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Restraint and Seclusion in Schools 

The Missouri Developmental Disabilities Council’s Position: 
Restraint, seclusion, and other aversive practices do not improve students’ academic performance or behavior.  Therefore, 
schools should only use them when there is grave and immediate danger to human life and all other alternatives have been 
attempted and proven ineffective. 

The Missouri Developmental Disabilities Council’s Reasons: 
While schools often use restraint, seclusion, and other aversive practices in an attempt to control students or address 
behaviors, there is no evidence that they improve student behavior or academic performance.1 To the contrary, several 
studies have found that students are more likely to learn and exhibit positive behavior when they are: (1) provided with 
consistent school and classroom routines and expectations; (2) given positive feedback and support; and (3) treated with 
respect.2

Nevertheless, a recent study found that students were restrained or secluded at least 267,000 times in the 2011-2012 school 
year.3  Worse, a survey found that almost 20% of school administrators approved of using restraint and seclusion to punish 
students.4  As the United States Department of Education found, “the use of restraint and seclusion can, in some cases, 
have very serious consequences, including, most tragically, death."5

To Missouri’s credit, it has a law requiring schools to develop policies regarding the use of restraint and seclusion. However, 
that law lets schools define “restraint,” “seclusion,” and the times when those and other aversive practices are permitted.6  
Furthermore, while the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (MO DESE) has written a model 
policy on the use of restraint and seclusion, state law and policy do not require schools to use it or model theirs on it.7  
Consequently, a student in one school may be subjected to restraint or seclusion (or a type of restraint or seclusion) that a 
student in another school would not.  

The Missouri Developmental Disabilities Council’s Recommendations: 
 As a state and society, we must acknowledge that restraint, seclusion, and other aversive practices do not improve

students’ academic performance or behavior.  Therefore, they should only be used in situations posing grave and
immediate danger to human life and after all other alternatives have been tried and proven ineffective.

 Schools should never use restraint, seclusion, or other aversive practices for punishment, coercion, or convenience.
 Schools should never use mechanical restraints that restrict a child’s freedom of movement or breathing or use any

aversive practices that harm or could harm a child.
 Schools should never use or recommend medication to control behavior or restrict freedom of movement except

under the direction and review of a licensed health professional qualified to prescribe and administer such medication.
 Teachers and other personnel should be trained regularly on the use of alternatives to restraint, seclusion, and

aversive practices such as positive behavioral interventions and supports.
 All uses of restraint or seclusion should be reviewed to determine whether: (1) the school followed appropriate

procedures; (2) the school used positive behavioral strategies before restraint or seclusion; and (3) additional training
or revisions to policy and practice are needed. All such reviews should be documented in writing.

 Schools should consult with board certified behavioralists and other professionals to create policies and procedures
designed to eliminate the use of restraint, seclusion, and other aversive practices.

 School polices regarding restraint, seclusion, and other aversive practices should have input from students and
parents, apply to all students, be reviewed and updated regularly, and be provided to students and parents annually.

 School policies should require that all uses of restraint and seclusion be documented in writing and describe the
reason for the use of restraint or seclusion and the alternatives that were attempted.

 Whenever a school secludes or restrains a student, it should inform his or her parents immediately.
 MO DESE should develop accountability standards to ensure that schools have appropriate policies restricting the

use of restraint and seclusion and issue public reports on whether schools meet those standards.
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