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Good morning, Chairperson Allen, Committee Members, and Staff. My name is
Danielle Robinette. I am a Policy Attorney at Children’s Law Center and a former publicschool teacher. I am testifying today on behalf of Children’s Law Center which fights so
every DC child can grow up with a stable family, good health, and a quality education.
With almost 100 staff and hundreds of pro bono lawyers, Children’s Law Center reaches
1 out of every 9 children in DC’s poorest neighborhoods – more than 5,000 children and
families each year.1
Thank you for the opportunity to testify today as part of the Committee’s oversight
of the budget for the Metropolitan Police Department. Through our work, Children’s
Law Center represents DC students who regularly face barriers in accessing their
education. In our medical-legal partnership, we represent parents who are fighting for
their child’s right to access special education services and through our representation of
children in foster care we see the myriad of challenges with educational continuity they
face. Our testimony today arises from our experience representing students who are
often furthest from opportunity.
As we have testified many times before, Children’s Law Center believes that
schools should be a safe space where students can learn and grow in a trauma-informed
environment that supports their educational and socio-emotional learning goals.2 (See
Appendix for an explanation of our divest-invest strategy for creating positive school
climates). Children’s Law Center is also a member of the Police-Free Schools Coalition3
1

where we have heard directly from District young people regarding their experiences
with police officers in their schools. A panel of youth testified before the Police Reform
Commission and described how “instead of fostering safety in school, officers often
escalate altercations, create a hostile atmosphere, and cause anxiety among young people
by their mere presence, especially since they carry guns.”4 The Police Free Schools
Coalition has been and continues to advocate for a school system where students can
focus on their education instead of their safety and where police are no longer part of
students’ every-day experience. The Coalition has consistently supported the elimination
of MPD presence in schools and the increase of non-police school-based services.
The Council did not take this step lightly. The dismantling of the school policing
infrastructure was a key recommendation of the Police Reform Commission.5

The

Council heard at length from stakeholders and took an important step towards creating
positive school climates by passing legislation that gradually phases School Resource
Officers (SROs) out of public schools in the District by July 1, 2025.
In her FY23 Budget Support Act (BSA), Mayor Bowser proposes to repeal the
statute requiring the SRO phase out.6 To do so would undermine the important work of
the Police Reform Commission, this Committee, and the Council. We, along with the
Police-Free Schools Coalition and other community advocates, submitted a sign-on letter
to Councilmembers yesterday urging you to maintain your commitment to phasing
police out of schools and to reject the Mayor’s proposed rollback of this important reform.
2

We commend the Committee for its past work to create safe and welcoming
schools for DC students. Moving forward, we hope to continue working together to
divest from traumatic and harmful practices and invest in programs and supports that
have proven to support and help students thrive in school and in their communities.
Thank you for this opportunity to testify, and I welcome any questions.
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Children’s Law Center fights so every child in DC can grow up with a stable family, good health, and a
quality education. Judges, pediatricians, and families turn to us to advocate for children who are abused
or neglected, who aren’t learning in school, or who have health problems that can’t be solved by medicine
alone. With almost 100 staff and hundreds of pro bono lawyers, we reach 1 out of every 9 children in
DC’s poorest neighborhoods – more than 5,000 children and families each year. And we multiply this
impact by advocating for city-wide solutions that benefit all children.
2 See, e.g., Metropolitan Police Department and Office of Neighborhood Safety and Engagement, Budget
Oversight Hearing Before the Comm. on Judiciary and Public Safety, D.C. Council, (June 10, 2021)
(testimony of Danielle Robinette, Policy Attorney, Children’s Law Center), available at:
https://childrenslawcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/CLC-Testimony_MPD-FY22-BudgetOversight-Testimony.pdf ; The Recommendations of the Police Reform Commission, Joint Public Hearing
Before the Comm. of the Whole and the Comm. on Judiciary and Public Safety, D.C. Council, (May 20,
2021) (testimony of Danielle Robinette, Policy Attorney, Children’s Law Center), available at:
https://childrenslawcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/CLC-Testimony_Joint-Hearing-on-PRCRecommendations_Revised.pdf ; School Security in the District of Columbia and Public Charter Schools, Public
Hearing Before the Comm. of the Whole, D.C. Council, (April 21, 2021) (testimony of Danielle Robinette,
Policy Attorney, Children’s Law Center), available at: https://childrenslawcenter.org/wpcontent/uploads/2021/07/CLC-Testimony_School-Security-in-the-District-of-Columbia-and-PublicCharter-Schools.pdf ; Metropolitan Police Department, Public Oversight Hearing Before the Comm. on the
Judiciary and Public Safety, D.C. Council, (March 11, 2021), (testimony of Danielle Robinette, Policy
Attorney, Children’s Law Center), available at: https://childrenslawcenter.org/wpcontent/uploads/2021/07/CLC_MPD-Oversight-Testimony_FINAL.pdf
3 DC’s Police-Free Schools Coalition comprises a variety of education stakeholders pursuing a youthcentered policy platform that seeks to divest from police in our schools and invest in the social-emotional
health and wellbeing of youth including increased mental health supports; development and support for
qualified teachers to reduce reliance on permanent substitutes; and violence interrupters within our
schools and community.
4 Robert Bobb, et al., DC Police Reform Commission, Decentering Police to Improve Public Safety: A
Report of the DC Police Reform Commission, 8 (2021), https://dccouncil.us/police-reform-commissionfull-report/
5
Robert Bobb, et al., supra note 4, at 69.
6 See B24-0714 - Fiscal Year 2023 Budget Support Act of 2022 § 3032 (as introduced), available at:
https://lims.dccouncil.us/downloads/LIMS/49079/Introduction/B24-0714-Introduction.pdf
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Introduction
Thank you, Chairperson Allen and members of the Committee. My name is
Danielle Robinette. I am a Policy Attorney at Children’s Law Center1 and a resident of
Ward 6. Additionally, prior to law school, I was a public-school teacher. I am testifying
today on behalf of Children’s Law Center, which fights so every DC child can grow up
with a loving family, good health, and a quality education. With almost 100 staff and
hundreds of pro bono lawyers, Children’s Law Center reaches 1 out of every 9 children
in DC’s poorest neighborhoods – more than 5,000 children and families each year.
Children’s Law Center appreciates the opportunity to provide testimony to the
Committee as we examine the Mayor’s FY22 budget proposal for the Metropolitan Police
Department (MPD). Establishing the District’s annual budget may be the Council’s most
important, and difficult, job. The budget funds the education of our children, supports
our most vulnerable community members, and pays for the myriad services the District
provides the public. The budget requires hard choices in allocating limited dollars to the
needs of District residents. But come August, after the Council has given its stamp of
approval, the budget will define our priorities and announce to the country who we are
as a community. What will it say about us? Will it say, in the words of human rights
advocate Pauli Murray, that we are a “true community … based upon equality,
mutuality, and reciprocity”—will it “affir[m] the richness of individual diversity as well
as the common human ties that bind us together”?2

1

Executive Summary
Our testimony today outlines on a two-part strategy which calls for the divestment
of local dollars from the MPD School Safety Division and the investment of those dollars
into programs that create and reinforce safety in our schools. Our divestment position is
drawn from the often-harmful interactions our young clients have had with police in
schools. Our investment recommendations highlight programs and partnerships which
are already in existence and currently operate to varying degrees within our schools and
communities that offer concrete alternatives to police in schools. We urge the Council to
eliminate MPD’s School Safety Division (SSD) by zeroing out the $12,398,000 and 116.0
FTEs allocated to the SSD in the Mayor’s budget.3 Additionally, we offer our
recommendations for reprogramming of these funds to various student and school
supports that will facilitate this transition.

Our budget recommendations in brief:
-

Eliminate MPD’s School Safety Division by reducing both the $12,398,000 to $0;

-

Eliminate any vacant FTEs currently in the SSD;

-

Reassign filled FTEs to other divisions;

-

Invest recovered funds into school- and community-based programs and
supports that will improve school climate and safety, such as:
o Violence Interrupters
o Safe Passage
o Credible Messengers
o School-Based Mental Health
o The School Safety and Positive Climate Fund
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Divesting from MPD’s School Safety Division
A. Why Divest?
Over the past year, on top of a global pandemic, Black and Brown young people
have seen time and time again that they cannot trust the police to keep them safe.
Through social media and the news, they face constant reminders that they are likely to
be treated worse by law enforcement than their white peers. These incidents of police
brutality cause racial stress for all Black and Brown people. We believe that now is the
time to reimagine what a safe and positive school environment looks like. We need to
move away from the utilization of police in schools and towards a school environment
that supports students.
We believe that schools should be a safe space where students can learn and grow
in a trauma-informed environment that supports their educational and socio-emotional
learning goals. According to MPD’s annual school safety report, the goal of the School
Safety Division is “to support a safe learning environment for all students.”4
Unfortunately, these goals are undercut when students experience negative, even
traumatizing, interactions with MPD officers, School Resource Officers (SROs), and
contracted security guards during the school day.
Police are too often called when students are having behavioral difficulties.
Children often have behavioral outbursts because of trauma they are experiencing
outside of school and struggles that they face in school. Children who have become
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emotionally dysregulated should be helped – not arrested. The response from adults
should be to ask, “Why is this child acting out and how can we address the underlying
concern?” – rather than to call the police.
Black and Brown children are disproportionately affected by this practice.
Students with disabilities are also dramatically affected. National trends show that
students with disabilities are nearly three times more likely to be to be arrested than their
general education peers. 5 When disability and race intersect the impact is compounded.
SRO interactions with students with disabilities can be especially problematic. Because
SROs are not school employees, they do not have access to a student’s Individualized
Education Plan (IEP) and/or Behavior Intervention Plan (BIP). This leads to police officers
responding to a behavioral health crisis with little or no information about the child’s
special needs, triggers, or preferred de-escalation strategies.
In addition, many children in DC have negative reactions to police based on their
experiences in the community. Many have witnessed friends and family being arrested
or hassled by police. For some students, the mere presence of police officers at school can
be enough to trigger fear and past trauma. For example, a Children’s Law Center lawyer
witnessed a child client withdraw and recoil into their sweatshirt after walking into a
room at school with police present even though the police officers were not interacting
directly with the client. For many students the regular presence of police in schools does
not create a safe and secure learning environment. In fact, due to their negative and
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traumatic experiences in their communities, the presence of police in schools creates an
environment of fear and hostility for many students.
The cumulative effect of these school and community interactions, repeatedly
highlighted by videos of police violence circulated on social media, is a sort of race-based
traumatic stress6 that has no place in our public schools. In a recent essay published by
the Stanford Law Review, Georgetown Scholar Thalia Gonzalez argues that “school
policing is [] a public health issue because it sits at the nexus of two critical social
determinants of health: education and racism. And that, at a minimum, it negatively
affects Black students’ mental health, disrupts their educational attainment, diminishes
their social supports (school-based protective health factors), and places them at
heightened risks for justice-system involvement.”7 On December 1, 2020, the DC Council
unanimously passed a resolution declaring “racism as a public health crisis.”8 Further,
in that resolution, the Council expressed their sense that “[t]he deleterious effects of
systemic racism in the District will not be reversed without significant budgetary
investments in minority communities. Without these investments, the District will only
be analyzing and measuring the problem of systemic racism, not solving it.”9 As such,
the Council has already made a commitment to the Black and Brown communities in the
DC to address the ways in which the budget perpetuates systemic racism – and to use the
budget to reverse the damage already done. By redirecting local dollar allocations away
from MPD’s School Safety Division and shifting those funds to critical programs like
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school-based mental health, the Council has before it an opportunity to make good on its
promise to use the budget to further racial equity in the District.

B. How to Divest?
After making a commitment to divest from programs that further – rather than
ameliorate – the “deleterious effects” of structural racism, the Council must determine
how to best dismantle this system of oppression. First and foremost, we urge the Council
to eliminate the SSD by zeroing out the nearly $12.4 million allocated to it in the Mayor’s
budget. Additionally, we recommend that the Council eliminate any vacant positions
from within the 116.0 FTEs allocated to the school safety division and reassign the
existing personnel to other divisions within MPD. Subsequently, the Council should
consider the number of FTEs reassigned from the SSD when evaluating the Mayor’s new
investments in the police academy and cadet programs.
Additionally, we recommend that the Council examine the current DC Code for
any references to the SSD that may become unfunded mandates were the division to be
eliminated. We recommend that the Council include in the Budget Support Act a repeal
of DC Code § 5-132.01 et seq which defines the position of SROs, 10 establishes the School
Safety Division within MPD,11 and outlines the responsibilities of SROs in DC schools.12
If the Council make a commitment to divest from the SSD and the over policing of Black
and Brown students, the budget cut must be paired with the repeal of § 5-132.01 et seq.
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As noted above, the Mayor’s FY22 budget proposes allocating $12,398,000 and
116.0 FTEs to the SSD. In examining recent budgets for the SSD, the budget books show
that the Division has seen substantial budget reductions since FY19.13 Importantly,
however, the number of FTEs has increased by 414% over the same time span.

FY19
FY20
FY21

Approved
Budget
$24,706,000
$34,146,000
$13,950,000

Actual Budget

FTEs

35,284,000
34,082,000
---

24.7
104.2
127.0

It is important to examine the full picture of school policing and the impact that these
numbers have on DC’s young people. The local dollar allocation alone does not give an
accurate picture of the history of school policing. Even while cutting budgets to the SSD,
budgets over recent years have continually expanded the SSD and bolstered the nearconstant police presence in the lives of DC’s Black and Brown young people.
As discussed above, the mere physical presence of police in school can have a
traumatizing effect on students. As such, the elimination of the SSD must address both
the funding of the division and the FTEs assigned to schools or clusters of schools. It is
not enough to eliminate the SSD in name only. We must ensure that these officers are not
continuing to patrol schools under the guise of something other than an SRO. We must
invest our resources in programming and supports that will create positive climates and
improve students’ experiences in schools. Below we provide a menu of investment
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options that – individually and together – support a new vision of school safety that does
not contribute to the criminalization of Black and Brown students

Investing in Safe Schools
In order for the transition toward police-free schools to be successful, the
divestment from the SSD must be paired with investments in programming and supports
that will improve school climates and create safe schools without a need for police. The
below recommendations are based upon our experiences with and observations of
programs that have been implemented to varying degrees in some schools across the
District. Our recommendations include expansions of programs to support student
behavioral health, alternative discipline practices, and professional development for
teachers and other school staff. We have organized our recommendations by those within
the jurisdiction of the Committee on the Judiciary and Public Safety and those that would
require an inter-committee transfer. Our recommendations are consistent with those put
forth by the Police Reform Commission in their final report.14

A. Intra-Committee Transfers
Violence Interrupters
The District’s budget currently funds violence interrupter programs through the
Office of the Attorney General (OAG) and the Office of Neighborhood Safety and
Engagement (ONSE). These violence interrupter programs take a public health approach
to addressing community violence by engaging with community members to peacefully
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resolve conflicts, by identifying and treating those at highest risk of committing violent
crime, and by changing community ideas around the normalization of violence. 15 They
do so by employing credible individuals with ties to the community.16 These violence
interrupters conduct community events and trainings, and work within the community
to learn about and help resolve potential conflicts.17 The OAG’s violence interrupter
program, Cure the Streets, is currently working in six neighborhoods within Wards 5, 7,
and 8.18 Between January 1 and August 1, 2020, Cure the Streets responded to 13 violent
incidents and mediated 107 conflicts, helping community members involved in those
conflicts reach a peaceful outcome, rather than a violent one.19

ONSE’s violence

interrupters are embedded in at least 20 neighborhoods, where they have negotiated at
least five cease-fires and connected more than 130 individuals to resources after violent
events.20
The successes of these violence interrupter programs in DC are difficult to
measure, as they are relatively new to the District and it takes years to change attitudes
and behaviors. However, DC’s violence interrupter programs are based on the Cure
Violence model which has a long, successful history of preventing violence in in over 100
cities globally, reducing shootings and killings by 20% to 60% in some areas. 21 For
example, in Chicago, which has utilized the Cure Violence model since 1999, researchers
found that violence decreased by at least one measure in most areas with violence
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interrupter programs.22 In particular, in most neighborhoods with violence interrupter
programs, shootings were reduced by 41% to 73% and gang-involved homicide declined.
We are pleased to see that Mayor Bowser’s proposed budget would invest an
additional $7.8 million in federal relief funds to the ONSE budget to prevent gun violence.
According to the Mayor’s budget messaging, she has allocated this $7.8 million to hire
additional violence interrupters.23 However, the budget book for ONSE notes that this
enhancement is allocated “to support Gun Violence Prevention.” 24 We urge the Council
to question ONSE to ensure that these funds are to be directed specifically toward hiring
additional violence interrupters. Moreover, increasing funding for violence interrupters
would allow ONSE to expand into new partnerships with DC schools and to allow
students to engage in the training provided to violence interrupters to support peer-topeer engagement. We urge the Council to question whether the Mayor’s investment is
to be spent on hiring more violence interrupters and, if not, to use funds saved from the
elimination of the SSD to expand funding to violence interrupter programming.
Safe Passage
We have heard from students, parents, and school leaders alike that they have
significant concerns about the safety of routes to and from school. 25 A survey of DC
students administered by the Office of the Student Advocate found that among the onethird of respondents who reported feeling uncomfortable, concerned, afraid, or in-danger
in connection with school, more than half of them felt this way while traveling to and
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from school.26 The Safe Passage Program, implemented by the Office of the Deputy
Mayor for Education (DME), seeks to address this problem by coordinating with schools,
parents, volunteers, and local businesses to provide volunteers and safe spots along
routes commonly taken by students traveling to and from school, particularly in seven
priority areas with relatively higher numbers of student-involved criminal and violent
incidents.27
As with violence interrupter programs, it is difficult to quantitatively measure the
success of DC’s Safe Passage program. DC has only engaged in Safe Passage work since
2017, and it is difficult to measure how many crimes against students were prevented
due to the presence of Safe Passage volunteers and safe spots. Other cities with a longer
history of safe passage programs have seen measurable results, however. For example,
in Chicago, where a Safe Passage program has existed since 2009, a study found that areas
adjacent to Safe Passage routes experienced a decrease in violent crime and schools
participating in Safe Passage experienced an increase in attendance.28
We are pleased to see that the Mayor’s proposed FY 2022 budget includes
$4,816,089 to dramatically expand the Safe Passage program.29 We understand from the
Mayor’s presentation to the Council on May 27, 2021, that these funds will support
community organizations to staff personnel to be posted along school routes in priority
areas. In addition, we were pleased to see that the Mayor proposed $6.1 million for microtransit operations in Wards 7 and 8, which will provide shuttle transportation services
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for students in 23 schools. 30 We are glad to see a serious investment in Safe Passage and
urge the Council to protect the allocation made to Safe Passage in the Mayor’s budget.
Additionally, we encourage the Council to review whether additional funds saved from
the elimination of the SSD could enhance the capacity of Safe Passage initiatives in
priority areas.

B. Inter-Committee Transfers
Increase Investments in the Credible Messenger Program
The Credible Messenger program matches participating youth connected to the
Department of Youth Rehabilitation Services (DYRS) with a mentor who shares similar
life experiences. This program, which began in 2016, has been well received by the DC
community31 and proven to be successful. 32 Due to its success, the Credible Messenger
Program has received funding increases in each year of its existence. Continued
expansion of this program would ensure that all DC students will benefit from it. Some
of these benefits include promoting family and community engagement and enhancing
city-wide violence intervention services. For these reasons, we recommend that the
Credible Messenger program serve as another outlet for investment of funds saved by
elimination of the SSD from MPD’s budget.
The Credible Messengers program is housed in the DYRS budget and received
$4.3 million in local funding in FY21. 33 DYRS stated that this FY21 funding level was
sufficient to maintain its existing contract staff of 75 Credible Messengers consisting of:
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•
•
•
•

60 staff who work in the community;
7 staff who work in DYRS facilities;
6 staff who work with the ONSE program; and,
2 staff that work in the Shaw branch of the DC Public Library34

We are pleased to see the Mayor’s proposed budget would provide a $390,000
enhancement to the Credible Messenger program in FY22 drawn from federal relief
funds.35 This additional funding will permit DYRS and the Credible Messenger grant
recipients to hire more Credible Messengers, expanding the program’s reach across more
communities and more DC students. More funds to the Credible Messenger program
will also expand access to more active youth, engaged families, and school visits.
However, the limited nature of the federal relief dollars could prove problematic for the
credible messenger program if the Council does not find a sustainable source of funding.
As such, we recommend that the Council use local dollars saved through the elimination
of the SSD to provide a secure future for the Credible Messenger program.
Beyond the successes of the current DYRS grant recipients, the Credible Messenger
model has been adapted for other at-risk youth. For example, in recent months the Child
and Family Services Agency (CFSA) has piloted a credible messengers program based on
the DYRS model. Early feedback on the pilot was so positive that CFSA has decided to
double the reach of the pilot from ten to twenty young people. We encourage the Council
and the executive branch to learn from these sorts of pilot programs to find ways to
implement the credible messenger model in other settings – perhaps in schools – to find
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ways to reduce young people’s interactions with police and the criminogenic effects that
increased contact with law enforcement has on Black and Brown youth.36
Expanding Investments in School-Based Mental Health
Now more than ever we must be prepared to address the toxic stress and trauma
students have experienced during the pandemic and meet their behavioral health needs. 37
We should not be surprised if students struggle to re-integrate back into in-person
classrooms, to follow directions from teachers, or to get along with classmates they have
not seen in over a year. If we are to successfully re-engage students and their families
back into school communities, we must understand challenging student behaviors as
symptoms of behavioral health needs that have not been met – instead of as “problems”
requiring punishment.38 To do this, schools must have resources in place that enable
them to identify and appropriately address students’ behavioral health needs.
The Department of Behavioral Health’s (DBH’s) school-based mental health
expansion program (SBMH) provides schools with a critical resource for identifying and
addressing behavioral health needs across the school community broadly, as well as for
individual students and teachers. SBMH takes a public health approach and partners
with community-based organizations (CBOs) to bring behavioral health services to
children in all public schools – both traditional and charter.39 Even with school buildings
closed, SBMH clinicians have been able to connect with students virtually and continue
to deliver services.
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For SY 21-22 we must ensure that all DC students have access to this vital resource.
Expanding SBMH to all remaining DC public schools – traditional and charter – means
that every school will have at least one full-time behavioral health clinician available on
site to provide services at all three tiers. 40 Clinicians hold many essential responsibilities
including assessing behavioral health needs of students, mapping out existing resources
and gaps, and connecting students and families to services beyond school walls.
Ensuring that clinicians have full-time positions helps promote a high-quality delivery of
services.
The Mayor’s proposed budget allocates $5.8 million for SBMH in next year’s
budget.41 While we are very pleased to see the Mayor make a significant investment in
SBMH – $5.8 million is not sufficient to expand SBMH to all remaining public schools.
An additional $841,000 is required to place one full-time clinician in each of the 83 DC
public schools that do not yet have a SBMH clinician. 42 We are so close to ensuring
students at all DC public schools have access to at least one behavioral health clinician –
we strongly urge the Council to get this done by allocating the additional $841,000 needed
for SBMH in DBH’s budget.43 This relatively small number could easily be found among
the nearly $13 million spent on the SSD and would have a much more positive impact on
DC students.
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Restore and Expand Funding to the School Safety and Positive Climate Fund
The Student Fair Access to School Amendment Act of 2018 created the School
Safety & Positive Climate Fund (“the School Climate Fund”) to be administered by
OSSE44 to enable schools to foster safety, promote a positive academic, disciplinary and
physical environment, and encourage trusting and caring relationships between adults
and students. Through the use of Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (“MTSS”), 45 OSSE
offers training and resources for teachers, staff, and administrators who want to foster
school safety and a positive school climate. The Mayor’s budget proposes to allocate
$1,215,000 to the School Climate Fund. This represents a 12.5% decrease to the School
Climate Fund.
We urge the Council to restore the $175,000 cut from the OSSE budget to ensure
that the School Climate Fund can continue to support programs that have demonstrated
positive outcomes in schools. In our budget testimony before the Committee of the Whole
regarding DC’s education sector, we asked the Council to reprogram the $500,000 in local
funds allocated to the DME for training of SROs to the School Climate Fund so that OSSE
can provide teachers and school staff with training in trauma-informed care, restorative
justice programming, social emotional learning, and Positive Behavior Interventions and
Supports (PBIS). If the School Safety Division is eliminated from MPD’s budget, this
$500,000 in local funds should be used to restore the $175,000 cut and expand investments
made to the School Climate Fund.
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Models from Other Jurisdictions
The moment we are in calls for transformative, bold investments in students’ and
educators’ behavioral health. Black and Brown youth and educators have been especially
traumatized as they are grappling with two pandemics: the coronavirus and the systemic
racism that has been dramatically highlighted this past year.

DC is not the only

jurisdiction working to address these dual crises. Across the country, we have seen states,
cities, and school districts pursue alternatives to law enforcement in schools. 46
We acknowledge that there are limitations in examining any plans that arose in
response to the calls for racial justice following the murder of George Floyd in Summer
2020. Because so few students have returned to classrooms in-person, many of the newest
police-free schools plans have not yet been implemented. However, a number of districts
began removing SROs from schools before the activism we have seen over the last year.
Below we examine examples from other jurisdictions that have eliminated school
policing through budget decisions as well as through legislative efforts.

A. Budget Action
Alexandria, VA
In May 2021, the Alexandria City Council voted to reallocate nearly $800,000 away
from the SRO program and invest those funds in student mental health resources.47 They
have opted to put the dollars saved into a contingent fund that will, pending Council
approval, be used to support “initiatives meant to book students’ mental health.” 48
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Notably, the perspectives of students and young people in the district were influential in
their decision-making. One recent graduate noted “Going between classes, or arriving at
school, you’d see [the officers] everywhere […] To see an armed person on the school
grounds, it made me feel what our communities are feeling every day: like we don’t trust
or feel safe around police officers.”49
This plan from Alexandria models the same divest-invest strategy that we present
to the Council for DC’s SRO program. First divesting from police in schools and then
investing the budget savings into student-facing supports. While the details of the
investments that Alexandria City Public Schools will make with the funds are not yet
finalized, the Alexandria Police Chief has noted that the officers who had previously
served as SROs will be reassigned within the department.50 We urge the DC Council to
use take the same approach to divest from school police in our public schools and to
invest in programs and supports that make students feel safe and welcomed at school.
Los Angeles, CA
The trustee of the Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) recently approved
a plan to cut 133 police positions from their schools. This reduction in force would remove
70 sworn officers with arrest powers, 62 nonsworn officers, and one support staff
member.51 Notably, this leaves in place 211 officers who will continue to monitor school
and be available for emergencies. This reduction in police presence is paired with the
implementation of School Climate Coaches who are individuals drawn from the
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community who are responsible for mentoring students, using socio-emotional learning
strategies to strengthen student engagement, applying effective de-escalation strategies
to support conflict resolution, building positive relationships, eliminating racial
disproportionality in school discipline practices, and understanding and addressing
implicit bias.52
Furthermore, the reduction in school police officers freed up $25 million in the
district’s budget. This money has been redirected to fund, in part, a $36.5 million Black
Student Achievement Program that aims to provide supplemental services to 53 high
schools with a high proportion of Black students and high need indicators (belowaverage test scores and above-average suspension rates). The Black Student Achieve
Program aims to:53
-

-

Ensure that materials and instruction are culturally responsive to Black
students and provide additional support and intervention to students to
close literacy and numeracy skill gaps;
Work with community groups that have demonstrated success with Black
students and families; and
Reduce the over-identification of Black students in suspensions, discipline
and other measures through targeted intervention to address students’
academic and social-emotional needs.

This model is the most similar to the two-prong divest-invest strategy that we outlined
above. This removal of police reduces the harms that students suffer, and the investment
in student supports will help repair the damage that has already been done.
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Minneapolis, MN
In 2017, Intermediate School District 287 (ISD 287) in Minneapolis, Minnesota
replaced SROs with Student Safety Coaches. These Student Safety Coaches specialize in
mental health, de-escalation, restorative justice and safe physical interventions.54 Their
primary focus is to build trusting relationships with students to ward off and mitigate
behavior issues. Early evaluations of this model are largely positive. In the period
between program implementation in 2017 and the pandemic-related transition to
distance learning, ISD 287 saw “positive culture and safety on the rise, stronger
relationships, incidents with police involvement decreased by half over two years,
significantly fewer arrests, and [limited] use of physical holds.”55
Elsewhere in city, the school board Minneapolis Public School District
unanimously voted to terminate its contract with police in June 2020. As an alternative,
the district hired 11 “public safety support specialists” who are intended to act as a bridge
between in-school intervention and law enforcement. The specialists will serve a security
function but be trained to build relationships with students and de-escalate conflicts.
Notably, this plan has faced criticism from activists stemming from reports that 14 of the
24 finalists for these positions have a background in law enforcement. 56 Children’s Law
Center strongly encourages the DC Council to be wary of proposed alternatives that
simply create SROs by some other name.
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B. Legislative Action
Maryland
Beyond the district-level changes that have been described above, there are also
two pieces of legislation under consideration by the Maryland General Assembly – the
Police Free Schools Act (PFSA) 57 and the Counselors Not Cops Act (CNCA). 58 Combined,
these bills are designed to remove police from schools and redirect funding for mental
health services, wraparound supports, and restorative approaches.
Specifically, these bills:
-

-

Prohibit school districts from contracting with police departments;
Repeal the creation of the Baltimore City Public Schools standalone police
force;
Require reporting on the use of force by school security and on calls to City
or County police for incidents in school;
Include families impacted by school-based arrest and experts in student
mental health and conflict resolution to the School Safety Subcabinet
Advisory Board; and
Redirect the $10 million/year SRO fund to schools to be used only to (i) hire
mental and behavioral health specialists, (ii) hire restorative approaches
coordinators and expand restorative approaches in schools, (iii) hire
community school coordinators, develop community schools, and provide
wraparound services, and (iv) develop trauma-informed schools.

Importantly, these bills do NOT:
-

Prohibit school districts from calling City or County police in an emergency;
Prohibit school districts from developing “adequate law enforcement
coverage” plans with City or County police;
Remove school security guards who are unarmed and do not have the
power to arrest students; and
Prevent schools from installing door locks or other non-personnel safety
measures.
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The legislators leading the charge on these bills have specifically sought to dispel the fears
of parents and other stakeholders regarding the purported benefits of SROs – namely that
schools without cops will not be safe. Specifically, they argued that “SROs have not
deterred or stopped school shootings. Active shooters do not avoid schools with armed
police, and it is extremely rare for police to successfully intervene when shootings occur.
Police presence in schools hasn’t reduced any other school-based violence. A study of
approximately 3,000 schools nationwide found ‘no evidence suggesting that SRO or other
sworn law-enforcement contribute to school safety.’”59

Conclusion
As we have discussed at various hearings and roundtables in recent months, now
is the time to reimagine school security. We have before us an opportunity to divest from
the traumatic and harmful practices and invest in programs and supports that have
proven to support and help students thrive in school and in their communities. Thank
you for this opportunity to testify, and I welcome any questions.
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or neglected, who are not learning in school, or who have health problems that cannot be solved by
medicine alone. With almost 100 staff and hundreds of pro bono lawyers, we reach 1 out of every 9
children in DC’s poorest neighborhoods – more than 5,000 children and families each year. And we
multiply this impact by advocating for city-wide solutions that benefit all children.
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