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Police presence in U.S. public schools started in the mid-
50s during school desegregation and steadily increased
with the onset of the War on Drugs in the 70s and 80s,
the implementation of zero tolerance policies in the 90s,
and the subsequent Columbine, Sandy Hook, and Parkland
school shootings."?*# The National Association of School
Resource Officers reports policing in schools is growing
faster than any other segment of law enforcement.” There
are estimated to be over 40,000 police in U.S. public
schools,® with 58% of public schools reporting weekly
police presence.” The shooting at Robb Elementary has
centered our attention once again on issues of school
safety, with policymakers and politicians once again calling
for more police in schools. But, what do police in schools
really do? Who do they protect? What are the costs of
their constant presence to students?

What we know from research about School Resource
Officers (SROs) and School Safety Officers (SSOs) is
that school-based policing has not reduced school crime
or violence.®? Many student incidents, such as talking back
to a teacher, cell phone use, skipping class, or dress-code
violations that would once have been handled via classroom
management strategies'® emphasizing relationships' are
now often handled by SROs.""*'*> Students, even those

in elementary grades,”® now face consequences that may
involve arrest at school and introduction to the juvenile
Justice system for behaviors once framed by educators as
developmentally appropriate and merely a part of growing
up. Further, racialized stereotypes and “implicit bias” about
people of Color, and Black people in particular, are well-
documented in both policing and teaching.” Stereotypes
and bias shape police and teacher interpretations of
behaviors in schools, leading to the “overrepresentation”
of students of Color, and particularly Black students in
disciplinary referrals and consequences.”®" In addition,
youth involvement with police, suspensions, expulsions,
placement in alternative schools, and even non-criminal
interactions outside of school all contribute to “risk
assessments” made about youth by adults in schools and
communities.’® Risk assessments often consider, for
example, how many times a young person has moved, their
family’s work history, documented mental health issues, in
addition to disciplinary consequences and interaction with
police. Labeling some students with degrees of “riskiness”
may in turn position them as more deserving of control
and punishment, pushing them towards criminal justice
systems and away from social and educational supports

and resources.”!

“This is an official statement of Division 15 of the American Psychological Association, and does not represent the position of the
American Psychological Association or any of its other Divisions or subunits.”




Research suggests that the presence of SROs results in

increased student referrals to law enforcement for less
serious crimes.”? Schools with SROs report up to 3.5
times as many arrests as schools without police,”® a pattern
that is evidenced even in some elementary and middle
schools.”* SROs also increase the risk that students will

be given exclusionary consequences (e.g., suspension and
expulsion from school).?”> When SROs arrest students,
they potentially introduce students to the juvenile and
sometimes criminal justice systems and impact student
trajectories to adulthood, including decreased likelihood

of college admission.?® Further, evidence suggests that
SROs focus on and surveil Black and Brown students.?
Data from the Office of Civil Rights®® indicate that Black
students are 2.1 times more likely to receive a referral to
law enforcement and 2.9 times more likely to be subject to

a school-related arrest as white students.

We note here that though educators and law enforcement
personnel often label and stereotype Black students as
criminals and/or as behaviorally challenged, race is not

a statistically significant predictor of insubordination or

violence.?’

There is considerable money wrapped up in school-based
policing and surveillance. Recent estimates total federal
support for school-based policing at over a billion dollars
since 199939 Additionally, states fund SROs to the tune
of tens of millions of dollars annually, and, in Florida, for
example, $400 million since 20187 Increasingly, school
systems across the country have developed their own

police forces, like the school district in Uvalde where Robb

Elementary is located. These investments in school-based
policing are often responses to school shootings despite
analyses that suggest police presence rarely prevents
active shooters, and the presence of armed officers

during an active shooter event is correlated with more
fatalities.*” Furthermore, more money directed towards
policing efforts in schools means less funding to support
students, families, teachers, and schools. Thus, movements
to defund policing prompt us to think about how to

meaningfully reinvest in community support.
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It is important to note also that SROs have the potential
to violate students’ and families’ privacy rights and those
liberties granted by the 4th and 5th amendments.** In
many states, SROs can arrest, detain, and interrogate
students at school without their family’s knowledge or

consent and without legal representation present.35

While many school systems around the country have, or
are in the process of, scaling back SRO programs,® other
systems are scaling them up.?” What we do not yet know
are the impacts when SROs are removed from schools
and other surveillance or support measures are introduced.
For example, some school systems that have removed
SROs from school buildings have instead stationed them
outside® or have introduced plainclothes officers or
privately employed SSOs that are independent from public
law enforcement agencies. In other places, some SRO
funding has been diverted to instead fund counselors,
social workers, and restorative justice programs, and

student feedback is encouraging.®



Scholars in the field of educational psychology have long
asserted the importance of individual relationships*©

and school belonging®' to academic achievement and
success. Recent scholarship has focused specifically on
the importance of Black student belonging in schools.**4?
Police presence, however, disrupts relationships between
and among youth, teachers, and schools. For example,

research suggests that SRO presence diminishes

students’ sense of connectedness, or “school bonding,”
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diminished achievement and increased anxiety in punitive
school climates.*849°05! These negative consequences of
school-based policing are heightened for Black and Brown

students and students with disabilities.>?>3>*

RECOMMENDATIONS

Public school students’, teachers’, and educational scholars’ calls for the removal of SROs are increasingly urgent
following high-profile police murders and school-based incidents where SROs have assaulted youth.> Potential
solutions include teacher education and professional development for school-based personnel to understand how
school discipline is connected to larger systems of criminalization of communities of Color.>® What is commonly
understood as student “misbehavior” is laden with deeply rooted stereotypes about students of Color and Black
students in particular. School-based practitioners who reframe student behavior as communication about and
resistance to unjust and inequitable learning environments may be more likely to invest in relationships with students
and respond to their needs with more relevant curricula and practices.”” When conflicts do arise, school communities
benefit from transformative and restorative justice programs>® rather than relying on punitive disciplinary measures that
include SROs, exclusion, arrests, and charges. Lastly, divestment in policing and reinvestment in school counselors,
nurses, social workers, and community programming provides support for social, emotional, behavioral, and mental

health needs oFyouth and school-based personnel alike.®

Here, we echo the recommendations put forth by groups like The Advancement Project and The Alliance for Educational

Justice, based on interdisciplinary research across the U.S. about policing in schools.®



Federal and State Policymakers should focus on removing weapons from school and disarming school personnel, be they
educators or law enforcement officers. They should also reallocate the millions spent on school policing and surveillance
technologies to fund high-quality schools for all students, including higher teacher pay, sustained professional
development for teachers, mental health and counseling resources, wellness and nursing resources, nutritional resources,

and high quality curricular and instructional resources.

School Board Members should reconsider their reliance on school-based police. Members should create opportunities
to hear and respond to testimonies and accounts from students and families about the effects of police in schools,
including testimonies about the burdens families face when their children are introduced to juvenile and criminal justice
systems. They should revise existing Memorandums of Understanding (MOUs) between law enforcement agencies and

school systems so that officers are not a ubiquitous presence in school buildings.

Principals and Superintendents should actively work against the criminalization of student behavior. Instead of relying on
sanctions and consequences that mirror those in the criminal justice system, they should shift the philosophy of school

discipline and safety away from carcerality and punishment toward developmentally and culturally responsive, educative,
and restorative approaches. They should also provide opportunities for teacher professional development to interrogate

taken—For—granted assumptions about student behavior and make anti-racist commitments in their proFessional practices.

Educators are often the first point of contact with SROs and SSOs. Educators should focus on relationship-building and
repair instead of relying on SROs to intervene with students. Educators should rely on their training and preparation to
work with children and adolescents, including what they have learned about what developmentally appropriate behavior
looks like, how racial and gendered frames shape interpretations of behavior, and what students might be trying to

communicate and resist with their behavior.

Community members should request and use data, such as the data collected by the Office of Civil Rights and the
American Civil Liberties Union that illustrate that policing and saFety are not synonymous. Community members should
share stories and file complaints to hold police accountable. Community members can explore how to rely on other

community members and mutual aid to keep one another safe.

Educational psychologists and researchers should engage in participatory research with young people and activists

on the front lines of the #policefreeschools movement to center and amplify stories and voices about the effects of
school-based policing. They should also support educators and communities in implementing the aforementioned
recommendations by providing expertise related to student motivation, achievement, and development; teacher-student

relationship quality; school belonging, climate, and culture; transformative and restorative approaches to discipline; and

antiracist pedagogy and policy.
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