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NOTES FROM RESTRAINT & 
SECLUSION TRAINING  
 
These notes are provided as a take-away from the training.  
They are not a substitution for the course. 

 

All material is copyrighted by Access CEU 
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Government-Initiated Review 
In response to nationwide reports of abuse around the implementation of restraint and seclusion 
at residential treatment centers, the Government Accountability Office (GAO) produced a report of 
criminal and civil cases and presented it to Congress in May 2009.  This report researched all 
federal and state laws pertaining to the use of seclusion and restraints in public and private 
schools.  It also reviewed federal and state court documents related to criminal convictions and 
large civil settlements pertaining to allegations of student death, injury, and abuse from 1990 to 
2009.  The review focused on cases involving children in educational or treatment facility 
settings.  New data were also collected for a selection of case studies, including interviews with 
officials from state agencies, attorneys, law enforcement agents, school staff, and parents of 
victims.  The reviewed cases focused on the unnecessary use of restraint and seclusion in 

schools.  The report found that almost all of the allegations 
identified involved children with disabilities.  

The report found no federal regulations related to seclusion and restraints in public and private 
schools.  Regarding state laws, there was much variability among states, from nineteen states 
with no laws or regulations to at least four states that collect state-wide data on the 
implementation of restraints and seclusion conducted at school, including Kansas, Pennsylvania, 
Texas, and Rhode Island.  At the time of the report, there was no national data on the use of 
restraints and seclusion. 

The full 62-page report may be reviewed here. 

U.S. Department of Education 
Response 
Following the issue of the GAO report, the U.S. Department of Education (ED) took a first step 
toward defining use of restraint and seclusion nationally in July 2009 via a letter from Secretary 
Duncan to the states asking for updates on their restraint and seclusion policies.  In addition to 
stating their policies to the federal government, state departments were encouraged to 
disseminate these policies to school districts and parents.  State policies are available for 
reference (last updated in 2009).  Check the report for you state’s policies here. 

Also in response to the report, ED’s Office of Civil Rights initiated the data collection of restraint 
and seclusion beginning in school year 2009-2010 (LINK).  State-level data are also summarized 
in an annual report.  Follow the link to review the first issue, March 2014. 
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May 2012 Release: Restraint and 
Seclusion Resource Document 
ED released a report in May 2012 called Restraint and Seclusion Resource Document that 
identifies 15 principles for states, school districts, parents, and other stakeholders to consider 
when developing or revising policies and procedures on the use of restraint and seclusion.  In his 
introductory letter, ED Secretary Arne Duncan states: 

These principles stress that every effort should be made to prevent the need for the use of 
restraint and seclusion and that any behavioral intervention must be consistent with the child’s 
rights to be treated with dignity and to be free from abuse. 

Secretary Duncan goes on to endorse positive behavior interventions and supports as a means to 
provide a structured and safe learning environment where restraint and seclusion are 
unnecessary.  The document goes on to specify that effective behavioral support in schools 
involves: 

• Investing in the whole school rather than just students with problem behavior 

• Focusing on preventing the development and occurrence of problem behavior 

• Reviewing behavioral data regularly to adapt school procedures to the needs of all 
students and their families 

• Providing additional academic and social behavioral supports for students who are not 
making expected progress 

The report stresses that restraint and seclusion should only be used when a child’s behavior 
poses imminent danger of serious physical harm to self or others and should be avoided to the 
greatest extent possible without endangering the safety of students or staff.  Definitions of 
restraint and seclusion are provided by the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Civil Rights: 

Physical restraint: A personal restriction that immobilizes or reduces the ability of a student to 
move his or her torso, arms, legs, or head freely. 

The definition goes on to state that physical escorts are not considered physical restraints.  A 
physical escort is defined as a temporary touch or hold of the hand, wrist, arm, shoulder, or back 
for the purpose of inducing a student who is acting out to walk to a safe location. 

Seclusion: The involuntary confinement of a student alone in a room or area from which the 
student is physically prevented from leaving. 

The definition further distinguishes seclusion from time-out.  Time-out is defined as a a behavior 
management technique that is part of an approved program and involves the monitored 
separation of the student in a non-locked setting. 
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Principle 1: Every effort should be made to prevent 
the need for the use of restraint and for the use of 
seclusion 

The Principle Explained: Structured environments should be used to reduce behavioral 
escalations and the need for restraint.  The report stresses that effective behavioral systems are 
implemented with leadership, policy, and programmatic change.  It goes on to describe school-
wide prevention-oriented initiatives that provide integrated systems of support for school 
personnel.  Implementation of the principle should focus on actively engaging the learners in the 
curriculum. 

Certified counselor applications:  Often the school climate can 
contribute to the tensions of students and educators.   A counselor models positive regard toward 
students school-wide.  Applications of Principle 1 for certified counselors might entail appeals to 
administration, firmly explaining how problems are systemic and administrative support of school-
wide change is needed to make interventions most effective. 

Principle 2: Schools should never use 
mechanical restraints to restrict a child’s 
freedom of movement, and schools should never use 
a drug or medication to control behavior or restrict 
freedom of movement (except as authorized by a 
licensed physician or other qualified health 
professional) 

The Principle Explained: Principle 2 is a straight-forward rule that may be adopted to an 
educational program as policy. Mechanical restraint is defined as follows: 

The use of any device or equipment to restrict a student’s freedom of movement.  This term does 
not include devices implemented by trained school personnel, or utilized by a student that have 
been prescribed by an appropriate medical or related services professional and are used for the 
specific and approved purposes for which such devices are designed, such as: adaptive devices 
or mechanical supports used to achieve proper body position, balance, or alignment to allow 
greater freedom of mobility that would be possible without the use of such devices or mechanical 
supports; vehicle safety restraints when used as intended during the transport of a students in a 
moving vehicle; restrains for medical immobilization; and orthopedically prescribed devices that 
permit a student to participate in activities without risk of harm. 
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Certified counselor applications:  Have you ever seen a teacher or staff 
member stand behind a child’s chair to prevent him or her from standing up?  Though not always 
intended as a mechanical restraint, adults working with children who are actively non-compliant 
sometimes react by controlling the child’s movement using chairs and desks.  Counselors who 
notice this type of restraint can support teachers with alternative techniques for engaging student 
and maintaining calm in the classroom. 

Principle 3: Physical restraint or seclusion should not 
be used except in situations where the child’s 
behavior poses imminent danger of 
serious harm to self or others and other 
interventions are ineffective and should be 
discontinued as soon as imminent danger of serious 
harm to self or others has dissipated 

The Principle Explained: The principle specifies that behavioral strategies should be in place to 
de-escalate potentially violent behavior, identify and support competing positive behaviors, and 
support appropriate behavior across settings and throughout the child’s day.  Also, crisis 
interventions should only be implemented by trained staff. 

Certified counselor applications:  Principle 3 is provides counselors 
with a strategy for minimizing the use of restraint.  The principle emphasizes important 
components of a treatment plan. 

De-escalation strategies.  Counselors know their students and can act as a leader in how to 
address emotional and behavioral escalations as they occur.  Knowing when to talk and what to 
say can save the teacher and child from an outburst that could last hours and lead to 
administrative interventions.  With the support from school administrators, the counselor may 
share a student’s de-escalation techniques with the teachers and parents.  It is an opportunity for 
the counselor to take the lead and provide preventative strategies. 

Strengthening positive behaviors.  Using the student’s strengths, the counselor may use 
counseling sessions to guide the student toward situations at which he or she will be 
successful.  Satisfying an outlet for the student’s interests will give the student an opportunity to 
be success at school and build confidence with areas that are more difficult. 
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Principle 4: Policies restricting the use of restraint and 
seclusion should apply to all children, not just 
children with disabilities 

Explained: Decisions for when restraints and seclusion are used should not be influenced by 
whether or not the student has a disability. 

Certified counselor applications:  Be aware of how students with 
disabilities are treated at the schools in which you work.  Document inconsistencies that may 
reflect bias and report your observations to school administration so that the issue may be 
resolved with staff training or other measures that increase awareness of the problem and 
promote fair treatment of all students. 

Principle 5: Any behavioral intervention must be 
consistent with the child’s rights to be treated with 
dignity and to be free from abuse 

Explained: Principle 5 is summed up with italics in the report: 

“The use of any technique that is abusive is illegal and should be reported to the appropriate 
authorities.”  

The description goes on to reiterate a school-wide system of positive behavioral interventions and 
supports, emphasizing four key elements: 

• Universal screening to identify children at risk for behavioral problems 
• Emphasis on expected behaviors and social skills 
• Implementation of systems to monitor the effectiveness of behavioral and academic 

interventions 
• Use of a continuum of increasingly intensive behavioral and academic interventions for 

children identified as being at risk 

Certified counselor applications:  Desperate times can lead to 
desperate measures. If you walk into a situation that does not feel right, lead the educational 
team in reform.  Even if you don’t have the solution to a student’s emotional discontent, the well-
being of the child is always the first priority. 
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Principle 6: Restraint or seclusion should never be 
used as punishment or discipline (e.g., placing in 
seclusion for out-of-set behavior), as a means of 
coercion or retaliation, or as a convenience 

The Principle Explained: Inappropriate behavior and instructional problems are not reasons for 
implementing restraint or seclusion.  The explanation includes reasons for which restraint and 
seclusion should not be used: 

1. As a form of punishment or discipline 
2. As a means to coerce, retaliate, or as a convenience to staff 
3. As a planned behavioral intervention in response to behavior that does not pose 

imminent danger of serious physical harm to self or others 
4. In a manner that endangers the child 

Certified Counselor applications:   Stressed teachers and school staff 
may struggle to make rational decisions when upset about a student’s behavior.  When adults act 
on emotional impulses, even the smallest gesture can “push buttons” that lead to a student’s 
emotional and behavioral escalation.  As trained mental health workers, counselors are in the 
unique position to observe from the outside and may more readily detect destructive dynamics 
between educators and students. 

Principle 7: Restraint or seclusion should never be 
used in a manner that restricts a child’s 
breathing or harms the child 

The Principle Explained:  Prone restraints should never be used because of the risk of injury and 
death. Interactions with jewelry and clothing can compromise good technique and threaten the 
child’s ability to breathe.  Also, a child’s medical condition should be considered regarding which 
restraint techniques or seclusion areas are identified for use.  The least restrictive technique 
necessary is the one that should be used.  The principle goes on to state that the child’s ability to 
communicate should not be restricted (including assistive technology) unless less restrictive 
techniques would not prevent imminent danger of serious physical harm to student or others. 

Certified Counselor applications:  If a counselor is asked to write a 
crisis protocol for a particular student, the counselor may consider asking various professionals to 
review the crisis protocol, such as the student’s doctor or the school nurse.  Also, de-briefing with 
school staff following crisis protocol implementation can be effective in preventing future 
escalations. 
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Principle 8: The use of restraint or seclusion, 
particularly when there is repeated use for an 
individual child, multiple uses within the same 
classroom, or multiple uses by the same individual, 
should trigger a review and, if appropriate, 
revision of strategies currently in place to address 
dangerous behavior; if positive behavioral strategies 
are not in place, staff should consider developing 
them 

The Principle Explained:  In cases where a student has a history of dangerous behavior, a plan 
should be in place to teach and support more appropriate behavior and methods to prevent 
behavioral escalations.  The principle specifically states that personnel trained in functional 
behavioral assessments (FBAs) and behavioral intervention plans (BIPs) should develop the plan 
in concert with parents.  It also states that a review of the BIP should occur when the restraint or 
seclusion is used repeatedly with a particular child or by a particular staff member. In the case of 
reviews, the effectiveness of the plan and capability of the staff to carry out the plan should be 
considered. 

Certified Counselor applications:  If problems persist, the counselor 
should re-assess the situation and consider alternative explanations for how the behavior is being 
maintained.  Also, collaboration with the student’s physician or psychiatrist can be very effective 
in helping all parties to make informed decisions about treatment (and also to stay informed of 
medication side effects). 

Principle 9: Behavioral strategies to address 
dangerous behavior that results in the use of restraint 
or seclusion should address the underlying cause or 
purpose of the dangerous behavior 

The Principle Explained: An FBA can identify the combination of antecedent factors and 
consequences associated with the occurrence of the behavioral escalation.  The principle states 
that a complete BIP should describe strategies for: 

• addressing the characteristics of the setting and events 
• removing antecedents that trigger dangerous behavior 
• adding antecedents that maintain appropriate behavior 
• removing consequences that maintain or escalate dangerous behaviors 
• adding consequences that maintain appropriate behavior 
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• teaching alternative appropriate behaviors, including self-regulation techniques, to 
replace dangerous behavior 

Certified Counselor applications:  Counselors likely have a different 
understanding of student behavior than the educators working with the student.  Consider training 
the school support staff on how to interpret events more effectively using a functional approach so 
that they are better at problem-solving when you are not available. 

Principle 10: Teachers and other personnel should be 
trained regularly on the appropriate use of 
effective alternatives to physical restraint and 
seclusion, such as positive behavioral interventions 
and supports and, only for cases involving imminent 
danger of physical harm, on the safe use of physical 
restraint and seclusion 

The Principle Explained: School personnel working directly with children should know the school’s 
policies and procedures for the safe use of physical restraint and seclusion, including both proper 
uses and improper uses of these procedures. School personnel should be properly trained in how 
to safely implement procedures for physical restraint and seclusion, and only trained personnel 
should employ these interventions. 

Certified Counselor applications:  If restraint or seclusion is something 
that is being used or considered at your school, consider the safety of the student on the 
implementation of the techniques.  How will the student be transported to the seclusion 
area?  Who is trained to implement the restraints safely?  If crisis intervention techniques are 
being used without proper staff training, consider taking steps to coordinate such training with 
school administration and crisis prevention / intervention providers. 

 

Principle 11: Every instance in which restraint or 
seclusion is used should be carefully and continuously 
visually monitored to ensure the 
appropriateness of its use and safety of the child, 
other children, teachers, and other personnel 
The Principle Explained:  The child should be continuously visually monitored while in restraint or 
seclusion by school personnel trained in the use of restraint and seclusion. Monitoring should 



	

Due to regular url updates, the links in this handout are inactive. 

include a procedural checklist and record keeping procedures.  Trained staff should also inspect 
and prepare the seclusion area to ensure it is free of any objects a child could use to injure 
him/herself or others.  School staff should either be inside the seclusion area or outside by a 
window to observe and confirm that the child is not engaging in self-injurious behavior. 

Certified Counselor applications:  For reasons of safety and also 
liability, consider a policy whereby a member of the school’s administration be present for 
implementation of restraint and seclusion as an observer.  Also, some programs require a visit to 
the school nurse following a restraint. 

Principle 12: Parents should be informed 

of the policies on restraint and seclusion at their 
child’s school or other educational setting, as well as 
applicable federal, state, or local laws 

The Principle Explained:  All parents should receive, at least annually, written information about 
the policies and procedures for restraint and seclusion issued by the state, district, or school (a 
list of seven components the notification should include are listed here).  Parents also should be 
encouraged to work with schools and districts to ensure planned behavioral strategies are in 
place and used to promote student engagement and prevent behavioral escalations. 

Certified Counselor applications:   Consider calling an IEP meeting 
when a crisis protocol is written or revised.  This will ensure everyone understands the protocol 
and has the opportunity to provide input.  Attach the protocol to the IEP as well. 
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Principle 13: Parents should be notified as 
soon as possible following each instance in which 
restraint or seclusion is used with their child 

The Principle Explained:  Parents should be informed of the school’s procedures for notification 
and documentation each time a restraint or seclusion is used.  These policies should be 
determined by state, district, or school policy. 

Certified Counselor applications:  Procedures for contacting parents 
can be written into the crisis protocol.  Consider including specific procedures for who will notify 
the parent, at what time (following incident or at the end of the day), and the means of notification. 

Principle 14: Policies regarding the use of restraint 
and seclusion should be reviewed regularly 
and updated as appropriate 

The Principle Explained:  States and districts should not only create policies and procedures for 
the use of restraint and seclusion; they should also periodically review and update these 
policies.  Policy review should be conducted by a team that has knowledge of positive behavioral 
interventions and should include parents.  Reviews should consider and examine the following: 
available data on the use of restraint and seclusion practices and their outcomes, the accuracy 
and consistency with which restraint and seclusion data are being collected, whether procedures 
for using these practices are being implemented with fidelity, whether procedures continue to 
protect children and adults, and whether existing policies and procedures for restraint and 
seclusion remain properly aligned with applicable state and local laws. 

Certified Counselor applications:  Including a renewal date on the 
crisis protocol will ensure that it is revisited on a regular basis. 
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Principle 15: Policies regarding the use of restraint 
and seclusion should provide that each incident 
involving the use of restraint or seclusion should be 
documented in writing and provide for the 
collection of specific data that would enable teachers, 
staff, and other personnel to understand and 
implement the preceding principles 

The Principle Explained:  Each incident of the use of restraint or seclusion should be documented 
for the purposes of monitoring use and informing future decisions of policy and staff training.  It is 
suggested that the following data are collected: 

1. Start and end times of the restraint or seclusion 
2. Location of the incident 
3. Persons involved 
4. The time and date the parents were notified 
5. Possible events that triggered the behavior that led to the restraint or 

seclusion 
6. Prevention or redirection strategies that were used during the incident 
7. A description of the restraint or seclusion strategies that were used 
8. A description of any injuries or physical damage that occurred during the 

incident 
9. How the child was monitored during and after the incident 
10. The debriefing that occurred with staff following the incident 
11. The extent to which staff adhered to the procedural implementation 

guidelines 
12. Follow-up that will occur to review or develop the student’s behavior plan 

Certified Counselor applications:  Ideally, the school or agency 
providing the educational placement for the student will have incident reports that may be used 
for documentation.  A crisis protocol log may also be kept, for easy review by the counselor and 
to include additional data the incident report might not capture. 
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State-Level Initiatives 
While the fifteen principles of the ED’s May 2012 Restraint and Seclusion Resource Document 
provide guidance for schools, it is not federal law.  There are currently no federal laws that 
oversee the use of restraint and seclusion in schools but many states have adopted initiatives 
and policies to limit their use. 

SUMMARY BY STATE  

The summary of state policies on restraint and seclusion is dated February 2010 and some 
additional legislation have been passed since.  Check the links in the map below to get started 
researching your state’s current policies.  Some states have webpages dedicated to updates on 
restraint and seclusion policies, while other states have limited information at this time.  For states 
with limited information, a link to the state’s Department of Education is provided. 

This map was updated February 2015 and will continue to be updated periodically.  For the most 
current updates, search your state’s department of education website. 

Federal Initiative: Keeping All 
Students Safe Act 
Since the GAO report of harm to students, there have been multiple attempts by the federal 
government to set legal limits on how restraint and seclusion are used in schools.  In 2011, the 
Keeping All Students Safe Act existed as two versions: one approved by the Senate and one 
approved by the House of Representatives. Because it existed as two different versions, neither 
bill was approved by Congress for Presidential approval or veto.  During the 113th Congress 
(2013-2014 session), the bill was reintroduced in the House of Representatives only (link to 
bill).  The bill was introduced on May 8, 2013. 

The latest version of the Keeping All Students Safe Act was characterized by the following: 

• Prohibits use of mechanical and chemical restraint 
• Prohibits use of physical restraints that restrict breathing 
• Prohibits restraint and seclusion written into a student’s IEP or safety plan 

(rather the school will provide policies and procedures in a school-wide 
crisis plan) 

• Specifies that restraint and seclusion is only to be used when the student’s 
behavior poses an imminent danger of physical injury to the student, 
school personnel, or other 

• Includes requirements for monitoring, parent notification, and staff training 

As with ED’s guidance document, this 2013-2014 House of Representatives version of the 
Keeping All Students Safe bill endorsed the use of positive behavior supports. 
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REVIEW 

The U.S. Department of Education (ED) has recently initiated data collection and state policy 
review regarding restraint and seclusion conducted in schools. These initiatives are a response to 
a 2009 report of the Government Accountability Office. 

The 2009 GAO report found that there were no federal policies on restraint and seclusion in 
schools and that State policies were varied. The report also found no reliable data source for 
rates of restraint and seclusion conducted in schools. 

ED’s Office for Civil Rights began data collection on incidents restraint and seclusion in schools 
for the 2009-2010 school year. These data are collected regularly and reported to the public via 
an online database maintained by the Office of Civil Rights. 

Physical restraint is defined as a personal restriction that immobilizes or reduces the ability of a 
student to move his or her torso, arms, legs, or head freely. 
Seclusion is defined as the involuntary confinement of a student alone in a room or area from 
which the student is physically prevented from leaving. 

Time-out is distinguished from restraint as a planned intervention from which the student is not 
physically confined. 

15 principles for restraint and seclusion in school were identified in the May 2012 ED report. The 
following were recommended: 

> School-wide behavior supports should be in place to eliminate the need for restraint and 
seclusion 
> Mechanical restraints should not be used 
> Restraint and seclusion should be reserved for situations where there is the threat of imminent 
danger to staff, peers, or the student 
> School policies should apply to all students, not just students with disabilities 
> Behavioral interventions should treat children with dignity 
> Restraint and seclusion should not be used as punishment or retaliation 
> Prone restraints should not be used 
> Repeated incidences of restraints and seclusion with a particular student or classroom is cause 
for review 
> An FBA approach to problem behavior should be used so that the purpose of the behavior be 
treated 
> Staff should be trained regularly in positive behavioral interventions, de-escalation techniques 
and, when necessary, crisis intervention 
> Incidents of restraint and seclusion should be closely visually monitored 
> Parents should be informed of restraint and seclusion policies 
> Parents should be notified of restraint and seclusion implementation 
> Policies on restraint and seclusion should be reviewed regularly 
> Incidents of restraint and seclusion should be documented in detail 

 


