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Why do we suspend?  

What’s the function of or rationale for 
suspensions?  



•In 1958 1,550 students were suspended from NYC 

public schools.

•In 1968 14,000 students were suspended from NYC 

public schools

•In 2011 73,411 students were suspended from NYC 

public schools

•



“No principal has the right to suspend a student, 

nor has any local school board that power. We try 

to run our schools under different principles from 

those of forcible suspension and harsh measures… 

and try not to resort to such awful measures if we 

can help it.”
— Superintendent O’ Shea, 1930



“It will be a sad day when policemen must be 

stationed in America’s public schools.”
— United Parents Association, 1957

Placing police in schools “is neither practical nor 

morally desirable.”
— NYC Police Commissioner, 1957



•In 1958 45 police officers were stationed in  
NYC schools.

•In 1968 300 police officers were stationed in 
NYC schools.

•In 2011 5,000 School Safety Officers and 192 
police officers were stationed in  NYC schools.



Students of color--more precisely Black and 

Indigenous students--are disproportionately 

impacted by these trends and harmed, 

excluded and criminalized by these practices.

In New Jersey:
● Black students are 16% of population but 42% of students 

suspended.  
● Students of color are 53% of population but 77% of students 

suspended.



“Resolved, that it is the policy of the Board of 
Education that any pupil who shall be charged 
with a violation of a law involving violence or 

insubordination shall be forthwith suspended from 
regular school attendance…the Board recognizes 

that in such cases under existing conditions, no 
instruction can be provided for such pupils.” 

- February 6, 1958





September 19, 1957
Thomas Jefferson High School 

East New York, Brooklyn

Maurice Kessler, 17



November 1957 Judge Samuel 

Leibowitz convenes a Grand Jury 

Investigation into “crime and 

lawlessness in and about 

schools.”





“Schools are hotbeds of crime, violence and depravity"  
where "wild animals,” and “hoodlums, rapists, thieves, 

extortionists, arsonists and vandals… occupy rooms 
where decent kids go for an education.”

— Leibowitz & Grand Jury

CRIMINALS IN NEED OF PUNISHMENT



VICTIMS IN NEED OF REHABILITATION

“The suggestion that children ought to be paddled into 
learning is against all principles of child psychology.”

— John Marshall, Former BOE President 

“Treat the delinquent as a sick child, rather than 
demand vengeance on the wrongdoer." 

— Associate Superintendents’ Report on Juvenile Delinquency





Sorry Junior, 

Recess Is 

Over!



What about this debate about discipline sounds 
familiar?

Where do we hear echoes in current policy 
debates? 

In our own experience?



RIGID & PUNITIVE 

 Authority is hierarchical/positional

 Young people as unruly yet rational

 Sanctions & Rewards

 

 Authority is personal/nurturing

 Young people as vulnerable yet off-track

 Guidance & Psychology

NURTURING & 
REHABILITATIVE

VS



• “Cycles of outrage” about school 

disorder and crime recurred 

throughout 20th Century

• Blame typically placed on media, 

broken homes or “maladjustment”

• Emphasis on “mental hygiene,” children 

as vulnerable and expanding social 

supports

WHY WAS 1958 DIFFERENT?



May 1956 released recommendations regarding:

• School Zoning

• Curriculum and Resources

• Teacher assignment

• Overcrowding & Facilities

COMMISSION ON INTEGRATION



OVERCROWDING & FACILITIES

• In 1939 15 schools in Harlem served a population 

of 41 schools

•Crumbling “prison like,” “archaic and unsanitary” 

school buildings 

•One school in Harlem had 1 set of bathrooms for 

1,700 students



•1956 report found Harlem schools staffed by more 

than 50% substitutes and non-certified teachers

•Fall of 1957 80% of the city’s 1,450 new teachers 

were placed in segregated schools

TEACHER ASSIGNMENT





BOE INCOMPETENCE

“...ill advised and 

unnecessary...a program 

of questionable merit.”
— Queens  Chamber of Commerce

“[would involve] 

dangerous bus transport” 

and “produce new 

hostilities, conflicts and 

resentments.”
— Associate Superintendent Queens

CRIME & DISORDER

INTEGRATION RESISTANCE



September 19, 1957
Thomas Jefferson High School 

East New York, Brooklyn

Maurice Kessler, 17



Front Page of 
New York Times
September 20, 

1957



“If I had little children going to school today, a girl of 13 or so, 

for example, I would absolutely take them out of the public 

school system.” 

— Foreman of Grand Jury, 1957

BOE INCOMPETENCE

“Thank god for our people who...have 
brought to light...this horrible, miserable 
mess that is now called our public school 

system." 
— Judge Samuel Leibowitz



“These are not instances of 

childish misbehavior but acts of 

criminal violence in the basest 

degrees.” 
— Grand Jury, 1958

CRIME AND DISORDER IN SCHOOLS



“A satellite jockey who had lived on the moon for 
10 years could tell that the ‘certain people’ 

Leibowitz’s grand jury foreman talks about...are 
Negroes.” 

— Councilman Earl Brown

“When violence occurs in any school attended by 
Negroes the tendency is to exaggerate it in the press.  

When it occurs in white schools or white 
neighborhoods they are treated differently.”

— Reverend Milton Galamison



January 1958 
PS 210, Brooklyn



“Resolved, that it is the policy of the Board of 

Education that any pupil who shall be charged 

with a violation of a law involving violence or 

insubordination shall be forthwith suspended from 

regular school attendance…the Board recognizes 

that in such cases under existing condition, no 

instruction can be provided for such pupils.” 
- February 6, 1958



“MASS SUSPENSION”

• 650 pupils suspended the next day

• 1,330 suspended between Feb-June

• Only 219 suspended between Sept-Feb of 1957

• Increase of more than 600% in suspensions 

following policy change

• 45 police officers placed in “difficult schools”



Suspension policy was response to 
pressure and criticism from whites 

resistant to integration. 

Origins are POLITICAL not 
PEDAGOGICAL.

 



THE “PRINCIPAL’S SUSPENSION”

“It's important that the principal have the 

authority to say to a youngster: 'young man you 

get out of here. We cannot have you disturb 

the other youngsters.’“
— Superintendent Theobold,  September 1958



 What did you learn? What was new or surprising?

How are current debates about school policy POLITICAL and 
not PEDAGOGICAL?

What connections can you make between this history and your 
current experience?



“The United States did not face a 

crime problem that was racialized; 

it faced a race problem that 

was criminalized.” 
— Naomi Murakawa
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