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HOW THE USD 512 SCHOOL BOARD  
CAN CREATE A MORE THRIVING,  
INCLUSIVE, AND JUST COMMUNITY

Schools are at the center of our communities. As the place where young people spend much of their 
day, the experiences youth have in school can substantially affect their well-being and the way they see 
the world. School boards have the privilege and responsibility to set policies that will positively impact 
the lives of students and their families.  

School boards can help their communities thrive by ensuring all students are getting the nutritious 
meals they need to be successful in the classroom, and recognizing that schools are ideally centered in 
many communities to provide nutritious food to kids who need it after school and over the summer. 

School boards can help their communities be inclusive by ensuring that students with disabilities have 
the resources they need to succeed in the general education classroom.

School boards can help their communities be just by ensuring that school discipline policies are effective 
and fair to all students.

Kansas Appleseed is a nonprofit advocacy organization that champions laws and policies that 
support vulnerable and excluded Kansans. We envision a state full of communities that are: 

• Thriving, where every Kansan is able to afford to raise a healthy family, and there are adequate 
and appropriate supports when Kansans fall on hard times; 

• Inclusive, where every Kansan, regardless of background, is able to participate fully in the 
community and receive equal protection of the law; and 

• Just, where the judicial system in Kansas is fair and effective.
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Provide nutritious meals to help children learn
School districts play an important role in improving student health and well-being, and are an essential 
source of nutritious food for many low-income students. Research shows that receiving free or reduced-
price school lunches reduces food insecurity, obesity rates, and poor health, according to the Food 
Research & Action Center. In school year 2014-15, 37% of students in USD 512 qualified for free or 
reduced-price meals, but many did not receive school lunches and even fewer received breakfasts.

Source: Data provided by Kansas State Department of Education, summarized by Kansas Appleseed.

The School Breakfast Program helps school districts ensure their highest-need students receive 
adequate nutrition at the start of the school day. When students from low-income families do not eat 
breakfast at school, they risk not eating breakfast at all. Students who eat breakfast learn better and 
have fewer absences, tardies and discipline issues. Unfortunately, school breakfast programs do not 
generally reach as many children as school lunch programs.

Source: Data provided by Kansas State Department of Education, summarized by Kansas Appleseed.

USD 512 can reach more kids at breakfast by adopting creative approaches to increase participation; 
alternative breakfast models, such as Breakfast in the Classroom and Grab & Go Breakfast, make 
breakfast more accessible to students by giving students more time to eat and by reducing the 
stigma that can be associated with eating breakfast in the cafeteria. Schools using the Breakfast in the 
Classroom model deliver the meal to the classroom in carts or bags, where students eat at their desks 
during announcements, regular instruction, or while the teacher takes attendance. With Grab & Go 
Breakfast, students pick up a simple breakfast consisting of bagged or pre-packaged foods from the 
cafeteria or at a kiosk, then eat in a classroom or during a break. 

USD 512 free and reduced-price lunches served in school year 2014-15:
• 7,502 per day

USD 512 free and reduced-price breakfasts served in school year 2014-15

• 2,446 per day

• Reached 33% of students who ate subsidized lunches, below the state    
average of 48%. 

•

•

School boards can help their 
communities thrive by ensuring all 
students are getting the nutritious 
meals they need to be successful in 
the classroom, and recognizing that 
schools are ideally centered in many 
communities to provide nutritious food 
to kids who need it after school and 
over the summer.
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Meet student nutrition needs after the school day ends
The At-Risk Afterschool Meals component of the Child and Adult Care Food Program allows schools 
to provide no-cost suppers, snacks, and weekend and holiday meals to children in low-income areas. 
To qualify, sites must be located within the attendance area of a school where 50% or more students 
qualify for free or reduced-price lunches and must offer an enrichment activity. Sites can serve one meal 
and one snack each day.

Source: Kansas State Department of Education Data Central, summarized by Kansas Appleseed.

With over 7,500 students who eat a free or reduced-price lunch every day, there is a demonstrated need 
for the district to help fill the nutrition gap. In USD 512, 11 schools are eligible to serve as afterschool 
meal programs, but no afterschool meal is offered to students. USD 512 is missing an important 
opportunity to provide afterschool nutrition to thousands of Shawnee Mission School District students 
from low-income families.

Provide nutrition during the highest-risk time: summer
During the three months of summer break, school meal programs are not available to provide the 
consistent nutrition tens of thousands of Kansas kids from families with low incomes get at school. 
Federal funding is available through the Summer Food Service Program to fill the summer nutrition gap. 
Schools can serve as sponsors and sites, providing meals to children at schools and at other sites such as 
libraries, swimming pools, and apartment complexes.

Source: Kansas State Department of Education Data Central, summarized by Kansas Appleseed.

USD 512 Summer Food Service Program 2016:
• USD 512 sponsored 11 sites

• These sites served over 15,000  lunches in June and over 12,500 in July,  
with fewer in May and August

USD 512 and community organizations are reaching many Shawnee Mission area kids who might 
otherwise go hungry in the summer. There are still thousands of children who receive a subsidized 
lunch during the school year but not during the summer. USD 512 can reach more of the kids who 
need summer meals by partnering with community organizations to open more sites, keeping sites 
open more days (more days in August, in May, and on weekends), offering breakfast and snacks, and 
recruiting volunteers and increasing promotion efforts.

USD 512 afterschool meals served in school year 2016-17:
    0 suppers in 0 programs

    11 school buildings eligible for afterschool meal programs

•

•
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Promote inclusive classrooms 
A central characteristic of an inclusive school is that students with disabilities learn alongside their peers 
without disabilities to the maximum extent appropriate. Prior to the 1975 federal requirement that 
students with disabilities learn in the “least restrictive environment” appropriate, many students with 
disabilities were either not able to attend school, or learned in entirely separate buildings or classrooms. 
In the years since, greater advocacy and better understanding of aids and services that allow students 
with disabilities to succeed have allowed many students with disabilities to spend more of their school 
days in the general education classroom.

Kansas school districts are making important strides toward building more inclusive schools. The share 
of students with disabilities who spend at least 80% of the school day in general education classrooms 
has been steadily increasing (see graph below). USD 512 has consistently exceeded the statewide target 
through the most recent year for which data is publicly available from the Kansas State Department of 
Education.
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Progress towards greater inclusion should be celebrated, but merely placing a student with disabilities 
in the general education classroom is not enough. As students with disabilities spend more time in the 
general education classroom, schools must also ensure that these students and their teachers have the 
tools they need to be successful in that environment.  

Share of USD 512 Students with Disabilities that Spent at Least 
80% of the School Day in a General Education Classroom 

School boards can help their 
communities be inclusive by ensuring 
that students with disabilities have the 
resources they need to succeed in the 
general education classroom.
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Support students with disabilities to graduate high school
Earning a high school diploma is important for all students, whether they are going on to college, other 
training, or careers. In Kansas, students with disabilities graduate at lower rates than students without 
disabilities, but the gap between these graduation rates varies widely by district. In USD 512, the 
four-year graduation rate of students with disabilities (82.0%) lagged behind the rate for all students 
(91.5%) in the most recent year for which data is publicly available from the Kansas State Department of 
Education (school year 2013-14). 

Some of the same steps that school 
districts can take to make inclusive 
classrooms successful (i.e., providing 
IEP services and supporting teacher 
development) can help increase the 
chances that students with disabilities 
will earn a high school diploma in four 
years. In fact, students with disabilities 
who spend more time learning in 
inclusive classrooms are more likely to 
graduate than those who spend more 
time in separate classrooms, even when 
accounting for their type of disability.

91.5%

82.0%

85.8%

76.5%

65

70

75

80

85

90

95

■ All Students     ■ Students with Disabilities

USD 512 Kansas

• The law requires that students who qualify for special education services have an individualized 
education program (IEP) plan that sets out the services the school district will need to provide for a 
student to achieve learning goals. The services listed in the IEP must be provided at no cost to the 
family. Many accommodations are low-cost or even free, but school districts must follow through 
on their commitment to provide all of the services included in the IEP. Failure to do so would break 
a district’s commitment to supporting inclusive classrooms, and could open the district to legal 
challenges.  

• Ensuring that teachers have the supports they need to effectively teach students with disabilities is 
a critical component of building an inclusive environment. Teacher preparation programs have not 
always kept pace with the greater inclusion of students with disabilities, leaving many otherwise 
excellent teachers feeling unprepared to teach to a broader range of student needs. While school 
districts can emphasize their commitment to inclusive classrooms when making future hiring 
decisions and invest in solutions such as co-teaching, they must also support robust continuing 
education for current teachers. Districts should have high expectations of all teachers to provide 
effective instruction to students with disabilities, should gather feedback from teachers, specialists, 
and parents about what teachers need to be successful, and should commit to providing teachers 
what they need to get there. 

Four-Year High School Graduation Rate 
School Year 2013-14
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First, take deliberate steps to create the positive school climates that can help prevent 
and change inappropriate behaviors. Such steps include training staff, engaging families and 
community partners, and deploying resources to help students develop the social, emotional, and 
conflict resolution skills needed to avoid and de-escalate problems. Targeting student supports 
also helps students address the underlying causes of misbehavior, such as trauma, substance 
abuse, and mental health issues. 

Second, ensure that clear, appropriate, and consistent expectations and consequences 
are in place to prevent and address misbehavior. By holding students accountable for their 
actions in developmentally appropriate ways, students learn responsibility, respect, and the 
bounds of acceptable behavior in our schools and society. This also means relying on suspension 
and expulsion only as a last resort and for appropriately serious infractions, and equipping staff 
with alternative strategies to address problem behaviors while keeping all students engaged in 
instruction to the greatest extent possible. 

Finally, schools must understand their civil rights obligations and strive to ensure fairness and 
equity for all students by continuously evaluating the impact of their discipline policies and 
practices on all students using data and analysis. 

Emerging reforms at the state and district levels reflect these approaches as well. States are 
revising discipline laws to enhance local discretion, curtail zero-tolerance requirements, and 
encourage the development of alternative disciplinary approaches such as restorative justice. 
At the district level, reforms have included adding social and emotional learning to curricula, 
implementing positive behavioral intervention and support frameworks, building and sustaining 
community partnerships, replacing suspension rooms with learning centers, and assembling 
intervention teams to help struggling students and their families.

U.S. Department of Education, Guiding Principles: A Resource Guide for Improving School Climate and Discipline, 
Washington, D.C., 2014.

Rethink approaches to school discipline
Recognizing that zero-tolerance policies and harsh punishments have increased suspensions and contact 
with the juvenile justice system but have not generally improved behavior in the classroom, the U.S. 
Department of Education recently released guidance on improving school climate and discipline. Its 
guiding principles can help school boards consider how to take a more effective approach to school 
discipline issues: 

School boards can help create just 
school communities by ensuring that 
discipline policies are effective and 
fair to all students, regardless of race 
or disability.
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USD 512 suspended black students at nearly four times the rate of white students, and students with 
disabilities were suspended at more than twice the rate of all students.

Source: U.S. Department of Education, 2011-12 Civil Rights Data Collection, summarized by the Civil Rights Project at UCLA.

* Please note the lag in federal data availability; recent efforts made by the district may not be reflected 
in these numbers. 

Reduce involvement with the juvenile justice system
In addition to increased suspensions, school discipline policies and practices have resulted in increased 
arrests and referrals to the juvenile justice system nationwide. The adoption of zero tolerance policies 
and the increased presence of law enforcement officers in public schools can create an environment 
where relatively minor school misbehavior results in contact with the juvenile justice system. 

Recent juvenile justice reform legislation in Kansas calls on school boards to collaborate with relevant 
stakeholders, including law enforcement agencies, to establishing clear guidelines for how and when 
school-based behaviors are referred to law enforcement or the juvenile justice system with the goal of 
reducing such referrals and protecting public safety. Recommendations for improving these guidelines 
are available online at: www.kansansunitedforyouthjustice.org/resources

Source: U.S. Department of Education, 2013-14 Civil Rights Data Collection.

Keep more students in the classroom
In recent decades, the rate of students 
suspended from school nationwide has 
increased substantially despite a lack of 
evidence that suspensions are an effective form 
of school discipline, and increasing evidence 
that they have lasting negative effects. 

The most recent nationally-compiled data 
on school suspensions also indicates that 
suspensions are not applied evenly, but target 
students of color and students with disabilities. 
Another concerning nationwide trend has been 
the increase in suspension of younger students. 

In school year 2011-2012, 300 elementary school students 
in USD  512 were suspended.* 

Number of USD 512 students 
referred to law enforcement  

in school year 2013-14: 

76

Number of USD 512 students 
arrested 

in school year 2013-14: 

6
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