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3
The School-to-Prison Pipeline

In 2005, three police officers in Florida forcibly arrested a five-year-old
African American girl for misbehaving in school. It was captured on
video. The singer and civil rights activist Harry Belafonte, like most
others, was appalled by what he saw and initiated a campaign to train the
next generation of civil rights activists: the Gathering for Justice, which in
turn created the Justice League, an important force in the Black Lives
Matter movement. At the core of the group’s demands is a call to end the
criminalization of young people in schools.1

“School Resource Officers”

Over the last twenty years there has been an explosion in the number of
police officers stationed in schools—one of the most dramatic and clearly
counterproductive expansions of police scope and power. In the 2013–14
academic year, there were more than forty-three thousand school-based
police officers in the United States.2 Over 40 percent of all schools now
have police officers assigned to them, 69 percent of whom engage in
school discipline enforcement rather than just maintaining security and
enforcing the law.

While the origins of “school resource officers” (SROs) can be traced
back to the 1950s, there was a dramatic change in their number and focus
in the 1990s, thanks in large part to the Justice Department’s “Cops in
Schools” program, which gave out $750 million to hire 6,500 new school-
based police.3 While many of these officers work hard to maintain a safe
environment for students and to act as mentors and advisors, the overall
approach of relying on armed police to deal with safety issues has led to a



massive increase in arrests of students that fundamentally undermines the
educational mission of schools, turning them into an extension of the
larger carceral state and feeding what has come to be called the school-to-
prison pipeline.

This increase in the number of school-based police is tied to a variety
of social and political factors that converged in the 1990s and continues
today. First, conservative criminologist John Dilulio, along with broken-
windows theory author James Q. Wilson, argued in 1995 that the United
States would soon experience a wave of youth crime driven by the crack
trade, high rates of single-parent families, and a series of racially coded
concerns about declining values and public morality.4 He predicted that by
2010 there would be an additional 270,000 of these youthful predators on
the streets, leading to a massive increase in violent crime. He described
these young people as hardened criminals: “radically impulsive, brutally
remorseless … elementary school youngsters who pack guns instead of
lunches” and “have absolutely no respect for human life.”5 Dilulio and his
colleagues argued that there was nothing to be done but to exclude such
children from settings where they could harm others and, ultimately, to
incarcerate them for as long as possible. Dilulio’s ideas were based on
spurious evidence and ideologically motivated assumptions that turned out
to be totally inaccurate. Every year since, juvenile crime in and out of
schools in the US has declined.6

However, the “superpredator” myth was extremely influential. It
generated a huge amount of press coverage, editorials, and legislative
action. One of the immediate consequences was a rash of new laws
lowering the age of adult criminal responsibility, making it easier to
incarcerate young people in adult jails, in keeping with the broader politics
of incapacitation and mass incarceration. It was also at the center of
efforts to tighten school discipline policies and increase police presence in
schools.

The second major factor was the Columbine school massacre of 1999,
in which two Colorado high school students murdered twelve classmates
and a teacher, despite the presence of armed police on campus. This tragic
incident received incredible attention due to its extreme nature and the
fact that it occurred in a normally low-crime white suburban area. It was
easy enough for middle-class families to ignore the more frequent



outbursts of violence in nonwhite urban schools, but this incident drove
them to want action taken to make schools safer for young people.

In keeping with the broader ethos of get-tough criminal-justice
measures, the response was to increase the presence of armed police in
schools rather than dealing with the underlying social issues of bullying,
mental illness, and the availability of guns. While there was some focus on
bullying, much of it took a punitive form, driving additional “zero
tolerance” disciplinary procedures and further contributing to suspensions,
expulsions, and arrests on flimsy evidence and for minor infractions.

The third major factor was the rise of neoliberal school reorganization,
with its emphasis on high-stakes testing, reduced budgets, and punitive
disciplinary systems. Increasingly, schools are being judged almost
exclusively based on student performance on standardized tests. Teacher
pay, discretionary spending, and even the survival of the school are tied to
these tests. This creates a pressure-cooker atmosphere in schools in which
improving test scores becomes the primary focus, pitting teachers’ and
administrators’ interests against those of students.7 A teacher or
administrator who wants to keep their job or earn a bonus has an incentive
to get rid of students who are dragging down test scores through low
performance or behaviors that disrupt the performances of other students.
This gives those schools a strong incentive to drive those students out,
either temporarily through suspensions or permanently through expulsions
or dropping out.

High-Stakes Testing and Social Control

States that rely heavily on high-stakes tests tend to shift teaching toward
test prep and rote learning; this drives out creativity and individualized
learning, which contributes to discipline problems as students grow
uninterested or resentful. Schools too often respond to this dynamic by
adopting ever more restrictive and punitive disciplinary systems. As a
result, suspension, arrests, and expulsions increase, driving students out of
school and into the criminal justice system. In this environment, teacher
morale declines and dropout rates increase.

North Carolina became one of the first states to fully embrace these
measures in 1996. Teachers there report spending more and more time on



test preparation, while subjects not covered by the tests, such as social
studies, science, and physical education, have been dramatically scaled
back. New punitive disciplinary systems, created in the wake of the
passage of No Child Left Behind, led to increased suspensions and arrests.
Suspensions of less than ten days increased 41 percent, long-term
suspensions increased 135 percent, and by 2008, the number of SROs had
doubled, leading to 16,499 students being arrested. Racial disparities in
suspensions became worse as well, with black students three and a half
times more likely to be suspended.8

Florida adopted a high-stakes testing regime in 1998. By 2003, out-of-
school suspensions had increased by almost 20 percent. In 2004, 28,000
students were arrested at school, almost two-thirds for minor offenses that
previously were dealt with in school. In addition, more students have been
classified as disabled, taking them out of the test pool. Teacher morale
plummeted; more than half of all teachers in a 2006 survey reported that
they were thinking of giving up teaching. By that same year Florida’s
graduation rate had fallen to 57 percent, the fourth-lowest in the country.
Because of high expulsion and dropout rates, GED test taking increased by
25 percent from 2003 to 2007.9

At the epicenter of this transformation is Texas, where privatization
and drastic cuts to the public sector meet the expansion of punitive
mechanisms of social control. Texas was an early adopter of high-stakes
testing in the 1990s. As governor, George W. Bush expanded its role and
implemented a series of punitive measures, mostly focused on zero-
tolerance approaches. Since, as we’ve seen, testing motivates teachers to
remove low-performing and disruptive students from class, suspension
rates went through the roof—95 percent of them for minor infractions.10

By 2009–10 there were 2 million suspensions in Texas, 1.9 million of
which were for “violating local code of conduct” rather than a more
serious offense. To deal with this onslaught of suspensions, for-profit
companies with close ties to state Republican leaders developed what
Annette Fuentes calls “supermax schools.”11 These schools use fingerprint
scanners, metal detectors, frequent searches, heavy video surveillance, and
intense disciplinary systems to manage kids kicked out of regular schools.
In many cases there is no talking allowed in hallways or lunchrooms.
Teachers have little specialized training, and the low pay means fewer



certified teachers than in regular schools. The emphasis is on computer-
based learning and frequent testing. Outside evaluations have been tightly
controlled; the few external reviews have found terrible performance and
prison-like conditions.

Overall, the claimed “Texas Miracle” of improved test scores was
based on faked test results, astronomical suspension and dropout rates, and
the shunting of problem students to prison-like schools outside the state
testing regime. Bush rode this chicanery all the way to the White House,
where he instituted it nationally in the form of the No Child Left Behind
Act.

The ultimate expression of this transformation in education is the
charter-school movement, which fully embraces high-stakes testing and
punitive disciplinary systems. Proponents have called for widespread
adoption of broken-windows-based policies in charter schools as a way to
instill greater classroom discipline.12 Eventually the discourse around
such methods was transformed into “sweating the small stuff” and “no
excuses”–based discipline. These methods are also heavily emphasized by
Teach for America and the Center for Transformative Teaching, both of
which have a significant influence on teacher training for traditional
public schools as well. While these phrases evoke dedicated teaching
professionals working hard to overcome any impediment, what it really
meant is creating ever more restrictive rules and increasing the frequency
and severity of punishments, weeding out students who may be a drag on
those test scores. Black boys in particular are being driven out of these
schools, not for educational failure but for failure to sit still in class and
wear the right color shoes. One student at a New York charter school was
suspended nineteen times in first grade. The school said he was
“intellectually gifted, but struggled with his behavior.”13 PBS NewsHour
found charter schools suspending kids as young as kindergarten for
behavioral infractions.14 These children disproportionately leave the
charter schools, in part because parents can’t manage the constant
disciplinary conferences and suspensions. The New York Times found that
the large Success Academy charter-school network in New York had a
suspension rate of 10 percent, with some schools as high as 23 percent,
while city public schools had a rate of only 3 percent.15 One mother was
told that if her six-year-old daughter’s misbehavior in class didn’t stop,



the teacher would be forced to call 911. One school even had a “got to go”
list, with students they deemed inappropriate matches for the school’s
rigid behavioral rules.

As a result, many charter schools end up graduating a skewed
population of mostly girls. The schools then claim very high graduation
rates, because the students who leave do so voluntarily, for reasons other
than educational failure.

The School-to-Prison Pipeline

Finally, these forces have meshed with the overall trend toward harsher
punishments driving the rise of mass incarceration more generally.
Politicians in the 1990s had already embraced the idea that criminality
was a deeply embedded moral failing that was largely impervious to
reform. The only appropriate response, they argued, was long-term
incarceration, as seen in the rise of “three strikes” laws and other
mandatory minimum sentencing schemes. In this political environment,
every public safety threat was immediately turned into another
opportunity to roll out more punishment and control.

President Bill Clinton was more than happy to oblige. In 1994 he
introduced the Gun-Free Schools Act, which ushered in “zero tolerance”
school discipline policies. Following that lead, legislators and school
administrators embraced a raft of harsh disciplinary codes, placing
surveillance systems, metal detectors, and huge numbers of police in
schools.

These policies have led to the growing criminalization of young
people, despite falling crime rates. According to the Department of
Education, 92,000 arrests were made in the 2011–2012 school year.16 One
study shows that schools with SROs had nearly five times the arrest rate of
non-SRO schools even after controlling for student demographics like race
and income.17 The impact of these policies has been especially harsh for
students of color and those with disabilities. Schools with high
percentages of students of color are more likely to have zero tolerance
policies and generate more suspensions, expulsions, and arrests.18

The US Department of Education found in a 2011–2012 survey of
72,000 schools that black, Latino, and special-needs students were all



disproportionately subjected to criminal justice actions.19 While black
students represent 16 percent of student enrollment, they represent 27
percent of students referred to law enforcement and 31 percent of students
subjected to a school-related arrest. In comparison, white students
represent 51 percent of enrollment, 41 percent of students referred to law
enforcement, and 39 percent of those arrested. Some individual districts
have even starker numbers. In Chicago, in 2013–2014 black students were
twenty-seven times more likely to be arrested than white students leading
to 8,000 arrests in a two-year period.20 Over 50 percent of those arrested
were under fifteen.

Students are frequently arrested for minor acts of disobedience and
disruption such as using cell phones, disrespecting teachers, and getting
into loud arguments. Schools with SROs increasingly turn over more and
more school discipline to those officers, finding it easier just to have a
police officer come in and remove and arrest a student than to put in the
hard work of establishing a reasonable classroom environment through
enlightened disciplinary systems. Even well-intentioned teachers have
limited options. Healthy and effective disciplinary systems take work and
resources, though they are usually a lot cheaper than paying for extra
armed police.

Suspensions, which are a huge predictor of future arrest, are also
highly racially disproportionate. A 2010 national study by the Southern
Poverty Law Center found that in 9,000 middle schools, 28 percent of
black male students were suspended three times as often as white males.
Black female students were suspended more than four times as often as
white females.21 The Children’s Defense Fund of Ohio found that black
students were four times more likely to be suspended than their white
counterparts. These results have been duplicated by studies all over the
country.22

Special-needs children make up over a quarter of those referred to
police (even though they represent just 14 percent of students), sometimes
leading to horrific results.23 In spring of 2015 Public Radio International
profiled the case of an eleven-year-old boy with autism from Lynchburg,
Virginia, who was repeatedly charged with criminal offenses by the
school’s SRO.24 In one incident, the youth kicked a garbage can after
being scolded for misbehavior, prompting the officer to file disorderly



conduct charges against him in juvenile court. In another incident, the boy
was slammed to the ground and handcuffed by the same SRO after
resisting being dragged out of the classroom. This resulted in a
misdemeanor charge of disorderly conduct and a felony charge of assault
on a police officer. Shockingly, a family court judge found the youth guilty
of all charges. As it turns out, Virginia leads the nation in the rate of
children being charged with school-related crimes.25 LGBTQ students are
also at higher risk of punitive discipline and arrest; they are frequently
ostracized by students and even teachers, leading to behaviors that are
deemed “anti-social.”

In August of 2015 the ACLU filed a federal lawsuit against a Kentucky
sheriff’s deputy for handcuffing two disabled students, an eight-year-old
boy and a nine-year-old girl, for minor disorderly behavior related to their
disabilities. The children were so small that the officer handcuffed their
biceps, further traumatizing them. The handcuffing of the boy was caught
on tape. The officers told him, “You can do what we ask you to, or you can
suffer the consequences.”26 Obviously the officer had received no special
training in dealing with special-needs children; the school’s decision to
rely on untrained armed police to manage the behavior of special-needs
students is deeply problematic and, as the ACLU claims, a fundamental
violation of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and civil and
human rights.

The Militarization of Schools

Another area of concern is the growing militarization of schools.
Nationally, police have been taking on tremendous amounts of surplus
military hardware from the Pentagon. School police agencies have joined
in as well. Such agencies have purchased mine-resistant ambush
protection (MRAP) vehicles, AR-15 assault rifles, shotguns, and grenade
launchers. According to the Washington Post, at least 120 school-affiliated
police forces in thirty states have utilized the 1033 weapons transfer
program (discussed in chapter 1).27 In 2003, administrators at Goose
Creek High School in South Carolina coordinated a massive SWAT team
raid of their school in an effort to ferret out drugs and guns. Armored
police, with guns drawn, ordered hundreds of mostly black students onto



the ground without any specific probable cause as administrators went
around identifying students to be searched and arrested. A video of the
incident shows students freezing or fleeing in terror as black-clad officers
burst out of closets and stairwells screaming commands and pointing
guns.28 Police dogs were brought in to find the drugs that supposedly
necessitated the raid. None were found. The administrator who had
organized the raid apologized to parents but pointed out that “once police
are on campus, they are in control”—which is exactly the problem.29

The use of guns and militarized equipment undermines the basic ethos
of school as a supportive learning environment and replaces it with fear
and control.30 The National Association of School Resource Officers has
become a bastion of this process. Its annual convention is a panoply of
military contractors trying to sell schools new security systems, train
officers in paramilitary techniques, and make the case that students are at
constant risk from themselves and outsiders. Annette Fuentes attended one
such convention and was appalled at the keynote speaker, an “anti-
terrorism expert” with no domestic law enforcement or pedagogical
training who warned the hundreds of officers present,

You’ve got people in your schools right now planning a Columbine. Every town, every
university now has a Cho [the Virginia Tech shooter] and in every state, we have Al-
Qaeda cells thinking of it. Every school is a possible target of attack … You’ve got to be
a one-man fighting force … You’ve got to have enough guns and ammunition and body
armor to stay alive … You should be walking around in school every day in complete
tactical equipment, with semi-automatic weapons and five rounds of ammo … You can
no longer afford to think of yourselves as peace officers … You must think of yourself as
soldiers at war, because we’re going to ask you to act like soldiers.31

This mindset is permeating school policing. In 2010 the Southern Poverty
Law Center filed a class-action lawsuit against the Birmingham, Alabama
schools claiming that they were systematically using excessive force.32

They allege that from 2006 to 2014, 199 students have been sprayed with a
combination pepper spray and tear gas agent called Freeze + P, which
causes extreme pain and skin irritation and can impede breathing and
vision. All of the students sprayed were African American. One student
was pregnant, many were innocent bystanders, and some were completely
nonviolent when sprayed. In most cases, officers made no effort to treat
those sprayed and some were held in police custody to await arraignment
wearing chemically coated clothing. In 2015, a federal court found the



school district guilty of civil rights violations and banned the use of the
spray.33 A seventeen-year-old high school student in Texas was tasered by
an SRO while trying to break up a school fight. The student was critically
injured by the resulting fall and blow to the head and spent fifty-two days
in a medically induced coma.34 Surveillance video showed that the young
man was actually stepping away from the officers when he was tasered.

More mundane violence by SROs is also widespread. In October 2015
a student recorded a South Carolina sheriff’s deputy assigned to the school
violently arresting a teenage girl for having a phone in class. The officer
flipped the young woman and her desk over, then dragged, threw, and
tackled her.35 A fellow student who videotaped the incident was physically
threatened and arrested when she vocally protested what was happening. In
2010 a fifteen-year-old student with a past traumatic brain injury was
beaten by a Dalton, Illinois police officer at a special-needs school for
having his shirt untucked. The incident was captured on surveillance video
and no action was taken against the officer, who didn’t even report the
incident. 36 Such complaints are pervasive in schools across the country.

According to a report by Mother Jones magazine, between 2010 and
2015, twenty-eight US students were severely injured by SROs and one
was killed.37 In 2010, fourteen-year-old Derek Lopez was shot to death by
an SRO in suburban San Antonio. Lopez punched a student on school
grounds. Officer Daniel Alvarado witnessed it and ordered Lopez to
freeze, then chased him to a nearby backyard shed, where he shot Lopez.
Alvarado claimed that Lopez had “bull-rushed” him as he opened the shed
door. In August 2012, a grand jury declined to indict Alvarado.38

Lower levels of force are much more prevalent. While no national data
is available, in part because there is no federal or state reporting
requirements, local studies show heavy use of force. The Houston
Chronicle found that, from 2010 to 2014, police in ten suburban Houston
school districts reported 1,300 use-of-force incidents.39 Many large
districts had no data or refused to cooperate; neither education nor police
oversight bodies require such reporting.

The massive expansion of school police is predicated on the idea that it
makes schools safer, but this just isn’t true. Schools with heavy police
presence consistently report feeling less safe than similar schools with no
police. There is no evidence that SROs reduce crime, and there have been



only a few instances where officers played a role in averting a potential
gun crime (these mostly involved threats). In one 2013 case an officer in
Atlanta stopped a school shooting in progress; the intended target had
already been shot, along with a school employee, and the perpetrator was
no longer shooting when apprehended.40 Research generally shows that
reported crimes actually increase with the presence of SROs.41 This is in
part because they uncover more contraband and treat more things as
criminal matters than would have been the case previously. There is no
solid evidence that they reduce thefts or violence.42

Reforms

The role of SROs has continually expanded as officers are given more
responsibilities and find more to do with their time in the absence of
actual security threats. Armed police officers are now acting either
formally or informally as guidance counselors in many schools. They
conduct Drug Abuse Resistance Education (DARE) and other drug-
prevention programs. Unfortunately, there is little oversight or training for
these roles. SROs typically receive little or no instruction in counseling,
mentoring, or pedagogy. While some of their efforts are laudable, others
are laughable. Decades of research have shown the consistent
ineffectiveness of programs like DARE. Furthermore, there is a
fundamental conflict in asking kids to treat police as mentors and
counselors. While officers want young people to confide in them, they are
also law enforcement agents, meaning that these communications can be
used as evidence and can lead very quickly to police enforcement action,
possibly even against the youth being mentored. In an age of zero
tolerance, this could have devastating consequences.

The DOE, in its 2014 Guiding Principles report on best practices in
discipline, calls for school-based police officers to be trained in adolescent
development, de-escalation, implicit bias, and how best to deal with
students with disabilities and a history of trauma.43 Others continue to
point to the value of police as role models and mentors, but only if they
understand their role as providing security for the students and the school,
not as agents of school discipline.44 This approach, however, assumes an
inherent value in having uniformed police officers play this role rather



than, say, a coach, teacher, counselor, or administrator. The implicit goal is
to establish the importance and legitimacy of the police in the eyes of
students; by virtue of being a formal authority figure, police in schools are
valuable. This view argues that young people can benefit from the
appreciation of authority well instituted. This is an inherent aspect of the
liberal adherence to procedural justice discussed in chapter 1: the problem
is not that there are agents of formal state control in schools, it’s that they
sometimes act improperly and abuse that all-important authority.

In fact, the earliest origins of police in school are suffused with this
mindset. In the 1950s, police were placed in schools in Flint, Michigan,
with the intent of reestablishing the legitimacy and value of the police in
the eyes of young people at a time of high youth violence and social
disaffection. The 1960s saw another period of expansion, again with the
same intent.45 This was not about the safety and security of schools or
youth. In fact, most of these early programs were established in
elementary and middle schools, where crime and violence are much lower
than in high schools. In many ways this is an extension of the community
policing mindset, in which police become embedded in the community to
collect information and generate goodwill that then feeds into more
intensive and invasive forms of policing. According to Kevin Quinn,
president of the National Association of School Resource Officers,
developing rapport to facilitate intelligence gathering is a central
component of their work: “Once school resource officers establish
themselves in a community, kids are willing to come forward and report
things, send an e-mail, leave a voicemail, come by the office.”46 Couldn’t
that rapport be generated just as well by counselors with more appropriate
training and more of an allegiance to the well-being of students than the
enforcement of the law?

Some have suggested there need to be national standards for training
and best practices.47 The Obama Task Force on Twenty-First Century
Policing has some mixed recommendations about this issue. It
recommends that police agencies reform the policies and procedures that
end up pushing children into the criminal justice system, but says nothing
about removing police from schools. In fact, it expands the role of police
by calling on them to “develop and monitor” discipline policies and work
with school administrators to “create a continuum of developmentally
appropriate and proportionate consequences.” But, as Lisa Thurau and



Johanna Wald ask, “Why should police without any training or background
help schools devise educational policy and practices?”48

Recently some school districts have begun to search for alternatives to
police-enforced zero tolerance approaches, but have been reluctant to
totally abandon a punitive orientation. In 2007 the Los Angeles Unified
School District embraced a new approach called Positive Behavioral
Intervention and Supports, in which schools integrate social skill-building
and behavioral management into their lesson plans.49 Students who are not
doing well in school are targeted for additional interventions such as
tutoring and counseling on self-management skills. Teachers work on
labeling “good” and “bad” behaviors, closely monitor student behavior,
and apply graduated sanctions to ensure compliance. While this has
reduced suspensions and police enforcement, it still relies on a top-down
form of discipline similar to classic control theory, in which parents and
others are encourage to socialize their children through the identification
and control of improper behavior. School discipline specialist Alfi Kohn
has come to refer to this as TKLP (Treating Kids Like Pets), because it is a
control-based approach that uses bribes rather than threats.

Alternatives

A task force in New York found that schools with less punitive
disciplinary systems were able to achieve a greater sense of safety for
students, lower arrest and suspension rates, and fewer crimes, even in poor
and high-crime neighborhoods.50 What is needed, but often not supplied
by school officials, is a set of nonpunitive disciplinary measures designed
to keep kids in school while getting to the root of disruptive behavior.
Schools cannot solve all the problems students bring in, but they can be
part of the solution rather than part of the criminal justice system. To do
that, they need more resources to deal with the whole student. You can’t
just teach to the test or focus on fundamental knowledge and skills at the
expense of the bodies and emotions of young people. Abundant research
shows that learning can’t happen effectively when young people are
emotionally or physically distracted. Relying on school police, however,
removes the bodily, emotional, and behavioral aspects of the student from



the responsibility of teachers and outsources it to police. This is a huge
mistake.

What teachers need is training, counselors, and support staff with
access to meaningful services for students and their families. There are
currently more NYPD personnel in New York City schools than there are
counselors of all types at an estimated cost of $750 million a year.51 We
need to invest in both school and after-school services that address
problems at home and in the community. On their own, especially with
diminishing budgets and high-stakes testing regimes, teachers can’t deal
with these problems. Instead they find themselves pressured to push kids
out of their classrooms and ultimately out of school and into the criminal
justice system.

To respond to these needs, the American Federation of Teachers (AFT)
has recently been supporting the creation of “community schools.”52

These schools provide a range of wraparound services, such as medical
and mental health care, personal counseling, tutoring, community service,
and social-justice programming, as well as adult education and counseling
for parents. Services are often provided by community organizations
working in partnership with the schools, allowing services to be tailored to
the particular needs of that community. In Salt Lake City, Utah, the United
Way has partnered with eleven community schools that serve more than
ten thousand students, over half of whom are very low income and over a
quarter of whom are English language learners. The program has increased
academic achievement and reduced chronic absenteeism, a strong
indicator of future problems. Baltimore has forty-five community schools
serving an overwhelmingly poor and minority student body. These schools
have improved attendance rates and, with restorative justice programs,
have reduced suspensions. In many, graduation rates and test scores have
improved significantly as well. There are some uniformed police in
Baltimore schools, but state law requires that they be unarmed and there is
public pressure to further reduce their presence.53

In addition to better funding for high-needs schools more generally,
officials should adopt a variety of evidence-based reforms that are cheaper
and more effective than police. Social and emotional learning, behavioral
monitoring and reinforcement, peaceable-schools programs, and
restorative justice systems have all been shown to reduce discipline



problems in schools without relying on the logic of control and
punishment.

Restorative justice programs are the most established of these
alternatives. They were originally conceived to deal with crime in
communities but have taken off in schools. Across the country, schools are
implementing programs that turn away from punitive approaches to
managing student behavior, embracing mechanisms for addressing the
underlying causes of student misbehavior and working to integrate
students into the community as a responsible community members rather
than pushing them out, as current disciplinary systems tend to do.

Restorative justice practices are based on a variety of indigenous
practices from around the world that predominate in traditional, close-knit
communities, in which problems need to be resolved in ways that
encourage community stability, cohesion, and self-sustainability. These
practices are being implemented in many forms, including peer juries,
problem-solving circles, community service, and conflict mediation. To be
truly effective, these programs need buy-in from teachers and
administrators over time in order to build student trust. At the core of all
these mechanisms is the desire to make schools a welcoming place for
young people regardless of the problems they bring to school and to try to
work out those problems cooperatively in a way that is in the best interest
of the student and the larger school community.

The National Education Association, the American Federation of
Teachers, and the Advancement Project have teamed up to promote these
efforts by producing a guide for teachers.54 Restorative Practices:
Fostering Healthy Relationships and Promoting Positive Discipline in
Schools lays out basic principles, such as resolving conflicts in ways that
demand that people take meaningful responsibility for their actions and
work to change them, build healthy relationships throughout the school,
reduce harmful behaviors, repair harms, and restore positive relationships.

These programs take resources. Teachers need to be trained and class
time needs to be set aside. Further, schools that are undergoing stress from
budget cuts and chasing after test scores to stay open will find it difficult
to cultivate a supportive and caring atmosphere and will be reluctant to
take the time away from instruction necessary to implement these
programs in an effective way. Replacing suspensions with forced
community service, like cleaning hallways, won’t turn things around.



In Social and Emotional Learning, students and teachers work together
to develop a variety of life skills to help them deal with conflict and be
more effective at school.55 The program is guided by five principles that
are instilled through the process: self-awareness, self-management, social
awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision making. The best
known implementation of this approach is the Resolving Conflict
Creatively Program (RCCP), begun in 1995. The program, which has been
active in New York City schools and dozens of others, uses interactive
methods to teach children skills in anger management, negotiation,
mediation, cooperation, and intercultural understanding. Extensive
research shows that these programs consistently improve both school
discipline and educational outcomes. This is true for in-school and after-
school programs and for students with or without disabilities, regardless of
race.56 A Columbia University study found that children receiving RCCP
instruction from their teachers developed more positively than their peers:
they saw their social world in a less hostile way, saw violence as an
unacceptable option, and chose nonviolent ways to resolve conflict. They
also scored higher on standardized tests in reading and math.57

Behavioral Monitoring and Reinforcement is a primarily middle
school program designed to help students who are at high risk of coming
into contact with the criminal justice system, using drugs, or dropping out.
This program relies on positive reinforcement and empowerment
strategies. Students in the program had higher grades and better attendance
compared to students in a control group. A one-year follow-up study
showed that students in the program had less self-reported delinquency,
drug abuse, suspension, absenteeism, tardiness, academic failure, and
unemployment compared to control students. A five-year follow-up study
found that these students had fewer county court records than students in
the control group.58

These programs are incompatible with the current emphasis on high-
stakes testing that measures school success almost entirely on student
performance on these tests. Programs that deal with students’ overall
wellbeing are too often viewed as a distraction from teaching to the all-
important test. Any effort, then, to make school safer and less punitive has
to break away from that approach to education and address student needs
more holistically in a way that takes in their specific needs and the larger



context in which learning is occurring. The research shows that when
students feel safe and supported their learning improves. Armed police
enforcing zero-tolerance discipline systems undermine that, even when
they are well trained and well intentioned. The nature of police is to be a
force for order and control. Even when they attempt to be positive
mentors, it is always backed up by the punitive and coercive capacities
that distinguish them from teachers and counselors.

Metal detectors, police on campus, and zero-tolerance disciplinary
codes drive a wedge between students and teachers and create a climate of
distrust that can actually increase disruptive and criminal behavior, as
education professors Matthew Mayer and Peter Leone found in their
groundbreaking 1999 study of school crime.59 It also reduces the chances
that students will alert teachers and administrators to real threats. In most
of the mass school shootings committed by students, there were other
students who were aware that plans and threats were in place. Too often,
they did not report those concerns. According to Mayer and Leone,
“creating an unwelcoming, almost jail-like, heavily scrutinized
environment may foster the violence and disorder school administrators
hope to avoid.”60 Schools, they argue, should “focus their effort; effective
communication rather than control is the best way to establish the
legitimacy of the school’s system of law in the minds of students.”61

We must break completely with the idea of using police in schools.
They have no positive role to play that couldn’t be better handled by
nonpolice personnel. There may be a need to protect schools from
intruders, but so far, having armed police in schools does not appear to be
the solution. Even if armed police are needed, they have no business
operating on school grounds. If necessary, they can be stationed at the
school’s perimeter or dispatched as needed. Will there be tragic events on
school campuses? Yes, and having more armed police on campus has not
proven effective in reducing them. Instead, they have been incredibly
effective at driving young people out of school and into the criminal
justice system by the hundreds of thousands. Even if armed police on
campus were an effective tool for reducing a few violent incidents, the
social costs of that approach are not acceptable. We must find better ways
to keep kids safe than turning their schools into armed fortresses and
prisons. It’s time to take police out of the schools and reject the harsh



punitive focus of school management. Our young people need compassion
and care, not coercion and control.
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