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by Joanne Tangorra

Dr. Walter Gilliam gave the keynote address on May 
10th at the 2016 HighScope International Conference.

edUcationaL PoLicY

i n Detroit last May to deliver the 
keynote speech at HighScope’s 
2016 International Conference, 

early childhood expert Walter S.  
Gilliam, PhD, was taken on a ride 
through the city by a colleague. Driv-
ing through parts of the Motor City 
— the birthplace of Motown, center 
of a once-thriving automobile indus-
try, and more recently, the largest 
American city ever to declare bank-
ruptcy — Dr. Gilliam was excited by 
what he saw. “It was so wonderful  
to see all the construction and new 
development happening,” Gilliam 
said, addressing over 1,000 attendees 
the next day at the HighScope Con-
ference. “It felt like a renaissance,”  
he added. 

as gilliam turned to the subject of 
his speech, “how 123 Black children 
forever changed the Way i see educa-
tional opportunity,” he invited the audi-
ence to join him on a different kind of 
journey, navigating not through city 
streets but through a complex grid of 
difficult subjects. “We’re going to be 

talking about child development. We’ll 
be talking about challenging behavior. 
and we’ll be talking about social justice, 
equity, and opportunity,” he explained. 
“so just bear with me and go along for 
the ride.”

currently the director of the edward 
Zigler center in child development and 
social Policy and associate Professor  
of child Psychiatry and Psychology at 
the child study center, Yale school of 
medicine, gilliam has been studying 
the issue of “access” in early childhood 
education for 15 years. “When we think 
about social justice, and when we think 
about civil rights,” gilliam explained, 
“typically we think of these as issues 

having to do with access: access to 
opportunity. and that access can be 
access to a seat on the bus, or it can be 
access to a seat at the deli counter, or it 
could be access to voting rights...or it 
could be access to a seat in an elemen-
tary school.” gilliam said he thinks 
about access in terms of two kinds: “i 
think about the access that we typically 
focus on in early education, and that is 
‘front door access’ — making sure that 
all of our children, all of our children, 
get an equal opportunity to participate 
in a high-quality early learning environ-
ment that will be beneficial to them for 
the rest of their lives. But there’s anoth-
er kind of access, too,” he continued. 
“the kind of access we sometimes for-
get about: access to the back door. all 
too often, many of our children have 
access to the front door, only to be 
pushed out the back door, if we’re not 
paying attention....When i think about 
backdoor access, about being pushed 
out the back of early education opportu-
nity, largely we’re talking about chil-
dren being expelled from prekindergar-
ten programs.” 

in the front door,  
  out the Back 
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to introduce the topic of preschool 
expulsion to his audience — warning 
them that what they were about to see 
would be “hard to watch” — gilliam 
presented a video of a young girl’s  
literal expulsion by police officers from 
a kindergarten in st. Petersburg, florida 
by police officers. the footage, made 
public by the mother of the child when 
she later filed a lawsuit against the 
school, shows the girl being forcefully 
subdued after having a temper tantrum. 
as gilliam explained, “the handcuffs 
didn’t work on her hands, so they used 
nylons [to tie her hands together] and put 
the cuffs on her feet. they put her in the 
police car, took her to the police station, 
and held her there until her mother came 
and picked her up. While all expulsions 
are not quite as extreme as the one that 
took place in st. Petersburg,” gilliam 
noted, “some of them are.” 

gilliam’s speech took a series of 
chronological twists and turns, begin-
ning with a discussion of a joint position 
paper that was issued in 2014 by the  
Us department of health and human 
services and the Us department of 
education, which called for a ban on  
all preschool expulsions in all early care 

and education settings. according to the 
report, expulsions and suspensions in 
early care and education programs are 
greatly disproportionate, skewed heavily 
toward african-american children, 
especially boys. specifically, the report 
found that while african-american 
children represent 18 percent of pre-

school enrollment, nearly half of those 
receiving more than one suspension 
were black; and boys receive more than 
three out of four out-of-school preschool 
suspensions. gilliam elaborated: “now 
you don’t need complicated statistics to 
tell you whether something like that is 
significant. that’s a massive amount of 
disproportionality.” When the report 
came out, the doe started to pay a lot 
more attention to the issue of preschool 
expulsions. “and all of a sudden, arnie 
duncan [then U. s. secretary of educa-
tion] was on cnn talking about the 
issue of children being expelled from 
prekindergarten programs...But that is 
not the beginning of the story,“ gilliam 
explained.

to get to the beginning, gilliam  
took his audience of early childhood 
educators back to 2002, when gilliam 
was getting ready to conduct a study  
on state-funded pre-K programs and 

“All too often, many  
of our children have 
access to the front door, 
only to be pushed out 
the back door, if we’re 
not paying attention.”
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Studies indicate that access  
to early education does not 
necessarily guarantee equal 
opportunity within early  
education settings.
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factors in their adherence to state stan-
dards and regulations. at the same time, 
he was also helping out at the Yale 
child study center in the department 
of child Psychiatry. gilliam recounted 
the experience: “i’m on the other side  
of the mirror in the clinic, and i’m 
supervising pediatricians in training, 
child psychiatrists, and child psycholo-
gists — all learning how to work with 
children younger than six years old. 
Within the educational and medical 
fields, we didn’t really have much of  
a sense of how to work with children 
much younger than five.” it was then 
that something caught his attention. 
“i’m noticing that a lot of the children 
who were being referred to us for an 
evaluation were children who had been 
expelled from a child care or a pre-
school program,” he explained. “or  
they were told that if you do not go to  

a place like Yale and get an evaluation, 
we will expel you from our preschool  
or child care program.”

“and so i, like a researcher, went to 
the research and tried to figure out what 
we knew about children being expelled 
from preschool programs,” said gilliam. 
hoping to find answers to questions 
about who these children were, why 
they were expelled, what happened to 
them, and what the implications were, 
gilliam found “absolutely nothing.” and 
so he made a decision: “i decided that if 
we were going to collect all this data 
from about 4,000 classrooms across the 
nation [in the state-funded preschool 
program], why not throw in a few extra 
questions and ask the teachers them-

selves: ‘have you ever expelled a child 
from your preschool program?’ ‘can 
you describe what that was like?’ ‘can 
you tell me more about that child? can 
you tell me more about the circumstanc-
es?’ according to gilliam, the question 
about expulsion, posed to some 4,000 
pre-K teachers in state-funded programs 
was as follows: Over the past 12 months, 
have you ever required a child to per-
manently terminate participation in 
your program because of a challenging 
behavior? Do not include children who 
were transitioned directly from your 
program to a therapeutic preschool 
program, or a special education pro-
gram, or some other potentially more 
appropriate setting. “What we were 
looking for,” explained gilliam, “was 
this: expulsion, in terms of permanent-
ly kicking out — do not come back — 
without the benefit of transitioning this 
child to any other place.”

the study, which had an 81 percent 
response rate, found that 10 percent of 
teachers reported expelling at least one 
child over the previous 12 months. 
“sometimes it was two. sometimes it 
was three. sometimes it was four,”  
gilliam said. Based on the data, the 
researchers calculated a rate of around 
6.7 expulsions per 1000 children in the 
programs surveyed. 

“is that a lot? is that a little?” gilliam 
asked himself. “how do i compare 6.7 
per 1,000 to something in order to be 
able to make it make sense as to whether 
this is more expulsions than you would 
expect?” gilliam decided that the next 
step would be to compare the expulsion 
rate he had found to the same rate for 
K–12 students. once again, his search 
came to a dead end; he could not find 
the rate for K–12 published anywhere. 
he did, however, discover online that 
the Us department of education had 
conducted a survey (at around the same 
time that gilliam was completing his 
own data analysis) of K–12 schools 
across the United states, asking them 
about expulsions and suspensions for 
K–12 students. 

the problem was that the data had 
never been analyzed. it existed as 16,000 

“What we were looking 
for,” explained Gilliam, 
“was this: Expulsion, in 
terms of permanently 
kicking out — do not 
come back — without 
the benefit of transition-
ing this child to any 
other place.”

Factors in Preschool 
Expulsion

“What is it we know about the children  
who are getting expelled?” poses Gilliam. For 
one thing, four-year-olds are more likely to get 
expelled than three-year-olds in mixed-age 
groups, very possibly because they’re likely to be 
taller or bigger and are perceived by adults as 
more threatening. As Gillian explained it, adults 
may ask themselves “Is someone going to get 
hurt? And is somebody going to be held liable 
and is it possible that I might be that person?”

There are other factors in expulsion too, 
according to Gilliam. Boys are three-and-a-half 
times more likely than girls to be expelled, and 
African-American children are twice as likely to 
be expelled as non-African-American children. 
Teacher-child ratio also predicts expulsion; that 
is, the more children per adult in the classroom, 
the more likely someone will be expelled. Full-day 
programs expel at a higher rate than half-day 
programs, and extended-day programs (8 hours 
or more) expel at the highest rate. Teachers who 
screen highest for job stress expel at a higher 
rate than teachers who screen negative for job 
stress, and those who screen positive for depres-
sion expel children at twice the rate of teachers 
who screen negative for depression.

2.1

6.7

27.4
30

25

20

15

10

5

0

gilliam, W. s. & shahar, g. (2006). Preschool and 
child care expulsion and suspension: rates and  
predictors in one state. Infants and Young Children, 
19, 228–245.

gilliam, Ws (2005). Prekindergartners left behind: 
expulsion rates in state prekindergarten programs. 
FCD Policy Brief, Series No. 3. available: www.
ziglercenter.yale.edu/publications/briefs.html

Yale school of medicine, Yale child study center

K–12 PreK Child Care

www.highscope.org


30     ReSource Fall 2016 highscope.org

databases — one for every school dis-
trict in america — on the doe website. 
gilliam and his team downloaded all 
16,000 databases and then wrote formu-
las to figure the rate of K–12 expulsion 
in each state, and for the nation. “and 
when we did that,” gilliam explained, 
“we did have a comparison point to 
compare the preschool expulsion rate 
with the K–12 expulsion rate, and the 
K–12 expulsion rate was 2.1 per 1000, 
which allowed us to be able to have our 
headline: that preschool children are 
expelled at a rate more than three times 
that of K–12 combined. and when we 
had that headline, then we had a place 
to go.”

Closing the Back Door:  
Preventing Expulsion

one of gilliam’s goals has been  
to use his research findings to “sell 
decision-makers on the notion of early 
childhood mental health consultation” 
as a way to reduce the risk of expulsion 
for children with problem behaviors. 
“But how do you sell somebody on a 
solution when they haven’t bought the 
problem?” gilliam asked. “the head-
line became the way we could do that.” 

mental health consultants, who are 
specially trained to work with early  
care and education providers, come  
into early care settings and work with 
teachers who have a child whose behav-
ior they find challenging. the idea is to 
“impart to the teacher a set of skills to 
deal more effectively, not only with the 
particular child who may have prompt-
ed the referral, but also with all the 
other children,” gilliam explained.  
“We need to take advantage, as mental 
health providers, of all the people who 
have authentic roles [teachers, child 
care providers, parents, and pediatri-
cians] in the lives of children,” gilliam 
stressed, “to bolster the skill sets they 
need to respond effectively to children’s 
challenging behaviors. that’s what  
early childhood mental health consulta-
tion is about.” 

gilliam and his research team have 
conducted three different state-wide 
trial studies in his home state of con-
necticut and basically found, in just 

three months, significant decreases in 
child oppositionality, hyperactivity,  
restlessness and impulsivity, and overall 
externalizing behavioral problems. 
“there are many factors related to chil-
dren being expelled,” gilliam noted. 
“therefore, preschool expulsion is real-
ly not about a child’s behavior. it is an 
adult decision. and we might be able to 
impact that adult decision, based on the 
way in which we work with providers 
and support parents and children in the 
classroom.”

finally, there are many reasons to be 
concerned about disproportionality in 

preschool expulsions, one of which is 
the Perry Preschool study, gilliam said, 
circling back to the title of his keynote 
speech. “the study was conducted from 
1962 to 1965 with 123 african ameri-
can children in Ypsilanti, michigan — 
not too far from here. it is, by far, the 
most widely cited study that shows the 
impact of early care and education and 
is responsible for many of our programs 
that exist today,” he explained. “Why is 
that? Well, it’s because they’ve been 
studying these children for a long peri-
od of time, and they’re still studying the 
children from 1964 that were graduating 
from the program. they’ve found that 
children who went to the program were 
more likely to succeed in school and in 
life and to earn more money, and a cost-
benefit analysis showed that every dollar 
that went into the program, was yielding 
back $7.16; by the time the children 
were 27; $17.00 by the time they were 
45, and then on and on. and so, as a 
result of the study, we’re able to make 
the argument that when we invest in 
early care and education, it’s an invest-
ment that pays off. that’s a big reason 
why we have the programs that we have 
today — because of that argument.”  

One of Gilliam’s goals 
has been to sell  
decision makers on  
the notion of mental 
health consultation.
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