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District Overview 

 

Montgomery County Public Schools (MCPS) is the largest school system in Maryland and the 

17
th

 largest school system in the United States.  We have more than 200 schools and serve 

approximately 149,000 students from a wide range of cultures, language groups, and racial and 

ethnic populations.  We embrace our diversity with progressive equity initiatives, strong parent 

and community outreach, with an emphasis on the use of coordinated student services that are 

integrated to maximize service delivery to students and their families.  We address behavior, 

instruction, and academic performance within a data-driven framework that includes at its core 

mental wellness, professional development, family outreach, and community partnerships to 

appropriately address the needs of all students. 

 

Dr. Joshua P. Starr, superintendent of schools, supports a balanced, technical, and adaptive 

approach for systemically supporting learners.  This prioritized approach moves away from 

intervening reactively and implements an integrated system of supports with the student at the 

center of the process. 

 

This approach requires understanding the significant roles that relationships, classroom climate, 

school culture, social and emotional competences, and an engaged community play in student 

success.  Every member of a school or central service community must see himself or herself as 

part of the solution and responsible for the success of every MCPS student.  

 

In response to Dr. Starr’s vision, the Department of Student Services (DSS), under the Office of 

Special Education and Student Services, is redefining its work and how resources are 

coordinated more effectively to meet the needs of our school communities. 

 

Overarching Point: School Safety and Mental Health Supports for Students and Families is 

Critical to School Success  

 

As a previous counselor, principal, community superintendent, and current director of DSS, it is 

clear that we cannot educate our children without considering their health and well-being within 

a positive and safe school climate.  I know DSS provides critical services to promote the 

physical, mental, and emotional health of all students.  DSS also promotes social-emotional 

learning (SEL) as a foundation for a positive school climate through teaching tolerance, 

kindness, empathy, and self-discipline. 

 

Social emotional knowledge, skills, and academic performance are interdependent.  Children 

need SEL to internalize and operationalize the body of knowledge and 21
st
 century skills 

necessary for success.  SEL is essential in understanding the moral imperative of making the 

world a safer and better place for all of humankind.  Our schools are in a unique and undeniably 

influential position to shape and contribute to safe and secure schools and support and maximize 

teaching and learning environments.  
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During my tenure as a middle school principal in Washington State, I had an opportunity to have 

a conversation with a local superintendent.  His schools, primarily Title I schools with high 

levels of poverty, were meeting and exceeding local and state standards for academic 

performance.  When I asked him if he could identify one factor that contributed to the schools’ 

success—fully anticipating an answer of, “not one but multiple factors”—he surprised me and 

said, “paying attention to each child.”  

 

While that may, on the surface, seem cliché, the heart of it provides a framework for safe and 

successful schools.  Making a personal connection each day with every child, every parent, and 

every staff member will ultimately lead to understanding their needs and contribute to their 

mental health, well-being, and academic and social success (eye contact, sitting at their level, 

active listening, interest in stories, concern for health and well-being, and commitment to high 

levels of teaching and learning). 

 

When working with my teachers and principals as a community superintendent, I encouraged 

them to engage in this kind of interaction and asked them to then measure the response of their 

students, parents, and staff members.  Without fail, the response was overwhelmingly positive. 

 

I use this story to introduce the work of MCPS to create, nurture, and sustain such relationships 

in our schools and our communities. 

 

Systemwide efforts  
 

What are we, as a system, doing to “pay attention to each child?” 

 

 Prevention programming:   

 

Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS) is a three-tiered framework for 

creating safer and more effective schools by building and maintaining a positive school 

environment through positive schoolwide disciplinary practices.  Schools elect to participate 

in PBIS, and staff buy-in is essential to successful implementation.   

School-based teams are trained to use their school discipline data to design, implement, and 

evaluate effective schoolwide, classroom, nonclassroom, and individual student discipline 

procedures.  Over 90 MCPS schools voluntarily implement PBIS.   

 

 Strong emphasis and infrastructures to ensure safe campuses:   

 

o single entry procedures, 

o school resource officers, 

o safety and security plans and procedures at each school, 

o practice drills, 

o common language, 

o crisis response and school safety alignment, and 

o crisis response teams. 

 

 Climate surveys conducted in every school: 

 

A schoolwide climate survey is completed biannually by students, staff members, and 

parents.  The survey assesses bullying, perceptions of safety, academic rigor, and instruction.  

http://www.montgomeryschoolsmd.org/departments/studentservices/pbis/pbisbehaviorialsyst.jpg
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The survey is accessible on the school’s website and is used by schools to build prevention 

planning, identify areas of need, and strategize supports. 

 

 A tiered approach to address and prevent suspension of students: 

 

In response to significant disproportionality in suspensions, a set of multi-tiered protocols 

were put in place at schools to begin looking at indicators (attendance, prior history, etc.)  

that would predict at-risk behaviors through careful analysis of student histories and 

performance in school (paying attention to children).  Documentation of interventions, 

supports, and engaging instruction became part of the attention needed to ensure maximum 

success for students. 

   

 An acknowledgement of discipline as: 

 

o a learning process, 

o an opportunity to intervene, 

o an opportunity to address root-cause analysis with school staff members and families, 

o a systemwide effort that addresses the disciplinary process as an opportunity to address 

skill deficits and support the student at the prevention stage and when disciplinary 

procedure must be applied, 

o an integrated system of supports for students that focus on effective practices for 

continuous improvement of teaching, learning, and interventions as opposed to 

disciplinary consequences, 

o positive disciplinary practices that are inclusive of SEL competencies, 

o intervening protocols to provide skill-building opportunities for students, families, and 

staff members, and 

o a focus on the intervention rather than the consequence(s). 

 

 Funding for additional school psychologists positions 

 

Specific Implementation Activities:  Student Services 

 

MCPS is working with multiple points on the spectrum to integrate SEL within the teaching and 

learning process.  To support this, DSS is: 

 

 establishing a Coordinated Student Services Work Group to analyze the knowledge and skill 

sets of counselors, school psychologists, and pupil personnel workers to ensure that the 

coordination of these resources are used wisely and effectively; 

 identifying community agencies and resources to partner with coordinated student services 

teams; 

 establishing protocols for coordinated student services teams to meet with principals to 

determine individual school needs and offer support with prevention (SEL) and interventions 

to address behavioral challenges and provide stronger mental health infrastructures; 

 developing protocols within the suspension and expulsion process to include intervention 

planning for students, parents, and the school; 

 working with the Maryland State Department of Education (MSDE) to align the work of DSS 

with requirements, roles, and expectations of statewide pupil services programs; 

 engaging community and national resources to inform and provide professional development 

opportunities for student services staff members; and 
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 partnering with the Montgomery County Child Welfare Services; the Casey Foundation of 

Seattle (Fostering Connections); the Mental Health Association; Adventist Behavioral 

Health; Screening and Assessment Services for Children and Adolescents; and the 

Collaboration Council of Montgomery County to provide wraparound services to children 

and families. 

 

MSDE is continuing to examine changes to disciplinary regulations for all schools in Maryland.  

While there may be implementation challenges to the proposed changes, there can be no 

disagreement about the intent regarding discipline and suspensions.  In the same way the  

No Child Left Behind Act prompted us to look at the academic performance of each child and 

each student group to better understand how to ensure academic proficiency for all children, the 

proposed changes to the discipline regulations prompt us to reexamine our discipline practices, 

policies, regulations, and protocols.    

 

We cannot approach discipline and suspension using current strategies.  We know suspensions 

do not create the foundation for instructive and positive discipline.  We need to create schools 

that are about prevention with SEL as a focus.   

 

Our school system is currently exploring more alternatives to suspension.  We can provide 

instructive and proactive infrastructures that not only promote social emotional knowledge and 

strength, but also create a respectful, loving, and honorable life in schools.  Indeed, it is the only 

way we will ensure safe, supportive conditions for learning, and make connections among 

members of the community for student success. 

 

A Supporting Story 

 

An example of how this works successfully:  When I was a community superintendent, one of 

our principals called to consult with me about a student who brought several knives to school 

because she was angry at a teacher.  Of course, we needed to “suspend” the student.  However, 

the decision to “suspend” was not to punish, but a “suspension time” in order to better 

understand the child’s history—her story.  After hearing more of the student’s history, we agreed 

that the principal would consult with her school psychologist, counselor, and pupil personnel 

worker to find out the “rest of the story.”   

 

Within a couple of days, the student services team reported that the child’s parents had to return 

to their country of origin but, due to war-like conditions, could not bring their children with 

them.  They were left in the care of an older sibling.   

 

I was truly troubled by the children being left in the care of a sibling.  After learning more about 

the family’s history and culture, I came to understand that leaving the children in the United 

States guaranteed their safety.  I now believed knives were this child’s automatic response to 

living in a war-torn country, and the decision she made aligned with her experiences.    

 

After further investigation, we were able to find other family members that lived in a near-by 

county, arranged for the children to stay with them, and secured wraparound social, health, and 

other needed services for the entire family, including counseling for the child.  When the child 

was returned to school, the entire school community gathered together to continue their support 

of the child and her family.  This child’s “suspension” was redefined as an opportunity to 

provide support and services for a family in crisis. 
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Without the support of our student services team and the wisdom and tenacity of a strong 

principal, this case could have ended very differently.  This kind of approach to suspensions 

should be the rule rather than the exception. 

 

In all of the venues in which I have worked in my career, it has been my skills in knowing, 

understanding, and facilitating the social emotional condition in those venues that has facilitated 

my work and supported students, staff members, principals, and colleagues in their work.  A 

strong knowledge base and a broad and informed skill set has been critical to support those 

skills, but it has been my passion and understanding of the human condition that strengthened the 

work. 

 

Currently, we have highly skilled and well informed staff members who can support and 

facilitate SEL in schools, not only for children but also for the adults who teach and care for 

them.  We have a community of resources to support our work.  As stated in the Executive 

Summary in A Framework for Safe and Successful Schools (Cowan, K.C., Vaillancourt, K., 

Rossen, E., & Pollitt, K. (2013) National Association of School Psychologists), we now need to 

garner the resources to: 

1. allow for the blended, flexible use of funding streams in education and mental health 

services; 

2. improve staffing ratios to allow for the delivery of a full range of services and effective 

school-community partnerships; 

3. develop evidenced-based standards for district-level policies to promote effective school 

discipline and positive behavior; 

4. fund continuous and sustainable crisis and emergency preparedness, response, and recovery 

planning and training that uses evidence-based models; 

5. encourage and support intra- and interagency collaboration; and  

6. support multi-tiered systems of support.  

 

Conclusion 

 

To appropriately and effectively change how we address school discipline, we need collaboration 

among school counselors, social workers, pupil personnel workers, school psychologists, and 

school and central office staff members, administrators, parents, county agencies, and the 

community.  Well-informed and well-deployed coordinated student services staff members are a 

key component to implement school safety practices, apply schoolwide discipline policies within 

a positive framework, and increase access to quality education for vulnerable students.  It is 

important that federal legislation include policies that ensure every student has the opportunity to 

attend a safe and supportive school that combines high-quality instruction while addressing 

social and emotional wellness practices.   


