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I started developing a vocabulary around the criminalization of students—particularly those in
elementary and middle school—about four years ago when I participated in my city’s “Citizen’s
Academy”. The program exposed residents to various government services, functions, and
challenges. The intent was to show what it took to keep the city going and hopefully generate a
sense of ownership and connectedness to our community. One of our sessions was with a school
resource officer from the local police department. I had not heard that term before and learned
that this particular officer was assigned to patrol the hallways of a nearby middle school and high
school and participate in disciplinary actions as requested or deemed necessary. The concept of
having a police officer regularly present in a school and not just responding to an emergency was
bizarre to me. When I was in school, the most threatening figure was Sister Stephanie—the
Catholic principal who never smiled. She did not walk amongst us with a taser, baton,
bullet-proof vest, or loaded gun like this school resource officer did.
Years before meeting this officer, I researched and wrote papers about the mass incarceration of
Black and Latino men. Listening to the school resource officer talk about her job gave me a clear
picture of what likely happened to those incarcerated men before they entered the adult criminal
justice system. They could have been victims of the school to prison pipeline.

The Issue
The school to prison pipeline is a journey from the education system to the juvenile justice
system and perhaps then the adult criminal justice system. There are some specific “stops” along
1
the pipeline that people experience before entering a justice system . Two stops often highlighted
are the introduction of police officers into schools, and the zero tolerance approach implemented
by school administrations.
School resource officers are local police officers who work on the school grounds and have the
ability to ticket, arrest, and detain students in response to a violation of a school policy. When
teachers have a student who they would like to discipline but feel they cannot do it themselves,
they can give that responsibility to a school resource officer and the consequences (legal and
emotional) might place the student in the school to prison pipeline. This criminalization of
students was highlighted in recent years with the release of several videos showing physical
altercations between officers and the students they were trying to arrest, and encouraged
conversations about racism within schools and the need for law enforcement on school
campuses.
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The zero tolerance approach is similar to the criminological theory of broken windows—if you
punish individuals for minor offenses, then they are less likely to commit more serious offenses
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or violations in the future . For example, if we handcuff a student and take him to the principal’s
office for talking back to his teacher, then maybe he will not do it again. There is no data to
support the effectiveness of such policies but there is evidence to suggest that they both enforce
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racial stereotypes against Black and Latin boys and men , .

Why It’s Important
The most commonly used forms of disciplinary action taken in schools are expulsions and
in-school and out-of-school suspensions. The use of disciplinary actions that remove students
from school, for any length of time, has the greatest impact on Black and Latino students, who
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are up to three times more likely to be suspended than their White peers , . According to
Rumberger and Losen (2016) students who receive a school suspension are 15-27% less likely to
graduate high school. Nationally, students who do not graduate from high school are three and a
half times more likely to get arrested in their lifetime and eight times more likely to spend time
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in jail or prison , . One cannot draw causal conclusions here but the data supports the existence
of a school to prison pipeline and also touches on the disproportionality of Black and Latino men
in the adult criminal justice system.
Communities as a whole suffer when residents are incarcerated because those individuals do not
have the ability to work, and therefore are unable to support local businesses, pay taxes,
volunteer in their community, or mentor younger generations.

Considerations
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Research does not indicate that students who experience traditional disciplinary actions such as
suspensions or expulsions are less likely to violate school policies in the future, or that the
punitive actions create safety for the schools or communities. Instead, data implies that the use of
punishment and criminalization makes students more likely to suffer academically and get
involved in the juvenile and adult criminal justice systems further down the road1,2. It is time for
education administrators to reconsider the way that schools respond to negative behavior in the
classroom.
One alternative method is called restorative justice. According to the Office of Juvenile Justice
and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP), restorative justice is a theory that emphasizes repairing
the harm caused by criminal behavior3. The goal is to bring together those most affected by the
criminal act in a non-adversarial process to encourage offender accountability, to meet the needs
of the victims, and repair the harm that resulted from the crime. Restorative justice can be
implemented in different ways—the most common of which include family group conferences,
victim-impact panels, victim-offender mediation, circle sentencing, and community reparative
boards. The amount of research completed on each of the implementations varies, but
collectively it suggests that restorative justice reduces recidivism rates among youth as well as
men in jail or prison, it reduces the victim’s post-traumatic stress symptoms, and it offers a
stronger sense of justice for the victim and the offender than the traditional criminal justice
system can4.
The description of restorative justice provided by OJJDP is typically meant to apply to criminal
actions that occur in a community. When the same theory of repairing harm caused by criminal
behavior is implemented in a school, it is sometimes referred to as restorative practice, and the
terms can be used interchangeably. The focus remains on repairing harm done to relationships
instead of assigning blame or seeking retribution. Both students and school staff can participate
in the activity. The practices in school typically include the following elements:
Peace Room: a physical space inside the school where students and staff can resolve conflicts
Peer Juries: youth discuss the conflict and determine consequences with their peers
Group Conferencing: the victim, offender, and supporters of both describe the incident and the
impact that it had on them
Peacemaking Circles: the victim, offender, supporters of both, and community members use a
talking piece and discuss the conflict in conversations that are facilitated by a trained Circle
“keeper”5,6.
In the city of Chicago, for example, the Umoja Corporation partners with at least 15 Chicago
schools to facilitate restorative practices. The schools that implemented the practices have
decreased their suspension rates by an average of 42%, which means that students spend more
time in the classroom, giving them less time to engage in criminal behavior outside of the school,
and therefore making them more likely to stay in school and graduate with a diploma7. In
addition to quantitative school outcomes such as graduation rates and violations of school
policies, the use of restorative practices can positively affect a student’s problem-solving and
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conflict resolution skills and overall experience in school as it relates to bullying and
relationship-building8.

Recommendations
The data from Chicago is promising, but further research should be conducted on the use of
restorative practices in schools in order to develop a more robust pool of data. Only then can we
access its efficacy, modify the approach as necessary, and then determine if and how restorative
justice should be widely implemented across school districts. When more outcome data is
available, then it can be compared against the outcomes of students who experienced suspensions
and expulsions. Potential measurements include high school graduation rates, recidivism rates as
they relate to school policy violations, suspension and expulsion rates among students of color,
and emotional well-being of the students involved in the offense.
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