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The School-to-Prison Pipeline’s Role in  
Criminal Justice Reform 
By Kyle Bacon

•	 Inadequately-resourced schools 
filled with overcrowded classrooms 
but void of fully equipped and sup-
ported teachers, counselors, special 
education services and textbooks. 

•	 Punitive “zero-tolerance” policies 
that lead to suspensions, expul-
sions and contact with the juvenile 
justice system. 

•	 Increased in-school police pres-
ence, often with limited youth-
worker training, leading to count-
less school-based arrests. 

•	 Alternative school environments for 
students who have been suspended 
or expelled with little or no edu-
cational accountability standards. 
Juvenile detention facilities with 
modest educational services.

Each of the aforementioned are well-doc-
umented checkpoints along the school-
to-prison pipeline that thrust many of our 
underserved and under-supported young 
people down the track from school to 
jail. Students who are pushed along this 
pipeline often find it difficult to transi-
tion back to traditional schools where 
they can receive proper education and 
support. Throughout my career, I have 
worked with juvenile offenders, children 
and families impacted by incarceration, 
and students at risk of falling prey to sys-
temic barriers. This space is where edu-
cational equity, social justice and civil 
rights policies intersect, and philanthropy 
has an important part to play. 

I chose to engage in this work so that 
I could help actively address not only the 
issues, policies and systems that create the 

school-to-prison pipeline, but also have a 
direct impact on the lives and communi-
ties affected by them. Organizations like 
those I have served in, that work to close 
the school-to-prison pipeline, rely on in-
novative partnerships and collaborative 
programming among local, state and 
federal stakeholders, including school 
districts, community-based intervention 
programs, nonprofits, government insti-
tutions and funders. Funding for schools 
and related educational programs is com-
plex, but philanthropic funds are essential 
because they can support critical work 
in ways that government sometimes can 
not. Funders like the Charles Stewart Mott 
Foundation, the Annie E. Casey Founda-
tion and the Schott Foundation for Public 
Education are already making important 
strides in supporting education,1 but there 
remains a huge space for foundations to 
help close the school-to-prison pipeline.

There are some existing govern-
ment-funded programs that provide a 
model for strategies that foundations 
might want to pursue. While working 
in Ohio, I saw firsthand the effects of 
Title I state and federal allocations 
that enabled local districts to provide 
in-school academic intervention for 
students falling behind academically.2 
Crucially, the students and families 
most at risk of falling into the pipeline 
or being pushed out of school were at 
the center of the process of change and 
the creation of corrective plans. One-
on-one interventions, small group work 
targeting identified areas of neces-
sary competency in collaboration with 
classroom teachers and school coun-

selors, and in-class instructional sup-
port are helping to fill the gaps many 
students face falling into. 

There was much to celebrate from 
the academic gains and behavioral shifts 
this program facilitated, seen through 
analysis of grant feedback reporting 
data. However, it was clear that there 
still were groups of district students 
standing to benefit from additional sup-
port outside of school. Almost all of 
this subset of students had already had 
contact with the juvenile detention sys-
tem. Unsurprisingly, and unfortunately, 
a majority of these students came from 
disinvested neighborhoods and were 
disproportionately non-white. 

In my role as an academic interven-
tionist for the Springfield City School 
District in Springfield, Ohio, I was tasked 
with providing supplemental academic 
services for a district partner – a second-
chance residential program for juvenile 
offenders who were reentering the public 
school system. A majority of the residents 
who matriculated through this program 
had been suspended or expelled from 
school and had missed significant class-
room instruction time and positive be-
havioral support structures. Intentional 
and coordinated efforts were needed 
to help redirect their academic and life 
trajectories. Progress required empathy, 
culturally appropriate content, careful 
consideration of learning differences, ef-
fective behavior management and posi-
tive discipline approaches and collabo-
ration among counselors, teachers and 
justice system officials. Most importantly, 
my colleagues and I needed to meet the 
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students where they were in life and in-
clude their voices in the creation of a plan 
to get them where they needed to be. 
The cohorts of students who came to this 
program from juvenile detention centers 
had encountered many of the challenges 
listed previously. At times, “success” was 
hard to define and measure effectively.

I transitioned from doing academic 
intervention work in Ohio to preventive 
work with a national nonprofit organiza-
tion. I had the opportunity to work with 
children and families impacted by in-
carceration or at risk of falling behind in 
school, which had the potential to lead 
them into the pipeline of contact with 
the prison system. We developed aca-
demic skill building, character building 
and future dream building programs for 
the students during after-school time in 
partnership with Title I schools in cit-
ies throughout the country. Localized 
work gave a snapshot of the school-to-
prison pipeline issues but lacked clarity 
on what needed to be done and how to 
measure success. Working with national 
level organizations provided a different 
lens through which to see what is hap-
pening in different places and measure 
results beyond the district level. This 
provided a different partnership experi-
ence, in particular with government and 
philanthropy, to create, measure effec-
tiveness and scale success.

One story of a student who was redi-
rected from the pipeline highlights not 
only the risk factors that are so prevalent, 
but also how preventive supports can 
make a meaningful difference. This stu-
dent self-identifies as a product of resil-
ience. Throughout his life, he says he has 
been pulled, pressed, stretched and bent 
– but never broken. He experienced the 
foster care system early in life. He had a 
parent who suffered from mental illness, 
abused drugs and was incarcerated. He 
was so angry that his behavior led to him 
to be kicked out of school and placed in 
an alternative school where little didactic 
work was done.

His grandmother stepped in and took 
custody of him and his sister, provid-
ing an environment in which he could 
learn, grow, feel supported and pro-
tected and “just be a kid.” Moving to 
another new school, he was nervous 
that the other kids would make fun of 
him for being two grades behind. His 
grandmother enrolled him in a national 
program that provided social–emotional 
development and positive mentoring, 
and taught him to be accountable for 
his own learning. Ultimately, he was 
redirected from the pipeline, graduated 
from high school and is now in college. 
He exhibited resilience, grit and deter-
mination, all skills learned through in-
novative programming made possible 
through integrated work of the nonprofit 
sector, government and philanthropy. 
Now a young adult, he wrote to his 
mother in prison to forgive her for all the 
hurt he endured through her decisions. 
He is now ready to be an advocate for 
children who travel a path similar to his.

I have seen firsthand the impact that 
policy has on people’s lives, specifically 
in communities of color. Advocates must 

continue to provide policy makers evi-
dence and solutions based on culturally 
relevant data that move policy and ad-
vance necessary reforms, while also pro-
viding space and adequate supports for 
innovative and non-traditional initiatives 
and programming. Grantee organiza-
tions and frontline workers must continue 
to engage with federal policymakers, the 
Department of Justice and the Department 
of Education. We must continue provid-
ing young people diverse platforms to tell 
their stories and share insights on what 
change can and should look like. Institu-
tional philanthropy is uniquely positioned 
to offer grantees flexible support that al-
lows people doing work on the ground 
to respond with agility to confront ever-
changing circumstances.

More work is still needed to ensure that 
some of our most at-risk young people, 
families and communities have the neces-
sary supports and opportunities they need 
to thrive, just like the rest of American 
communities across the country. 

The philanthropic community can 
and must be engaged as funders, 
thought partners and advocates with 
grantees and community stakeholders. 
Philanthropic funding is needed for this 
grassroots work to be effective through 
diversifying allies and building strong 
partnerships. This is a win–win for foun-
dations, which stand to benefit from 
implementing high-yield social justice 
strategies. Research from NCRP shows 
that funding strategies like grassroots or-
ganizing and advocacy garners a return 
of $115 for every dollar invested.3 

Young professionals are answering 
the call to provide philanthropic support 
through organizations like Capital Cause 
that transform communities through col-
lective giving. Their efforts are advancing 
social and criminal justice reform move-
ments through intentional and strategic 
actions such as the Justice4 initiative. This 
group raises funds and awards micro-
grants to organizations already engaged 
in the movement. (continued on page 9)

CC images of students protesting and signing a 
petition to stop the school-to-prison pipeline by 
ACLU of Southern California.



Traditional philanthropic entities 
like the Ford Foundation and others 
have made shifts to the way they fund, 
providing greater flexibility for organi-
zations engaged in issues like justice 
reform. And the government continues 
to partner with philanthropy and non-
profits through efforts like My Brother’s 
Keeper and collaborative work to pro-
vide the funding and support through 
the Department of Justice and Depart-
ment of Education.

I recognized at an early age the value 
of education and of having the opportu-
nities and support systems to realize my 
dreams relatively unencumbered. Each 
child, family and community deserves 
the same. From neighborhood blocks to 
national board rooms, and from local 
courthouses to the White House, I have 
had the opportunity to experience the 
impact that both strong and structural-
ly-biased policy can have on the com-
munities that depend on policy most 
for effective change. We are all better 
when we are all doing better.  n 

Kyle Bacon has served at organizations 
working to close the school-to-prison 
pipeline for over 10 years.
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1. Fund advocacy and community orga-
nizing groups that build power among 
formerly incarcerated populations, their 
families and allies to dismantle private 
prisons and unpaid labor, as well as oth-
er criminal justice reform toward more 
just policing and sentencing. 

2. Market our new normal. We need to 
pursue public education to combat the 
narrative of fear perpetuated by those 
with special interests. 

3. Call out companies that include 
prison labor in their business models. 
Shareholder activism and divestment 
are powerful tools some foundations 
forget are at their disposal. 

4. Put pressure on lawmakers to once 
again restrict prison labor.

Foundations cannot say they are in-
terested in helping disadvantaged groups 
forge a path to equity while investing in 
the system that represents the biggest ob-
stacle in their lives. It’s time to decide just 
how serious we are about reducing injus-
tice in America.  n 

Janay Richmond is a field associate at 
the National Committee for Responsive 
Philanthropy. 
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