
 

 
 

 

Police Presence in Schools Does Not Increase School Safety  

and Harms Students of Color 
 
Although school police are widely perceived to be a necessary component of school safety efforts, 

recent rigorous research has shown that sworn law enforcement does not contribute to safe schools.  

Indeed, school policing appears to be associated with a variety of harms, and those fall 

disproportionately on students of color. Here is what we have learned from research on school policing: 

 
1. The presence of school police does not reduce levels of school crime.  Contrary to  

conventional thought, school police presence does not enhance school safety. Data consistently 

show that police presence in schools leads to no change or an increase in reports of serious 

crime,1 as well as non-serious crimes. 2 A study of 179 school shootings between 1999 and 2019 

found no evidence that SRO presence lessened the severity of school shooting incidents.3 

 
2. School police remain involved in school discipline. Despite ongoing calls for SROs not to be 

engaged in day-to-day school discipline issues, research has found that a majority of them still 

report responding to school disciplinary incidents.4   
 

3. Reports in the media have highlighted severe reactions to student misbehavior by school 
police officers. In December, 2019, an SRO at a North Carolina middle school was fired after 

being caught on video repeatedly slamming an 11-year-old to the ground.5  In Orlando, Florida 

in September, 2019, a six year old girl having a temper tantrum was restrained by school police 

with zip-ties, arrested, and led away in a squad car.6 These are not isolated incidents: The 

Advancement Project documented 62 cases of violent assault of students by school police 

between 1999 and 2016.7 
 

4. School police presence is associated with an increase in exclusionary discipline, thus 
contributing to the school-to-prison pipeline. The majority of recent research shows that the 

presence of school police is associated with higher rates of exclusionary discipline, in particular 

school suspensions.8 This is an important finding: Suspension and expulsion have been found to 

be key contributors to the school-to-prison pipeline, increasing the likelihood of school 

disengagement, dropout, and involvement with the juvenile justice system.9 School police 

presence has also been found to be associated with lower high school graduation rates10 and 
poorer school attendance. 11 

 
5. The presence of school police disproportionately harms Black and Brown students.  Racial 

disparities in school suspension and expulsion have been widely documented.12  Research, 

especially recent research, has found similar disparities in schools with school police present: 
 

• School police in disadvantaged schools are more likely to engage primarily in law 

enforcement activities, while those in more well-resourced schools more often have an 

expanded role, including education and mentoring.13  

• Black and Latinx students report less positive attitudes towards, and feel less safe in the 

presence of, school police.14  In a study published in June, 2021, parents of students of color 

 

The School Policing Research to Policy Collaborative 
Briefing Paper # 1 (June/July, 2021) 

 



were less likely than parents of White children to feel their child was safer in school with a 

police presence.15 

• As police presence in schools increases, exclusionary discipline goes up for Black and 

Latinx students as compared to White students.16 

• When police are present, the arrest rate is higher for all students, but more so for Black 

students than White or Latinx students.17  

 
6. There is no evidence that the problems associated with school policing can be fixed through 

increased training.   Since the first police in schools program was implemented in the 1950s,18 

reports of overaggressive policing and unfair treatment of students of color have consistently led 

to calls for increased SRO training.  Yet in over 60 years, there is no published research showing 

that school police performance can be improved by increased training.  
 

Summary 
 
Our nation has spent over $1 billion on school police in the last 20 years.19  Yet this investment has not 

increased school safety.  In fact, school policing is linked to a number of serious negative consequences 

for our nation’s students, especially students of color.  Nor is there any evidence that more training can 

diminish the negative impact of school policing. As far as we know, there is no other federal program in 

American schools that has been present for over 60 years; has cost over a billion dollars; has provided 

no evidence of positive effects and some of harm; and shows evidence of discriminatory effect for Black 

and Brown students.  In short, the available data suggests that redirecting federal funds from school 
police to personnel trained in student mental health issues would clearly represent a wiser investment. 

 

About the Authors 
 

This brief was developed and authored by the School Policing Research to Policy Collaborative, a group 

of nationally-recognized researchers in criminology, education, sociology, juvenile justice and law. Our 

goal is to bring the best available research findings to bear on issues of policing in schools, school 

discipline, and racial equity.  The members of the collaborative are: 

 

 
F. Chris Curran  
Associate Professor 

Educational Leadership and Policy 

University of Florida 

 
Benjamin W. Fisher 

Assistant Professor 

Criminology and Criminal Justice 

Florida State University 

 
Denise Gottfredson 

Professor Emeritus  

Criminology & Criminal Justice 

University of Maryland  

 

Harold Jordan 

Senior Policy Advocate  

American Civil Liberties Union 
of Pennsylvania 

 
Aaron Kupchik  

Professor 

Sociology and Criminal Justice 

University of Delaware 

 

Daniel Losen 

Director 

Center for Civil Rights Remdies 
at the UCLA Civil Rights Project 

 

H. Richard Milner IV 

Cornelius Vanderbilt Chair of 

Education 

Professor 

Teaching and Learning 

Vanderbilt University 

 

Thomas J. Mowen 

Associate Professor 

Sociology 

Bowling Green State University 

 

Russell Skiba 

Professor Emeritus 

Counseling & Educational Psychology 

Indiana University 

 
 



Endnotes 

 
1 Gottfredson, D.C., Crosse, S., Tang, Z., Bauer, E. L., Harmon, M.A., Hagen, C.A., & Greene, A.D. (2020).  Effects of 
school resource officers on school crime and responses to school crime. Criminology & Public Policy, 19, 905-940. 
2 Weisburst, E., (2019) Patrolling public schools: The impact of funding for school police on student discipline and long-
term education outcomes.  Journal of Policy Analysis and Management, 38, 338–365. 
3 Livingston, M. D., Rossheim, M. E., & Hall, K. S. (2019). A descriptive analysis of school and school shooter 
characteristics and the severity of school shootings in the United States, 1999–2018. Journal of Adolescent Health, 64, 
797-799. 
4 Curran, F. C., Fisher, B. W., Viano, S., & Kupchik, A. (2019). Why and when do school resource officers engage in 
school discipline? The role of context in shaping disciplinary involvement. American Journal of Education, 126(1), 33-
63. 
5 Reinstein, J. (2019, December). “A police officer who slammed an 11-year-old to the ground has reportedly been 
fired.” BuzzFeed News.  https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/juliareinstein/school-resource-officer-slammed-
middle-school-north-vance 
6 CBS News (2020, February). “’Help me, help me, please! Video shows 6-year-old Orlando girl arrested at school” 
KMOV4 News.  https://www.kmov.com/news/help-me-help-me-please-video-shows-6-year-old-orlando-girl-arrested-
at-school/article_5623ac8e-57ee-11ea-9e0b-2397fbb1ca8f.html 
7 Advancement Project/The Alliance for Educational Justice (2018). We came to learn: A call to action for police free 
schools. Retrieved from:  https://advancementproject.org/wp - content/uploads/WCTLweb/index.html#page=12  
8 Fisher, B.W., & Hennessy, E.A. (2016). School Resource Officers and exclusionary discipline in U.S. high schools: A 
Systematic Review and Meta-analysis. Adolescent Research Review 1, 217–233; Gottfredson et al. (2020); Weisburst 
(2019). 
9 Skiba, R. J., Arredondo, M., & Williams (2016).  In and of itself a risk factor: Exclusionary discipline and the School-to-
Prison Pipeline.  In K. J. Fasching-Varner, L. L. Martin, R. Mitchell, K. Bennett-Haron, and A. Daneshzadeh (Eds.), 

Understanding, dismantling, and disrupting the Prison-to-School Pipeline (pp. 109-126).  Lanham, MD: Lexington 
Books. 
10 Weisburst, E. (2019)  
11 Brady K.P., Balmer S, & Phenix D. (2007). School-police partnership effectiveness in urban schools: An analysis of 
New York City’s Impact Schools Initiative. Education and Urban Society, 39,455-478. 
12  See e.g. Bottiani, J. H., Bradshaw, C. P., & Mendelson, T. (2017). A multilevel examination of racial disparities in high 
school discipline: Black and white adolescents’ perceived equity, school belonging, and adjustment problems. Journal 
of Educational Psychology, 109, 532–545; Owens, J. & McLanahan, S. S. (2020) Unpacking the drivers of racial 
disparities in school suspension and expulsion, Social Forces, 98, 1548–1577;  Gopalan M, & Nelson A.A. (2019). 
Understanding the racial discipline gap in schools. AERA Open. doi:10.1177/2332858419844613 
13 Lynch, C.G., Gainey, R. R., and Chappell, A. T. (2016).  The effects of social and educational disadvantage on the roles 
and functions of school resource officers.  Policing: An International Journal of Police Strategies & Management, 39, 
521-535. 
14 Pentek, C. & Eisenberg, M. E. (2018). School resource officers, safety and discipline: Perceptions and experiences 
across racial/ethnic groups in Minnesota secondary schools.  Children and Youth Services Review, 88, 141–148. 
15 Bui, A.L., McDade, J.E., Deming, H.C., Jinks-Chang S, & Rivara, F. P. (2021). Association of child race/ethnicity with 
parent and guardian feelings of safety From school security practices. JAMA Pediatrics. Published online June 21, 2021. 
doi:10.1001/jamapediatrics.2021.1580 
16 Crosse, S., Gottfredson, D. C., Bauer, E. L., Tang, Z., Harmon, M. A., Hagen, C. A., & Greene, A. D. (2021). Are 
effects of school resource officers moderated by student race and ethnicity? Crime & Delinquency, 
0011128721999346. 
17 Homer, E.M., & Fisher, B.W. (2020). Police in schools and student arrest rates across the United States: Examining 
differences by race, ethnicity, and gender. Journal of School Violence, 19, 192–204. 
18 Weiler, S. C., & Cray, M. (2011). Police at school: A brief history and current status of school resource officers. The 
Clearing House, 84(4), 160-163. https://doi.org/10.1080/00098655.2011.564986  
19 Tharau, L. H., Or, L. W., & Wald, J. (2019). Two billion dollars later.  Retrieved from 
https://strategiesforyouth.org/sitefiles/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/SFY-Two-Billion-Dollars-Later-Report-
Oct2019.pdf                          

https://doi.org/10.1177/2332858419844613
https://strategiesforyouth.org/sitefiles/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/SFY-Two-Billion-Dollars-Later-Report-Oct2019.pdf
https://strategiesforyouth.org/sitefiles/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/SFY-Two-Billion-Dollars-Later-Report-Oct2019.pdf

