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SCHOOL POLICE REFORM: A PUBLIC
HEALTH IMPERATIVE

Thalia Gonzdlez
Emma Kaeser

ABSTRACT

Out of the twin pandemics currently gripping the United States—deaths of unarmed
Black victims at the hands of police and racialized health inequities resulting from COVID-
19—an antiracist health equity agenda has emerged that identifies racism as a public health
crisis. Likewise, calls for reform of school policing by those advocating for civil rights, racial
justice, and Black Lives Matter have simultaneously intensified. Yet each remains siloed,
despite the natural connection and implicit overlap between these separate movements and
debates. Indeed, there are documented negative health effects of school policing for Black,
Indigenous, people of color (BIPOC) youth. But these have gone largely ignored or
underemphasized by the movement to reform school police. Similarly, the racial health
equity movement has overlooked race-conscious health equity reforms to school policing. This
Article aims to fill the gap by connecting these distinct movements and debates and
articulating a public-health-based response to school policing.

[. INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic brought racial inequality and structural
discrimination to the forefront of national discourse. Simultaneously, the death
of George Floyd at the hands of Minneapolis police in May 2020 fueled a social
movement against police violence. The convergence of these social and health

* Thalia Gonzilez is a senior scholar, Georgetown University Law Center; Professor,
Occidental College.
** Emma Kaeser is an associate at Sullivan & Cromwell, LLP (J.D., Stanford Law School,
2021).
We wish to acknowledge Emma Kaikilani Burrows and Cassiopeia Land for their invaluable
research in preparation of this article. We also wish to thank Alexis Etow and Cesar De La Vega for
their feedback on this article.
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pandemics, each rooted in and sustained by racism," has led to the emergence of
a new antiracist health-equity agenda. This multi-sectoral and transdisciplinary
agenda is marked by a guiding focus on addressing the co-influential social,
economic, political, and legal systems that uphold racism and affect both
individual and population health. Within the movement for race-conscious
health and public health approaches, there is a clear recognition that advancing
racial health equity requires not only expanding access to high-quality and
equitable healthcare, but also shaping health-impacting systems outside of the
healthcare fields.” To do so, scholars, researchers, and policymakers have
increasingly turned their attention to how racism shapes the social determinants
of health’® and social risk factors that drive health inequities.* For example, leading
public health law scholar, Professor Ruqaiijah Yearby, has developed a revised
social-determinants-of-health framework identifying structural discrimination
(racism, sexism, ableism, and classism) as a root cause of health inequities and law
as a tool reinforcing racism in social-determinant systems.’

Despite a commitment to system-level transformation and the significance of
education as a social determinant of health,® the antiracist health-equity
movement has paid little attention” to changing the structural conditions in

1. David R. Williams, Jourdyn A. Lawrence & Brigette A. Davis, Racism and Health: Evidence
and Needed Research, 40 ANN. REV. PUB. HEALTH 105, 106 (2019):

As a structured system, racism interacts with other social institutions, shaping them
and being reshaped by them, to reinforce, justify, and perpetuate a racial hierarchy.
Racism has created a set of dynamic, interdependent, components or subsystems that
reinforce each other, creating and sustaining reciprocal causality of racial inequities
across various sectors of society.

2. See, e.g., Angela P. Harris & Aysha Pamukcu, The Civil Rights of Health: A New Approach to
Challenging Structural Inequality, 67 UCLA L. REV. 758, 764-65, 783, 831 (2020).

3. Social Determinants of Health: Know What Affects Health, CDC
https://www.cdc.gov/socialdeterminants/index.htm [https://perma.cc/3PW2-JB7]] (last updated
May 6, 2021).

4. See, e.g, Racism and Health, AM. PUB. HEALTH ASS'N, https://www.apha.org/topics-and-
issues/health-equity/racism-and-health [https://perma.cc/PQK8-96HE].

5. Rugqaiijah Yearby, Structural Racism and Health Disparities: Reconfiguring the Social Determinants
of Health Framework to Include the Root Cause, 48 J.L. MED. & ETHICS 518, 519 (2020).

6. Education: A Key Social Determinant, OFF. OF DISEASE PREVENTION & HEALTH PROMOTION
(Sept. 20, 2012), https://www.healthypeople.gov/2020/healthy-people-in-action/story/education-
key-social-determinant [https://perma.cc/8PQY-4QFC]; see also infra notes 47-49.

7. Within the antiracist health-equity agenda, education is most often listed as one social
condition tied to health outcomes, without further interrogation of how specific policies in the
education space impact youth health. See, e.g., Health Equity Considerations and Racial and Ethnic
Minority Groups, CDC, https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/health-
equity/race-ethnicity.html [https://perma.cc/M7KS-6G2A] (last updated Apr. 19, 2021); Sharrelle
Barber, Place Matters: From Health and Health Care Disparities to Equity and Liberation, 81 N.C. MED. ].
173, 173-74 (2020). When specific education policies and practices are identified for targeted
intervention, common areas of focus include school-based healthcare, access to healthy school
lunches, safety in the built environment, and improved academic instruction quality. See, e.g., Health
Equity: School-Based Health Centers, CMTY. GUIDE,
https://www.thecommunityguide.org/findings/promoting-health-equity-through-education-
programs-and-policies-school-based-health-centers  [https://perma.cc/8PRQ-DSLB] (last updated
Sept. 30, 2020); Albert Lee et al., Health Promoting Schools: An Update, 18 APPLIED HEALTH ECON. &
HEALTH POL’Y 605, 607, 609, 611 (2020); Alana M.W. LeBron et al., The State of Public Health Lead
Policies: Implications for Urban Health Inequities and Recommendations for Health Equity, 16 INT'L]. ENV'T
RSCH. & PUB. HEALTH 1064, 1083 (2019); NAT'L ACADS. SCIS., ENG'G, & MED., COMMUNITIES IN
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schools that negatively affect BIPOC students’ mental health, threaten their safety
and wellbeing, diminish their social supports (school-based health-protective
factors), disrupt their educational attainment, and place them at significant risk
for justice system involvement. The absence of an antiracist public-health response
to practices, policies, and systems of racism in schools that maintain white
supremacy is a critical mistake. Though parallel and co-influential structures
function in the U.S. educational system to diminish the health and wellbeing of
BIPOC students, this Article specifically calls attention to the presence of police
in schools and use of policing tactics. As the antiracist health-equity agenda
evolves, there is a critical need for public health intervention to strengthen the
defunding-school-police movement. Such intervention will not only provoke new
discourse and promote rigorous exploration of the relationship between school
police and health but, as importantly, will advance legal and policy changes that
resist systemic oppression.

II. RACISM, STRUCTURAL DISCRIMINATION, AND SCHOOL POLICE

School-based policing practices are not a new phenomenon. As the educational
system in the United States developed, white decision-makers not only prescribed
limits on Black peoples’ access to education® but entrenched patterns of behavior,
control, and conformity grounded in multiple layers of discrimination.” As
Professor Michael Dumas notes, “the slave has no place in the most privileged and
highly-regarded school spaces,” thus turning Black people into “educational
anachronism[s]” that are not “suited for [the] idealized multicultural learning
community.”'® School policing and practices were developed to serve as
“instrument[s] in the ‘afterlife of slavery’” to continue the “captivity” of Black
people and position Black students as “perpetually and involuntarily open to
surveillance and control.”'! As schools were acculturated through social, political,
and legal racialization'? processes, norms of law and order became deeply rooted
educational conditions. For Black students, this translated to school
environments in which they were “perpetually watched but [] simultaneously
denied access to their humanity, including rights and privileges over their lives

ACTION: PATHWAYS TO HEALTH EQUITY (Jan. 11, 2017),
https://www.nap.edu/resource/24624,/10302017_education_sector_brief.pdf
[https://perma.cc/9BOY-JUM6).

8. Michael ]J. Dumas, Against the Dark: Antiblackness in Education Policy and Discourse, 55
THEORY INTO PRAC. 11, 16 (2016).

9. Id. at 17; Myra C. Glenn, School Discipline and Punishment in Antebellum America, 1 ]. OF EARLY
REPUBLIC 395, 407 (1981). Historians trace contemporary U.S. policing to slave patrols established
in the 18th century. Following abolition and the Reconstruction Era, police served as a key institution
to affirm white dominance. Megan Ming Francis, Ida B. Wells and the Economics of Racial Violence,
SOC. SCI. RSCH. COUNCIL (2017).

10. Dumas, supra note 8, at 17.

11. Connie Wun, Against Captivity: Black Girls and School Discipline Policies in the Afterlife of
Slavery, 30 EDUC. POL'Y 171, 173, 179 (2016).

12. Jennifer Jee-Lyn Garcia & Mienah Zulfacar Sharif, Black Lives Matter: A Commentary on
Racism and Public Health, 105 AM. J. PUB. HEALTH €27, ¢28 (2015) (defining racialization as “the
process by which meaning and value are ascribed to socially determined racial categories, and each
racial category occupies a different position in the social hierarchy”); see also Dumas, supra note 8, at
16 (arguing that education policy is a site of anti-Blackness).
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and bodies.”"?

The formalization of police in schools emerged in the 1950s as one response to
white fears during desegregation that the lack of discipline among Black children
would bring disorder to schools.'"* During this time, politicians and academics
reinforced white supremacy and “diagnosed” socioeconomic inequality, rising
poverty rates, and uprisings of urban residents “as a lack of ‘law and order’ caused
by Black and Latin[x] residents themselves rather than the discriminatory systems
they confronted.”” By the mid-1960s, schools across the country had deployed
armed and unarmed police officers to control students of color.'® Simultaneously,
local- and state-level policies and laws gave teachers, administrators, and law
enforcement the authority to identify students as “pre-delinquent,” giving rise to
the school-to-prison pipeline.'?

Contemporary racial disparities in school policing are clear—from the
disproportionate presence of sworn law enforcement officers in high schools with
high Black and Latinx student enrollment'® to referral rates'® to school-based
arrests.’® Analysis of the most recent U.S. Department of Education Office for
Civil Rights’ Civil Rights Data Collection indicates that, when compared to white
peers, Black girls are at 3.66 times the risk for arrest at school.?! Similar patterns
exist for students of color with disabilities. In 2018, a Government Accountability
Office (GAO) report found that “Black students with disabilities represented
about 19 percent of all K-12 students with disabilities, and accounted for nearly
36 percent of students with disabilities suspended from school.”** Yet, despite the

13. Wun, supra note 11, at 173.

14. MEGAN FRENCH-MARCELIN & SARAH HINGER, ACLU, BULLIES IN BLUE: THE ORIGINS
AND CONSEQUENCES OF SCHOOL POLICING 3 (2017)
https://www.aclu.org/sites/default/files/field_document/aclu_bullies_in_blue_4_11_17_final.pdf
[https://perma.cc/CCH8-5YAV].

15. Id.

16. Id. at 4.

17. Id. at5.

18. U.S. DEP'T OF EDUC. OFFICE FOR CIVIL RIGHTS, 2013-2014 CIVIL RIGHTS DATA
COLLECTION: A FIRST LOOK 5 (2016), https://ocrdata.ed.gov/assets/downloads/2013-14-first-
look.pdf [https://perma.cc/W47D-U9C3).

19. Compared to their white peers, Black students are more than twice as likely to be referred
to law enforcement. SARAH E. REDFIELD & JASON P. NANCE, THE AMERICAN BAR ASSOCIATION
JOINT TASK FORCE ON REVERSING THE SCHOOL-TO-PRISON PIPELINE PRELIMINARY REPORT 30-31
(2016).

20. Black students are three times as likely to be subjected to school-related arrests. AMIR
WHITAKER ET AL., ACLU, COPS AND NO COUNSELORS: HOW THE LACK OF SCHOOL MENTAL
HEALTH STAFF 1S HARMING STUDENTS 24 (2019),
https://www.aclu.org/sites/default/files/field_document/030419-acluschooldisciplinereport.pdf
[https://perma.cc/YG5E-NXTW].

21. GEORGETOWN L. CTR. ON POVERTY & INEQUALITY, DATA SNAPSHOT: 2017-2018
NATIONAL DATA ON SCHOOL DISCIPLINE BY RACE AND GENDER 1-4 (2020),
https://genderjusticeandopportunity.georgetown.edu/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/National-
Data-on-School-Discipline-by-Race-and-Gender.pdf [https://perma.cc/FR74-FODC].

22. U.S. GOV'T ACCOUNTABILITY OFF.,, GAO-18-258, K-12 EDUCATION: DISCIPLINE
DISPARITIES FOR BLACK STUDENTS, BOYS, AND STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES 16-17 (2018),
https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-18-258.pdf [https://perma.cc/ML66-G5C2]; West Resendes, Police
in Schools Continue to Target Black, Brown, and Indigenous Students with Disabilities. The Trump
Administration  Has  Data  That's  Likely to  Prove It, ACLU (July 9, 2020),
https://www.aclu.org/news/criminal-law-reform/police-in-schools-continue-to-target-black-brown-
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fact that evidence demonstrates these disparities are not the result of more
frequent or more serious misbehavior on the part of BIPOC students,”> school
policing has often been discussed without explicit acknowledgement of its
connection to racism.

III. THE MOVEMENT TO DEFUND SCHOOL POLICE

There is a long history of community-based advocacy against violent and
racialized policing practices that operate as social control mechanisms to
subordinate BIPOC communities.”* However, the nationwide protests in the
summer of 2020 in response to police brutality and murder of Black people
produced new conditions intensifying the calls of civil rights and racial justice
advocates” and Black Lives Matter activists’® for specific reform—defunding
school police.?” And school districts across the country responded. Since June
2020, education and policy leaders®® have engaged in review of school policing

and-indigenous-students-with-disabilities-the-trump-administration-has-data-thats-likely-to-prove-it/
[https://perma.cc/TWB9-BG57].

23. REDFIELD & NANCE, supra note 19, at 20-21.

24. See Keisha L. Bentley-Edwards et al., How Does It Feel to Be a Problem? The Missing Kerner
Commission Report, 4 RUSSELL SAGE FOUND. J. SOC. SCIS. 20, 21 (2018); Meredith Roman, The Black
Panther Party and the Struggle for Human Rights, 5 SPECTRUM: ]. ON BLACKMEN 7, 8, 11-12, 15 (2016);
see also Thalia Gonzalez, Restoring Justice: Community Organizing to Transform School Discipline Policies,
15 U.C. DAVIS]. JuV. L. & POL'Y 1, 15-23 (2011).

25. Damien Cave et al., Huge Crowds Around the Globe March in Solidarity Against Police Brutality,
N.Y. TIMES, https://www.nytimes.com/2020,/06/06/world/george-floyd-global-protests.html
[https://perma.cc/TMKN-S4HK] (last updated June 9, 2020); Anthony D. Romero, Reimagining the
Role of Police, ACLU (June 5, 2020), https://www.aclu.org/news/criminal-law-reform/reimagining-
the-role-of-police/ [https://perma.cc/V2BX-KSG3]; Derrick Johnson, The George Floyd Uprising Has
Brought Us Hope. Now We Must Turn Protest to Policy, GUARDIAN (June 30, 2020, 6:42 AM),
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020,/jun/30/black-lives-matter-protests-voting-
policy-change [https://perma.cc/G24T-FOEV].

26. Vision for Black Lives, MOVEMENT FOR BLACK LIVES, https://m4bl.org/policy-platforms/
[https://perma.cc/H2ZKW-MRNF]; Michael Burke, Should Police Officers Be in Schools? California
Education Leaders Rethink School Safety, EDSOURCE (June 11, 2020),
https://edsource.org/2020/should-police-officers-be-in-schools-california-education-leaders-rethink-
school-safety/633460 [https://perma.cc/8MXT-CXM2]; HUM. IMPACT PARTNERS, HEALTH AND
CULTURAL WEALTH: STUDENT PERSPECTIVES ON POLICE-FREE SCHOOLS IN FRESNO, CALIFORNIA
(2021), https://humanimpact.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/HIP-Health-and-Cultural-Wealth-
Student-Perspectives-on-Police-Free-Schools-in-Fresno-California-March-202 1.pdf
[https://perma.cc/UTB6-7DZS].

27. Daarel Burnette 11, Schools or Police: In Some Cities, a Reckoning on Spending Priorities, EDUC.
WK. (June 18, 2020), https://www.edweek.org/leadership/schools-or-police-in-some-cities-a-
reckoning-on-spending-priorities/2020/06 [https://perma.cc/7BBQ-L7DL]; Kara Harris, There’s a
Movement to Defund School Police, Too, BLOOMBERG (Aug. 24, 2020, 8:52 AM),
http://www.justicepolicy.org/news/12934 [https://perma.cc/2PSG-URTU].

28. See Ryan Faircloth, Minneapolis Public Schools Terminates Contract with Police Department over
George Floyd’s Death, STAR TRIB. (June 2, 2020, 9:38 PM), https://www.startribune.com/mpls-school-
board-ends-contract-with-police-for-school-resource-officers/570967942/  [https://perma.cc/4M8C-
C2D8]J; Memorandum from Shanthi Gonzales, Bd. Vice President, Roseann Torres, Bd. Member, &
James Harris, Bd. Member, to Oakland Unified Sch. Dist. Bd. of Educ. (June 24, 2020),
https://assets.documentcloud.org/documents/6956560/OUSD-Elimination-Department-of-Police-
Services.pdf [https://perma.cc/PCP9-KRJM]; Elizabeth Miller, Under Pressure, Portland Will Eliminate
School ~ Resource  Officer  Program, OR. PUB. BROAD. (June 4, 2020, 6:07 PM),
https://www.opb.org/news/article/superintendent-says-discontinue-police-presence-portland-

schools/ [https://perma.cc/YK6A-MIJV].
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practices,”’ initiated discussions with police departments to reform policing
practices and modify contracts,”® proposed phase-out plans,’’ and even ended
school police contracts.’ Presently, more than thirty school districts have taken
initial steps to reevaluate their relationship with school policing.*’

As a mechanism of social control,** school policing is nested within a larger
social and political context of racism, including the proliferation of police
presence in Black and Latinx neighborhoods to surveil and subordinate people of
color postde jure segregation.”” Calls to defund school police directly confront
the permanence and adaptability of structural discrimination and the operation
of racism as a root cause of school policing disparities. Racialized school policing
practices are part of a social system with mutually reinforcing laws, policies, and
practices that strengthen punitive frameworks, criminalize BIPOC youth, and
feed the school-to-prison pipeline.’® School policing redefines normal youth

29. Press Release, L.A. Unified Sch. Dist., Task Force Begins Review of School Police (June 22,
2020),
https://achieve.lausd.net/site/default.aspx!Page Type=3&DomainID=4&ModulelnstanceID=4466
&ViewlD=6446EES8-D30C-497E-9316-
3F8874B3E108&RenderLoc=0&FlexDatalD=89888& Pagel D=1 [https://perma.cc/4WEB-7YDY].

30. Lily Altavena, Phoenix Union Will No Longer Have Phoenix Police Officers on High School
Campuses, AZCENTRAL, https://www.azcentral.com/story/news/local/phoenix-
education/2020/07/07/phoenix-union-no-longer-have-police-officers-
assignedcampuses/5394852002/ [https://perma.cc/MB87-4DXM] (last updated July 8, 2020, 3:43
PM); Charles Woodman, Seattle Public Schools Cut Ties With Police For One Year, PATCH,
https://patch.com/washington/seattle/seattle-public-schools-may-suspend-ties-police
[https://perma.cc/ GK64-TXT]] (last updated June 10, 2020, 4:57 PM).

31. Harmeet Kaur, Denver’s School Board Votes to End its Relationship with the City’s Police
Department, CNN, https://www.cnn.com/2020/06,/12/us/denver-school-board-cuts-ties-to-police-
trnd/index.html [https://perma.cc/KY2B-SZ9D] (last updated June 12, 2020, 4:56 PM); Brian Zahn,
‘Students Feel Criminalized’: Push to Get Cops out of New Haven Schools Grows, NEW HAVEN REG.,
https://www.nhregister.com/news/article/Students-feel-criminalized-Push-to-get-16056966.php
[https://perma.cc/LP48-GLQB] (last updated Mar. 27, 2021, 10:33 PM).

32. Theresa Harrington, Oakland School Board Unanimously Agrees to Eliminate its Police Force,
EDSOURCE (June 25, 2020), https://edsource.org/2020/0akland-school-board-unanimously-agrees-
to-eliminate-its-police-force/634544 [https://perma.cc/VEN9-ZMPD]; Rachel Mergen, Winona
Schools to Remove Police Officer from Building, WINONA DAILY NEWS (June 19, 2020),
https://www.winonadailynews.com/news/local/education/winona-schools-to-remove-police-officer-
from-building/article_4b81ba61-beld-5a88-a8c9-514b524db72f.html [https://perma.cc/8AGM-
9UEL]J; Nick Schroeder, Portland Removes Police Officers from Public Schools, BANGOR DAILY NEWS
(July 1, 2020), https://bangordailynews.com/2020,/07/01/news/portland/portland-removes-police-
officers-from-public-schools/ [https://perma.cc/B35P-GZM3]; Josh Verges, St. Paul School Board
Removes Police Officers from High Schools on 5-1 Vote, ST. PAUL PIONEER PRESS,
https://www.twincities.com/2020/06,/23/st-paul-school-board-removes-police-officers-from-high-
schools-on-5-1-vote [https://perma.cc/UEH6-DKKR] (last updated June 23, 2020, 10:22 PM).

33. Jill Cowan, Shawn Hubler & Kate Taylor, Protestors Urged Defunding the Police. Schools in Big
Cities Are Doing It, N.Y. TIMES, https://www.nytimes.com/2021/02/17/us/los-angeles-school-
police.html [https://perma.cc/5QHW-7Q43] (last updated Mar. 8, 2021).

34. FRENCH-MARCELIN & HINGER, supra note 14, at 2.

35. Id. at 2-3.

36. Id. at 5; see also BLACK ORG. PROJECT, THE PEOPLE’S PLAN FOR POLICE FREE-SCHOOLS 3
(2019) http://blackorganizingproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/The-Peoples-Plan-2019-
Online-Reduced-Size.pdf [https://perma.cc/ZH7b-U6Y]]; DIGNITY IN SCHS., COUNSELORS NOT
CoPS: ENDING THE REGULAR PRESENCE OF LAW ENFORCEMENT IN SCHOOLS 1 (2016),
https://dignityinschools.org/wp-
content/uploads/2017/10/DSC_Counselors_Not_Cops_Recommendations-1.pdf
[https://perma.cc/XVTX-F39R].
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behavior’” as criminal, inserts police and the criminal justice system into everyday
school disciplinary matters,’® and increases risk of arrest for “disorderly conduct”
and other minor and subjective offenses.*

The downstream consequences of school policing include school pushout,
disproportionate juvenile justice system contact, and increased reliance on the
carceral system.*® Youth in schools that receive federal funding for school police
are significantly less likely to graduate from high school and enroll in college than
their peers in schools without such funding.*' Further, a firsttime court
appearance nearly triples the chances that a student will not graduate from high
school.* Students who do not graduate from high school have a higher likelihood
of future incarceration and unemployment.* However, the consequences of
school policing are not simply about risk factors for negative educational,
professional, socioeconomic, and criminal justice outcomes. School policing
practices also contribute to unsafe and unsupportive school environments.**
During a two-year period, the American Civil Liberties Union identified 141
media reports of school police using abusive force, including the use of pepper
spray, Tasers, and chokeholds, among other forms of physical violence.* In
addition to the use of direct physical violence*® against BIPOC students, advocates
argue that school policing stigmatizes youth, fostering feelings of distrust and

37. Thalia Gonzalez, Restorative Justice from the Margins to the Center: The Emergence of a New Norm
in School Discipline, 60 HOW. L.J. 267, 286-89 (2016).

38. FRENCH-MARCELIN & HINGER, supra note 14, at 13, 15-16.

39. Matthew T. Theriot, The Impact of School Resource Officer Interaction on Students’ Feelings About
School and School Police, 62 CRIME & DELINQ. 446, 461 (2016); Matthew T. Theriot, School Resource
Officers and the Criminalization of Student Behavior, 37 J. CRIM. JUST. 280, 280 (2009).

40. FRENCH-MARCELIN & HINGER, supra note 14, at 5; CMTY. RTS. CAMPAIGN, BLACK,
BROWN, AND OVER-POLICED IN L.A. SCHOOLS 9 (2013), https://www.njjn.org/uploads/digital-
library/CA_Strategy-Center_Black-Brown-and-Over-Policed-in-LA-Schools.PDF
[https://perma.cc/JUZ6-VEY3]; Elena Thompson, School Resource Officers Exacerbate the School-to-
Prison  Pipeline for  Students of Color, ACLU OHIO (Feb. 18, 2021, 2:00 PM),
https://www.acluohio.org/en/news/school-resource-officers-exacerbate-school-prison-pipeline-
students-color [https://perma.cc/4ES8K-LLWM]; NANCY A. HEITZEG, CRIMINALIZING EDUCATION:
ZERO TOLERANCE POLICIES, POLICE IN THE HALLWAYS AND THE SCHOOL TO PRISON PIPELINE 1-
3 (2009),
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disconnection and driving truancy and pushout.*’ They also identify violations of
students’ civil rights as a result of school policing.*®

IV. SCHOOL POLICING IS A PUBLIC HEALTH ISSUE

The relevance of school policing to health is clear. Education is recognized as a
key social determinant of health that shapes health outcomes from early
childhood through adulthood.* The impact of education on health is
crosscutting and amplified as educational attainment is a predictor of other social
determinants (e.g., income and employment) that powerfully shape health.’
Research shows that reduced educational attainment is a strong predictor of a
range of negative health outcomes, including chronic disease and low life
expectancy.’’ The development and promotion of health-protective factors are
also critical to lifelong health. School connectedness, peer connectedness, and
school climate protect youth against poor mental health outcomes, including
emotional distress, suicidal ideation, and suicide attempts.’> School policing
negatively impacts each of these areas.”® Students stopped by police in schools are
more likely to report poor mental health outcomes, such as post-traumatic stress
and emotional distress,”* and police exposure is linked to increased trauma and
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anxiety in young people.”® The use of abusive force subjects BIPOC students to
direct risks for physical injuries,’® and cumulative exposure to violence, including
police violence, is associated with poor self-rated health in youth.’” Though there
is a significant need for race-conscious public-health research on school policing,
it is not unlikely that the disproportionate targeting of BIPOC students may drive
racial health inequities given that racial discrimination itself is associated with
poor physical health and high rates of anxiety, depression, and schizophrenia.’®
We assert that the school-to-prison pipeline, specifically the link between school
policing and criminal justice system involvement, is also an issue of racial health
inequity. Incarcerated youth are at an increased risk of developing a myriad of
health problems, including trauma, depression, suicidal ideation, and suicide
attempts.”” These adverse health outcomes are not limited to childhood; research
shows that youth incarceration is associated with worse mental and physical health
in adulthood.®® Incarceration in adulthood is likewise recognized as a major public
health concern because individuals in correctional facilities are significantly more
likely than the general population to suffer “from infectious disease, mental health
problems, and substance use and addiction.”®! Formerly incarcerated individuals
also face higher rates of hospitalization, morbidity, and mortality.®* Put simply,
the school-to-prison pipeline is a fundamental driver of poor health outcomes that

follow BIPOC people from childhood through adulthood.

V. A CALL FOR ANTIRACIST HEALTH ENGAGEMENT WITH THE
SCHOOL DEFUNDING MOVEMENT

Despite the health-harming effects of racialized school policing and the implicit
relationship between the defunding movement and racial health equity, the
negative health effects of school policing for BIPOC youth have been largely
underemphasized as a justification for reform in the movement to defund school
police.”> Movement activists have demanded divestment from school police and
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reinvestment in school-based health providers but have not engaged an
interdisciplinary approach to defunding school police supported by public health
research and action.®* Further, while educational attainment, professional and
socioeconomic trajectories, and school-based health-protective factors (e.g., school
connectedness and school climate) are all familiar topics to public health experts,
the negative health consequences of school policing are often overlooked in
health-equity discourse. This absence of a public health lens supporting the
defunding movement presents a unique opportunity for public health and health
law professionals to stand in solidarity with civil rights, educational justice, and
racial justice advocates and turn the tools of the growing antiracist health-equity
agenda in a new direction.

Though school policing is presently absent from the antiracist health-equity
agenda, we believe it is key to highlight the current focus on systems interrelated
with school police. For example, there is robust advocacy to address individual
and community health impacts of incarceration.®® Similarly, policing outside
schools is prominent within the antiracist health-equity discourse.®® Identifying
both police violence and interlocking layers of racism within policing practices
and systems as public health crises, advocates have called for legal reforms in such
areas as police accountability, racial bias training, and bans on the use of certain
physical restraints.®” Coupled with national-level activities, more than two
hundred cities, counties, states, and other public entities have issued resolutions
declaring racism a public health crisis®® with the vast majority in direct response
to the death of George Floyd and widespread protests denouncing law
enforcement as a systemically racist institution.®

As such, a call for public health engagement with the school defunding
movement is not simply driven by the direct health risks that school policing
presents for BIPOC students. Framing, naming, and addressing school policing
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as a public health issue is critical if the public health and health law communities
seek to actualize the aim of “address(ing] the social, economic, political, legal,
educational, and health care systems that maintain structural racism. Because as
the Covid-19 pandemic so expeditiously illustrated, all policy is health policy.””
Structural discrimination underpins the laws and policies that support the current
school policing paradigm, which in turn shapes the educational system,
reinforcing racism and facilitating poor health outcomes for BIPOC youth.” To
stand in solidarity with racial-justice and education advocates is to ensure that
goals for health equity for all” are realized.

To be clear, we are not asserting that public health and health law professionals
should assume leadership of the defund-school-police movement. To do so would
be reenacting the subordination that the antiracist health-equity agenda seeks to
combat. Rather, public health and health law professionals committed to
dismantling oppression should develop a collaborative vision with grassroots
leaders for how their skills, expertise, and tools can enhance the defund-school-
police movement. A wide range of opportunities exist for public health and health
law professionals to support school police reform. For example, researchers can
increase data on the impact of school policing on student health and conduct
participatory community-driven” studies that not only examine racialized health
effects of school policing but also develop preventative and structural
interventions.’* They can also play a role in articulating how divesting funds from
school police and investing them in health-promoting interventions, such as
mental health support and services, is a key return on investment by state and
local officials. Advocates can advance legal reforms at the local (school and
district) and state levels to limit the use of harmful, punitive school-discipline
practices, including school policing. For example, they can serve as trusted health
champions for the defund movement and testify before city councils holding
budget hearings on the negative impacts of school policing practices. Academics
can adopt a comprehensive antiracist curriculum inclusive of the examination of
racism as a driver of health disparities, the social determinants of health, the
effects of racialized school policies and practices, and the role of law in reinforcing
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structural racism in health-impacting systems. In all instances, the guiding
principle to such antiracist work is disrupting the mutually reinforcing laws,
policies, systems, and behaviors that fuel the persistence of racial health inequities.



