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Good Morning, Chairperson Pinto, members of the Committee and staff. My name
is Danielle Robinette. I am a policy analyst at Children’s Law Center and former public-
school teacher. I am testifying today on behalf of Children’s Law Center which believes
every child should grow up with a strong foundation of family, health and education and
live in a world free from poverty, trauma, racism and other forms of oppression. Our
more than 100 staff — together with DC children and families, community partners and
pro bono attorneys — use the law to solve children’s urgent problems today and improve
the systems that will affect their lives tomorrow. Since our founding in 1996, we have
reached more than 50,000 children and families directly and multiplied our impact by
advocating for city-wide solutions that benefit hundreds of thousands more.

I appreciate this opportunity to testify regarding the performance of the
Metropolitan Police Department (MPD) over the past year. Children’s Law Center
believes that schools should be welcoming places where students feel safe. The presence
of MPD officers in our schools does not advance that goal and hinders efforts to create
positive school climates. Many of our young clients have had harmful, and even
traumatizing, experiences with School Resource Officers (SROs). Our attorneys
consistently report problematic interactions between school police and the students we
work with. For example:

e A nine-year-old student experiencing a mental health emergency was

handcuffed and accompanied by uniformed officers to the Emergency
Department



e An 1l-year-old student was handcuffed at a DCPS school for running
through the halls and was transported — still handcuffed — by an SRO to
Children’s National Hospital for a psychiatric evaluation.

SROs are too often called when students are experiencing behavioral challenges at school.
Such emotional dysregulation should be met with support —not arrest. For these reasons,
Children’s Law Center is a member of the Police-Free Schools and has advocated for the
dissolution of the School Safety Division (SSD) within MPD and a parallel investment in
supportive services for students.

The Fiscal Year 2022 Budget Support Act of 2021 provides for the gradual phase
out of SROs and the dissolution of the SSD by July 1, 2025.! The reasoning behind this
gradual phase out was to allow for schools to transition gradually from the use of SROs
to the implementation of supportive services.? The FY22 BSA required the SSD’s sworn
and civilian staff is not to exceed 60 personnel by July 1, 2022 * — a reduction of 31
employees from their FY20 sworn staffing levels.* Current staffing levels are not readily
available. Following a meeting with school leaders on January 11, 2023, City
Administrator Kevin Donahue noted that there were 60 SROs rotating through schools
in accordance with the statutory timeline.® Less than a week later, MPD reported that
the Division is down to 41, well ahead of the required reduction in force.® Throughout
the first year of the phase out, MPD has not publicly shared changes made to assignment

of SROs across the District and it is unclear if schools were consulted on the redistribution

plan. If school leaders are not meaningfully involved in the planning for and



implementation of the phase out, it is, in turn, difficult for the education sector to
effectively target investments in alternative student supports. We strongly encourage the
Committee to press MPD for clear answers regarding concrete changes made to the
operations of the SSD.

¢ How many former SROs were assigned to other divisions within MPD?

e How were cluster beats redrawn for assignment of the remaining SROs?

e What factors went into this redistribution plan?

e To what degree were school leaders included in or made aware of any

planning for the phase out of SROs?

While the Budget Support Act identifies annual deadlines for MPD, the
Committee must use its oversight role to ensure that the phase out is being planned and
implemented with transparency. MPD has not published their Biannual Report on
Juvenile Arrests in the District since December 20217 and has not published their annual
school safety report since School Year 2019-2020.8 Without this data, parents, advocates,
and the media can only speculate as to any impact that the phase out has had on schools
and student safety. Furthermore, we strongly recommend that the Committee’s
oversight of the phase out ensure that there be ongoing racial impact analysis of the
changes to the distribution of SROs across the District. Data regularly reflect that Black
students are disproportionately the subject of school-based arrests. OSSE’s 2022 DC
School Report Card reports that 95% of school-based arrests are of Black students.” We

cannot allow the phase-out to excuse the targeted over-policing of Black students under

the guise of staffing shortages.



As we have testified for the past two years, the removal of SROs must be paired
with an investment in programming and supports that will improve school climates and
create safe schools without the need for police.!* However, Mayor Bowser has made clear
her disapproval of the SRO phase out.”! The Mayor seeks to unravel the careful and
deliberate work of the Judiciary Committee, the Police Reform Commission (PRC), and
dedicated community advocates. The Judiciary Committee examined and debated the
use of SROs and found that:

“[wlhile there may be legitimate safety concerns in District schools that

police — specifically, school resource officers — are expected to help address,

there are other resources the District can provide to schools to ensure they

are safe learning environments. These alternative resources — which can

include social workers, counselors, safe passage teams, and violence

interrupters — can address student behavior without resorting to detaining

or arresting them.”!2
The Committee’s conclusion was informed by the PRC’s recommendation that the
District “[d]ismantle the school policing infrastructure and replace it with a holistic
public health approach to school safety and crisis intervention that is relational, racially
just, restorative, trauma responsive, and trauma-informed.” Specifically, the PRC called
on Council to “eliminate the MPD School Safety Division and create a community-led
process to reallocate those resources (the roughly $14 million in the existing budget) and
designate additional funding to invest directly in services and resources that better

protect youth and promote a safe and healthy learning environment.”** The Council was

responsive to the PRC through the inclusion of a slow phase out of SROs in the FY22



Budget Support Act. The following year, Council reaffirmed its commitment to justice
reform by rejecting the Mayor’s efforts to repeal the SRO phase out. To reverse course
now would ignore the careful and deliberate work of the PRC and the Council before any
evaluation of the impact.

The members of the Police Free Schools coalition have spent years listening to DC
students regarding what will make them feel safe at school. When designing their ideal
school, DC students sought among other things, fresh and good food, menstrual supplies
in bathrooms, and expanded school counseling options!* — investments you, Chairperson
Pinto, have supported.’® Moreover, at no point were Police or School Resource Officers
among the visions that these students had for their schools. In fact, young people have
repeatedly voiced concerns about police in schools. They note that SROs are “scary” !¢ and
make them “feel like criminals.”?” The presence of police in schools is destabilizing for
students. For example, Samaria Short, a 17-year-old student at Eastern High school
shared that:

“A lot of the kids who go to my school, me included, have dealt with

harassment from police officers just from walking on the streets. So having

them being allowed in a place where they’re supposed to feel safe and

comfortable to learn is very triggering [...] You don’t know what you're

going to expect. One day they might be nice, but then the next day they

might flip out on you. You never know.”#

If we want to create safe schools in DC, we cannot only remove harms, but also bolster

supports. Education sector and community stakeholders cannot appropriately target

supports and services without support from the Council. A failure to invest in and engage
5



with the full spectrum of education stakeholders — including school leaders, parents, out-
of-school time programs, and safe passage providers — will undermine the project of
creating safe schools. This is yet another concern raised by young people advocating for
better schools:

“I believe that a lot of the schools don’'t have enough mental health

resources that will reach everybody. So they’ll have one school counselor

for hundreds of students in different grades [...] And not a lot of people

know how to connect to them, how to talk to them, like how to reach out

for that support.”?
Moreover, it makes sense that school leaders have expressed concerns about the removal
of SROs. Many have spent their careers watching resources be removed or withheld from
students. Their mistrust that SROs will be replaced by alternative supports is
understandable and has been supported by recent events and more distant history. For
example, MPD is offering a $20,000 hiring bonus to new recruits*® while DC schools are
“projected to have higher teacher turnover than the vast majority of states and some of
the worst pay in the country given the cost of living.”?' Importantly, this does not mean
that SROs are the answer to school safety. It means that the promise of alternatives is
hollow without definitive action by the Council. Last year, we warned the Committee
that a failure to plan for the needs of student will lead to preventable safety concerns.?

We ask the Committee now to preserve the phase out of harmful school policing and

invest in the supports that students want and need.



With thorough oversight from the Committee and collaboration with school
communities, we can ensure that schools have the tools they need for a safe environment
including behavioral health supports, robust safe passage, and comprehensive
restorative justice programming. We urge the Committee to ensure that MPD and school
communities are actively engaged in the transition away from police in schools and
toward welcoming, positive school climates.

Thank you for this opportunity to testify and I welcome any questions.
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