moratorium on school suspensions for dress code violations as well as for all Level 1 and 2
infractions at Wilby High School until the independent investigation is completed.

•
Place school staff  responsible for coordinating and carrying out the mass suspension of  students on
Administrative Leave until the independent investigation is completed.

• Require all recommended student suspensions at Wilby High School to be reviewed by the superintendent before
suspension is finalized.
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Matters 

Maybeth Morales-Davis 
Waterbury Parent 
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Jacquee Porter 
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and Waterbury Parent 

Gwen Crenshaw, RN 
Waterbury Parent 

Vernon Matthews, Jr. 
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Catherine John 
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Community Organizer 

Tyrell Zimmerman 
President and CEO ZIMMNATION  

Robert Goodrich 
Co-Founder RACCE 

Arlene Arias, LCSW, Ed.D 
Co-Founder RACCE 

CT Bail Fund  RACCE 

Amber Kelly
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To: Dr. Kathleen Ouellette,  Superintdendent, Waterbury Public Scools; Waterbury Board of Education Commissioners; and 
Honorable Neil O'Leary, Mayor of the City of Waterbury




