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Testimony on behalf of the Legislative Advocacy Clinic at New York Law School1 

Regarding 

The NYPD School Safety Division’s Role and Efforts to Improve School Climate 

Before 

New York City Council Public Safety Committee 

November 21, 2017 

 

I. Introduction 

We respectfully submit the following testimony to the Council about the nationwide 

impact of the School to Prison Pipeline System and on the NYPD School Safety Division’s role 

and efforts to improve school climate. As students in the Legislative Advocacy Clinic at New 

York Law School, we have researched the effects of police intervention on school discipline 

procedures and its detrimental effects on students. By placing the responsibility of discipline on 

school law enforcement, the City is criminalizing our youth rather than fostering their growth.  

 

II. Background  

Nationwide, we have a problem of students entering the juvenile and criminal justice 

systems due to unfair school disciplinary policies. The presence of police officers, invasive 

search protocols, and metal detectors in schools can make places of learning feel like prisons. 

These measures are often presented as the only way to protect our students. However, students 

all across the country are being arrested not for serious crimes but for incidents of standard 

teenage misbehavior. School discipline procedures for minor behavioral infractions too often 

                                                        
1 Written by New York Law School Students Akash Balaggan (‘19), Gianne Falvo (‘18), Danah Jones (‘19), 

Natchaya ‘May’ Vutrapongvatana (‘19). 
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result in suspension, expulsion, arrest, or incarceration of the students involved. Nationally, six 

percent of K-12 students received one or more out-of-school suspensions in the 2013-2014 

school year; 18 percent were Black boys; 10 percent were Black girls; and just five and two 

percent were white boys and white girls, respectively. 2  

One of the main causes of this racial and gender disparity is the impact of the zero-

tolerance disciplinary polices employed by the nation’s schools. Students of color are suspended 

and arrested at a rate more then two times greater than their counterparts for the same offenses. 

Suspension, expulsion, and arrest are often the first steps in a chain of events that lead to 

academic disengagement and unnecessary involvement with the criminal justice system.  

 

III.  School Safety and Exclusionary Discipline in New York City Schools 

New York City Public Schools enroll roughly 1 million students during the academic 

year and Black students account for 27 percent of the school population. Black students receive 

the largest number of in-school suspensions, out of school suspensions, expulsions, and referrals 

to law enforcement than their counterparts of different racial and ethnic backgrounds, even 

though Latino students comprise the majority of the school population at 40 percent. 3  

During the 2013 - 2014 academic year the Department of Education reported over 53,000 

suspensions, where insubordination and minor altercations (also known as horseplay) accounted 

for at least 12,000 of those suspensions. The most frequently suspended infractions are not 

considered serious enough to require a suspension within the Department of Education’s 

                                                        
2 U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights, 2013 - 2014 Civil Rights Data Collection First Look, 

available at, https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/docs/2013-14-first-look.pdf  
3 U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights Data Collection 2013, available at, 

https://ocrdata.ed.gov/Page?t=d&eid=31194&syk=7&pid=736&Report=6  

https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/docs/2013-14-first-look.pdf
https://ocrdata.ed.gov/Page?t=d&eid=31194&syk=7&pid=736&Report=6


 

  3 

discipline procedures, so these suspensions are largely discretionary. 4 According to disciplinary 

guidelines, at the conclusion of the 2015 - 2016 academic year more than 85 percent of 

suspensions and removal from instruction could have been dealt with in other ways that involved 

less missed class days.5  

Students who find themselves at the hands of police officers are often left frustrated, 

humiliated, and ashamed. They can feel unsafe and unwelcome in their schools and in some 

cases, these students will drop out. Furthermore, students can end up with criminal records from 

these police interactions, which make it challenging or impossible for them to get a job, get into 

college, and get assistance from the government. Frequently suspended infractions can be 

redirected with other discipline approaches that do not require students to be excluded from 

instruction.  

 

IV. Alternatives to School Safety Agents  

Several school districts in the U.S. have demonstrated positive outcomes as a result of 

replacing zero-tolerance discipline policies with restorative justice policies. After eliminating 

zero-tolerance policies for petty acts and adopting restorative justice policies to maintain order, 

Miami-Dade County Public School District, the fourth largest school district in the U.S., and 

Broward County Public School District, the sixth largest school district in the U.S., have 

dramatically decreased arrests and suspensions. 

 

                                                        
4 NYCLU, Student Safety Act Reporting on Suspensions 2013 - 2014, available at, 

https://www.nyclu.org/sites/default/files/ssa_suspension_factsheet_2013-2014_edit.pdf  
5 NYCLU, Student Safety Act Reporting on Suspensions 2015-2016 School, available at, 

https://www.nyclu.org/sites/default/files/SSA_Suspension_FactSheet_2015-2016.pdf  

https://www.nyclu.org/sites/default/files/ssa_suspension_factsheet_2013-2014_edit.pdf
https://www.nyclu.org/sites/default/files/SSA_Suspension_FactSheet_2015-2016.pdf
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In 2009, Florida amended its zero-tolerance statute and gave school districts the option of 

replacing negative disciplinary polices with positive alternatives. As a result, Miami-Dade and 

Broward County adopted restorative justice disciplinary policies for minor acts of misconduct. 

Broward County created the Preventing Recidivism through Opportunities, Mentoring, 

Interventions, Supports, and Education Program (“PROMISE”). Instead of school suspensions or 

arrests for incidents such as disorderly conduct and petty theft, students are sent to a designated 

education center where they receive counseling, behavioral services, and the opportunity to 

make-up school work. Ninety percent of students who complete PROMISE do not reoffend.6 

Miami-Dade implemented a behavior support system into its student code of conduct. 

This system uses data to identify students’ needs and monitors students’ progress. This system 

requires teachers and school officials to use restorative measures before referring students for 

arrest, suspension, or expulsion. In 2014, Miami-Dade also created “Success Centers.” Success 

Centers are establishments that suspended students are required to attend. In the Success Centers, 

students receive therapy and are also required to complete schoolwork. Since 2009, Miami-Dade 

reduced school related arrests by 69 percent. Since 2005, Miami-Dade decreased out of school 

suspensions by 44 percent. In the 2015 - 2016 school year, Miami-Dade recorded its highest 

student graduation rate at more than 80 percent.7 

The success of restorative justice programs in Miami-Dade and Broward Counties 

demonstrates that school districts can successfully implement policies to eliminate the School-to-

Prison Pipeline. Restorative justice policies can decrease arrest rates and increase graduation 

rates. 

                                                        
6 Harvard Law and Policy Review Dismantling the School to Prison Pipeline: South Florida’s Approach February 2, 

2017, available at, http://harvardlpr.com/2017/02/02/dismantling-the-school-to-prison-pipeline-south-floridas-

approach/  
7 Id. 

http://harvardlpr.com/2017/02/02/dismantling-the-school-to-prison-pipeline-south-floridas-approach/
http://harvardlpr.com/2017/02/02/dismantling-the-school-to-prison-pipeline-south-floridas-approach/
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V. Conclusion  

We recommend that the Council encourage the New York City Department of Education 

to design strategies that focus on the root of disciplinary problems and develop programs on 

restorative solutions. By ensuring that students’ rights are protected, adults in the school building 

can build stronger relationships that keep everyone safer.  

We should be moving toward the goal of a school system where police are not necessary, 

and the only way to get there is to reduce reliance on police and replace them with better 

discipline alternatives. Let us as New Yorkers take a step forward in the right direction and 

coordinate with local educational agencies to implement positive, preventative approaches to 

exclusionary discipline actions, promoting a positive school climate for all students and 

minimizing students’ removal from instruction. Let us put an end to the criminalization of 

schools and let us give all of our students the opportunity to succeed. The New York City 

Council can encourage these changes through funding positive alternatives instead of increasing 

support for police reliance, and through exercising its oversight authority. 

 

We thank the New York City Council’s Committee on Public Safety for considering this 

testimony. New York City Department of Education has an obligation to contribute positively to 

the learning environment of each school, providing the students of New York a quality and 

supportive education. We offer the following recommendations to be considered as alternative 

steps the Council can take to protect the future of New York’s children. We thank you for your 

consideration of our suggestions.     
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Recommendations  

We have the following recommendations to improve school climate and the role of New York 

Police Department School Safety Agents: 

1. Provide comprehensive guidelines for School Safety Agent interactions with students 

through establishing limits on law enforcement activities in schools and promoting a 

Student Bill of Rights. 

2. Limit police presence in public schools and empower educators and counselors to 

respond to disruption and misbehavior in a way that contributes to students’ educational 

progress. The Council can promote this through its oversight and budget authority. 

3. Coordinate with the DOE to implement positive, preventative approaches to exclusionary 

discipline actions and promote a positive school climate for all students and improve 

engagement for disconnected youth, minimizing student removal from instruction. The 

City Council can support this through providing funding support for alternatives and 

providing less funding support for police in schools.  

4. Reduce the number of young people subjected to criminal justice penalties because of in-

school misbehavior, by encouraging the DOE and NYPD to adopt an improved 

Memorandum of Understanding that limits the role of police in schools.  

 

 

   
















