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Introduction

Exclusionary discipline practices in early childhood care and education (ECCE) settings—when
parents are asked to remove their child from a program either temporarily or permanently or
when a child loses the opportunity to fully engage in learning activities within the classroom or
the school—can be disruptive not only for the child but also for their parents. Common
examples of exclusionary practices! include a provider repeatedly asking that a child be picked
up early; telling a parent that they can no longer serve their child, sometimes by saying that the
program is “not a good fit for the child;”> and sending a child out of the classroom to a different
location, like another classroom or the program director’s office.

Some groups of young children experience exclusionary discipline practices at disproportionate
rates. Within ECCE settings, Black children, boys, and older children are at increased risk of
exclusionary discipline practices.* Researchers have found that ECCE teachers perceive boys’
behavior as more disruptive than girls’, leading to an increased risk for exclusion.> Children
who are 4 years old are also more likely to experience exclusionary discipline compared to
younger children (i.e., 3-year-olds) in state-funded pre-k programs.® Teachers may also have
higher expectations and demands for older children, thus leading them to disciplinary actions
that result in the removal or suspension of the child from the program. National data from the
early 2000s shows that among state-funded pre-k programs, community-based programs
reported expelling children at greater rates relative to school-based programs.”

Most research on exclusionary discipline has focused on pre-k programs. National data on the
use of exclusionary practices in child care settings does not exist. To date, we have not known
how common exclusionary discipline practices are in publicly funded child care programs in
Virginia. Research on K-12 schools found that Virginia is one of the top three states with respect
to suspensions and disproportionately suspends Black students.® This brief uses data from a
large-scale, statewide survey of Virginia families using child care subsidies to better understand
the rates of exclusionary discipline practices among young children in subsidized child care. It
also highlights differences in exclusionary discipline experiences based on children’s race, age,
and gender.

About the 2023 Virginia Family Survey

The 2023 Virginia Family Survey was administered by the Study of Early Education through
Partnerships at the University of Virginia between August and November 2023. The survey was
sent to all families participating in the Child Care Subsidy Program (CCSP). The CCSP helps
eligible families pay for child care across the Commonwealth of Virginia.® Families are eligible
for CCSP if their household income does not exceed 85% of the state’s median income and they
are employed, searching for employment, or in school.1?



Families were invited to take the survey via email, text, or paper mail. The survey was available
in English, Spanish, Amharic, Arabic, Dari, Farsi, and French, and respondents received a $25
gift card in appreciation of their time. Ultimately, 6,821 families participating in CCSP
responded, a response rate of 31%. Parents and guardians were asked about various topics,
including their experiences with exclusionary discipline. They also provided demographic
information.

As shown in Table 1, most families using CCSP identified themselves as being from minority
racial groups (e.g., Black, Hispanic, multiracial), and the sample included an even distribution

of male and female children. Most families had toddler or preschool-aged children.!!

Table 1. Characteristics of children in the survey sample

Child Characteristics CCSP-Using Survey Sample
(N =5,642)
Race/ethnicity
Black, non-Hispanic 51%
Hispanic 14%
White, non-Hispanic 21%
Other/multiracial, non-Hispanic 14%
Gender
Female 49%
Male 51%
Age of youngest child using CCSP
Infant (less than 1 year old) 9%
Toddler (1-2 years old) 43%
Preschooler (3-4 years old) 47%

Note: The sample used for this analysis and presented in this table is smaller than the overall CCSP-using survey sample because
we included only those families who reported actively using CCSP at a child care setting at the time of the survey and indicated
their child was 4 years old or younger. Categories may sum to more than 100% because of rounding. Due to small sample sizes,
families reporting a race/ethnicity of Asian (2%), American Indian/Alaskan Native (0.4%), Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander
(0.2%), two or more races (11%), and other (1%) were combined to form the Other/multiracial category.

Families” Experiences of Exclusionary Discipline Practices

The survey asked families if their child had ever experienced any of three exclusionary
discipline practices: providers asking that a child be picked up or kept at home due to a
behavior problem, providers saying they can no longer care for a child because they cannot
meet the child’s needs, and providers saying they can no longer care for a child due to a
behavior problem. As shown in Figure 1, 9% of families who took the survey reported that their
child’s provider had asked the family to pick up or keep their child home, 4% were told that the
provider could no longer care for their child due to a behavior problem, and 4% were told that
their provider could not meet their child’s needs.

Our data show that among Virginia families using child care subsidies, White, Black, and
multiracial or children who are another race experience these practices at similar rates, and
Hispanic children may experience somewhat lower rates. These data contrast with prior



research that found that children from marginalized backgrounds experience exclusionary
discipline practices at disproportionately higher rates.

Figure 1. CCSP families” experiences of exclusionary discipline practices, by child’s
race/ethnicity
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Figure 2 shows that families of boys were somewhat more likely than families of girls to report
that they experienced any of the exclusionary discipline practices. Although we expected to see
higher rates for boys as has been reported in prior studies, these gender differences in the
current survey are much smaller than in previous national research from school-based
preschool programs, which has found that preschool boys are expelled at rates over four and a

half times more than girls.!2

Figure 2. CCSP families’ experiences of exclusionary discipline, by child’s gender
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The survey asked parents if their child had ever experienced each exclusionary discipline
practice. We expected that older children who, on average, have been in early care and
education programs for longer, likely experience exclusionary discipline practices at increased
rates due to more prolonged exposure to early care and education settings. As shown in Figure
3, our results match this expectation and align with previous research.

Figure 3. CCSP families” experiences of exclusionary discipline practices, by child’s age
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Summary

Our results indicate that exclusionary discipline is fairly common in Virginia child care settings.
About 1 in 10 parents reported they had been asked to pick up their young child or to keep
them at home due to a behavior issue. Though less common, 4% of respondents reported a child
care provider let them know they could no longer take care of their child due to a behavior
problem.

Unlike prior studies that focused primarily on pre-kindergarten programs, we found little
evidence of racial differences in the likelihood that families experienced exclusionary discipline.
However, we did find evidence of gender and age gaps (though considerably smaller in
magnitude).

Exclusionary disciplinary practices interrupt, disconnect, and isolate children who would
benefit from the planned learning opportunities within ECCE settings. These practices are also
disruptive to parents who have to find alternative care when their child is removed,
temporarily or permanently, from the ECCE setting. Teachers need support in working with
children who display behaviors that can be perceived as challenging or disruptive to the
classroom environment and often result in the exclusionary discipline practices described in this



brief. More investment is needed to support educators and leaders to use inclusive strategies
that increase the engagement of children.

Below we provide several recommendations to support Virginia providers and families and
help reduce exclusionary discipline practices.

Recommendations for Virginia ECCE programs:

1. Teachers and providers can stay current with professional development opportunities to
help them consider the context of children’s behaviors, develop strategies to address
behaviors, and create more inclusive and equitable practices. Some professional
development opportunities can be found here, including the Infant Toddler Specialist
Network, which supports educators working with those age groups.

2. The Virginia Association for Infant Mental Health is a professional association that
educators can join to access training and support.

3. Through the Early Childhood Resource Hub developed by scholars at the University of
Virginia, teachers and early childhood providers can learn more about the core skills for

supporting children’s social-emotional development and strategies for supporting their
classrooms.

a. The University of Virginia’s Advancing Effective Interactions & Instruction
project also provides foundational resources about CLASS, Virginia’s
observation tool to support improved teacher-child interactions.

b. The Virginia Department of Education hosts another page full of resources for

site leaders and educators looking to improve their teacher-child interactions.
4. Virginia's nine Ready Regions are responsible for communicating, coordinating, and

integrating early childhood services and resources and prioritizing families” access to
high-quality early childhood care and education services. Ready Regions can support
families in finding child care and support sites in understanding and partnering with
families to better understand children’s behavior, which can help reduce exclusionary
discipline practices. Ready Regions are also responsible for connecting providers to
CLASS trainings, helping the field to build awareness about best practices in teacher-
child interactions.
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1 Soft expulsion in early childhood is where a program communicates to a child’s family that they should
leave the program but does not officially expel the child, with common examples being a program
repeatedly asking that a child be picked-up early or a provider saying that the program is “not a good fit
for the child.”
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