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INTRODUCTION 

Across the United States, there is an ominous trend that is cutting short the opportunity to 
succeed for huge numbers of children and youth.  Zero tolerance policies and practices 
are, in many instances, pushing young people off of the academic track and onto a track to 
prison.  This approach, which was originally intended to address the growing concerns over 
school safety, has been expanded to include overly harsh punishments for behavior that has 
no bearing on safety.  Students across the country are being pushed out of school through 
the over-use of out-of-school suspensions, expulsions, and school-based arrests, mostly for 
minor misconduct.  While this trend is harming children and youth of all ages and races, it 
weighs most heavily on children of color, who are being pushed out or thrown out of school 
at alarming rates.  

School districts are not acting alone.  In most places, school districts have teamed up with 
law enforcement to create this “schoolhouse to jailhouse track.”  School districts are literally 
delegating their responsibility for school discipline to police, resulting in a large number 
of incidents that are now handled by school police and juvenile courts that could be – and 
were once – handled by a trip to the principal’s office or a call home to a parent.   If the 
schoolhouse to jailhouse track is not stopped now, there will be serious negative conse-
quences for generations to come.

This action kit is a tool to help communities eliminate the schoolhouse to jailhouse track by:  

•	 Collecting information and data about school discipline policies and practices;   
•	 Analyzing and organizing the data; and
•	 Developing messages that resonate with your audience.

Ending the Schoolhouse to Jailhouse Track Project

Advancement Project supports grassroots organizers working to end the schoolhouse to 
jailhouse track.  The information contained here has been gathered from Advancement 
Project’s work over the past ten years with our community partners to end the schoolhouse 
to jailhouse track.  

The Ending the Schoolhouse to Jailhouse Track Project seeks to expose and reform the way 
in which schools have turned to out-of-school suspensions, expulsions, and referrals to law 
enforcement and courts to handle minor school disciplinary infractions.  First, through 
participatory research, the partners in this project have gathered data to better understand 
the depths of the problem.  Second, the research has permitted us to map the track–exactly 
how youth are sent packing into the juvenile justice system directly from school and what 
happens to them once their trip on the track begins.  Third, the research has given us a 
richer understanding of the impact of the track, the reasons for its existence, and the 
institutions and persons involved.  As a result, we and our grassroots partners are in a 
stronger position to push for change.  
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This action kit is intended to help mobilized communities (parents, youth, advocates, and 
educators) understand and begin to address the schoolhouse to jailhouse track so that they 
may ultimately create caring learning environments that push students toward colleges and 
careers rather than prison. 
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DATA COLLECTION

Getting Up To Speed

The first step in understanding the operation of zero tolerance and other harsh school 
disciplinary practices in a school district is to understand how they operate.  What triggers 
zero tolerance?  What is punishable? To gain a better understanding of school disciplinary 
policies and practices, the following materials may be helpful, and may be found on the 
Internet:

• State education laws.  Federal law requires states to impose a one-year expulsion of  
  students in possession of a firearm on school grounds (though this may be modified on    
  a case-by-case basis).  Many state laws go beyond this, requiring expulsions, suspensions,    
  or referrals to law enforcement for other conduct including: drug offenses, possession of  
  other types of weapons, and fighting.  State laws may also indicate whether a suspended  
  or expelled student is entitled to continued educational services (such as in alternative  
  schools), and may detail disciplinary hearing procedures. 

• Local school district code of conduct.  Many public school districts have district-wide  
   disciplinary codes that list all disciplinary offenses and recommend or require particular  
   punishments for these offenses.  These policies typically go beyond state and federal  
   requirements.

• School disciplinary code.  In some districts, individual schools may have their own 		
   code of conduct that details the policies specific to the school.

School discipline data is also important to understanding the schoolhouse to jailhouse 
track.  Most school districts collect suspension and expulsion data.  In some states, school 
districts are also required to keep data on student arrests or referrals to law enforcement.  
However, in many places, local (or state) law enforcement agencies, juvenile courts, and/
or juvenile justice departments collect this data.  

If you are unable to find data through these sources, state Departments of Education and 
local school districts commonly collect certain school discipline data in the following 
types of reports that may also be available on the Internet:
  
• School Accountability Report Cards; 
• Safety and Discipline Reports; 
• School Safety and Climate Reports;  
• Student Disciplinary Action Reports; or 
• School Violence Reports. 

In addition, the Office for Civil Rights of the U.S. Department of Education collects and 
publishes school district discipline data in its bi-annual Civil Rights Report Card (www.
ed.gov/about/list/ocr/index.html). 
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If data is not readily available on the Internet, a letter requesting this information, i.e. a 
public records request, may be necessary.
 
Public Records Requests

Most school discipline data and related information is considered public record and thus 
must be made available to the public upon request.  Often, a formal written request is 
necessary.  However, public records requests can be time-consuming and even costly, so it 
is important to have a clear idea of what type of data/information is going to be most use-
ful to an overall campaign before making a request.  

Also, it is critical to have an understanding of the state’s public records law.  In particular, 
it is useful to know if the law requires that the district respond within a certain time, and 
how much can be charged for compiling and copying the documents.  This can be espe-
cially helpful if difficulties are encountered in obtaining the information. 

For more information about state public records laws, visit the National Freedom of 
Information Coalition at: www.nfoic.org.  

The following agencies typically maintain school discipline and/or arrest data:

• State Departments of Education;
• School Districts;
• School Police Departments and/or local Police or Sheriff’s Departments; 
• State Departments of Juvenile Justice; and 
• Court Administrators at local juvenile/municipal/state courts.

The types of data and information that often prove helpful in understanding the school-
house to jailhouse track are:  

• Suspensions, expulsions, and arrests/referrals to law enforcement by conduct at issue,  
   race, gender, age, grade, date, disability (if any), length of suspension/expulsion (if  
   applicable), and school;

• School prevention and intervention programs, requirements for accessing those programs,   
    participation rates by race, age, and gender of students, and length of time in program;

• School security budget;

• Hiring qualifications and training materials for school security and police officers; 

• Information on the number of school security and police officer assigned to schools, and  
   the race, gender, and years of experience of those officers;



6

• Agreements between school districts and local police departments for law enforcement  
   services; 

• Outcomes (or dispositions) of cases referred to law enforcement from schools (may be  
   maintained by courts);

• Complaints or lawsuits filed against school security or school resource officers for mis- 
   conduct; and

• Complaints or lawsuits filed against schools regarding discipline.

See Appendix l for sample public records requests used in mapping the schoolhouse to 
jailhouse track.

Tips for Public Records Requests

Sending Requests

A) After identifying the appropriate agency/agencies and the appropriate recipient (usually  
    the Public Information Official or the Public Records Official), send the initial request.   
    A reminder system should be created for all requests in order to keep track of the date  
    by which the agency should respond.  
B) Maintain a record of all letters; this should include all phone conversations, faxes, and      
    mailings.
C) All mailed letters should be photocopied before sending.
D) For all faxed letters, keep a copy of the letter and fax cover page, along with the  
    confirmation page.
E) Keep all letters in a binder in reverse chronological order, so that the most recent letter 		
    will appear first, and so on.

Receiving Responses

All letters received, except the actual data, should be kept with the original letter. 

Data Not Received

A) Make follow-up calls and send faxes to the original contact person at the agency. 
B) Follow-up should be done promptly.  In some states, if too much time passes between     
    the initial request and the follow-up request, the request process will have to start over.
C) If the agency states that it does not maintain the data requested, use this opportunity  
    to find out the exact data it does keep that may be useful.  However, if the agency does  
    keep the data but refuses access to it, an appeal of the agency’s decision may be an 
    option under state law.
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Public Records Request Q&A

Q: Who can make public records requests? 
A: In most states the general public may request access to most public records.  Some states, 
however, may limit requests to citizens of the state. 

Q:  What records are available?
A:  Each state has laws that identify the types of records that are open to public inspection.  
Generally, school discipline policies and statistics are public records.   While student records 
are typically subject to privacy laws, data that does not identify individual students are not, 
and are thus public records.  If arrest data is maintained with information that identifies 
individual students, a request may be made to remove any confidential information so that 
the records can be made available.

Q: Do I need to tell the state or local agency why I want the information or what I will do 
with it? 
A: This is necessary only if it is required under state law.  States are usually only interested 
in knowing if the information will be used for “commercial” purposes (for a profit).  In all 
cases, it is advisable to keep your request short and concise. 

Q:  In what form may I request the data?
A:  You may ask that data be provided in hard copy and/or electronically.  If you have a 
computer, you may want to request the data be sent electronically (such as in a computer 
file) because it is often less expensive and is usually easier to analyze than data received 
in hard copy.  However, some agencies may refuse to provide data in a format that permits 
analysis and may only provide it in PDF or hard copy.

Q: Do I have to pay for the records I request? 
A: It depends.  Most states allow the state and local agencies to charge a fee for copying the 
information; some states also allow the agencies to charge an hourly rate for staff time used 
to search for and compile the information. However, many states provide for a reduction in 
fees or a waiver of fees if the information sought is in the “public’s interest,” which will likely 
apply to efforts to hold schools and law enforcement agencies accountable to the communi-
ties they serve.  You should check your state public records law for more information. 

Q: How long does the agency have to respond to my request? 
A: It varies.  Some state laws give specific response times (e.g., seven working days), while 
other state laws are written more broadly and allow for a “reasonable amount of time” in 
which to respond.  

Q: If my request is denied, can I appeal the decision? 
A: Most state laws provide for an appeal process. Because most laws require an explanation 
for the rejection, sometimes it is easiest to contact the agency to find out how the request 
should be changed to successfully obtain the data.   
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DATA ANALYSIS AND ORGANIZATION

Data analysis and organization are crucial to educating allies and adversaries about the 
schoolhouse to jailhouse track.  Data will paint a picture of the depth of the problem and its 
impact on groups of students by race, gender, age, grade, disability, and school.  The analysis 
will help tell the story and provide insight into the types of reforms needed. However, errors 
in data analysis can seriously undermine the credibility of a campaign for reform.  Thus, it is 
critical to spend a significant amount of time understanding and organizing the data.

Tips for Analyzing School Discipline Data

• Understand the data before using it and make sure you are comparing “apples to 
   apples.”  For example, some data is kept by school year (i.e., September through June)      
   and other data is kept by calendar year (i.e., January through December), and it is 
   important not to confuse the two.

• Rather than looking solely at raw numbers of suspensions, expulsions, and arrests (i.e.,  
   how many students were suspended overall), look at the number of incidents per 100  
   students.  For example, divide the number of out-of-school suspensions by the total 
   number of students.  Multiply that by 100 to get the number of out-of-school suspensions 
   per 100 students.  This can be helpful for comparing data from different schools and districts.

• Analyzing data by the type of underlying incident, if possible, can be extremely helpful for  
   demonstrating the extent to which punitive measures are being used in response to minor    
   misbehavior.  

• Consider examining trends across time.  For example, suspension and arrest figures often  
   change from year to year as a result of changes in school staff, budgeting, resources, or  
   philosophy.  

• To examine disparities on the basis of race or disability, compare the disciplinary 
   incidents to the student population overall.  For example, if you would like to show that  
   Black students are over-represented among students arrested in school, compare the 
   percentage of arrests that were of Black students with the percentage of the total student  
   body comprised of Black students.
	 o Consider examining disparities across levels of schooling.  For example, 			 
              racial disparities in suspensions are often the most severe in elementary schools.

• Consider examining data – such as suspension rates, number of arrests, and racial 
   disparities – at the individual school level.  This can often be helpful because school     
   discipline practices typically vary widely across schools.

See Appendix II for examples of data analyses of the schoolhouse to jailhouse track.
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Lessons Learned

• Data comes in many forms, and so it is advisable to implement a standardized way to  
   enter and analyze it, especially if different types of data will be compared.  

• Student arrest data can often be complicated to identify.  Because law enforcement  
   records often include all arrests on or around school grounds, that may include arrests  
   of adults and arrests that occur outside of school hours.  It may be necessary to narrow  
   your request to eliminate those arrests from your analysis.  In particular, data requests  
   for school-based arrests should include arrests by age so that non-student arrests can be  
   excluded.  

• Race data is not collected uniformly, so it is important to determine how students are  
   classified in particular categories.  For example, depending on the jurisdictions, students  
   may be classified as Latino or Hispanic on the basis of their name, their skin color, or  
   through self-identification.  School districts, law enforcement agencies, and courts may  
   all maintain race data in different ways so once again, make sure you are comparing  
   “apples to apples.”    

• School districts may list one incident of violence that includes more than one student,  
   thus leading to more than one arrest.  Therefore, in districts that only maintain incident  
   data, using the data may undercount the number of arrests.   Further, students may be  
   arrested and charged with more than one offense (e.g., fight leads to an arrest for assault,   
   disorderly conduct and resisting arrest).  Thus, in analyzing the reasons youth were 
   arrested, a uniform rule should be devised for categorizing arrests with multiple offenses.   
   For example, an arrest for a fight that resulted in battery, assault, and disorderly conduct  
   charges might be categorized by the most serious offense, i.e., battery.  

• Many school districts, especially those that use the services of local police departments,  
   do not collect student arrest data.  Local police departments maintain arrest data, though  
   they may not have collected data on school-based arrests in particular.  It may be possi- 
   ble, though, to isolate the relevant data, such as by identifying arrests that occur on  
   school campuses or where the arresting officer is a school resource officer.

• In larger school districts, it may be most efficient (and less expensive) to narrow requests  
   to those schools that are the target of a campaign.  

• When dealing with school discipline data, a healthy dose of caution is appropriate.   
   Suspension, expulsion, and arrest figures are notorious for being inaccurate; specifically,  
   they often fail to capture all, or even most, of the appropriate incidents.  Also, race data  
   tends not to match the experience “on the ground,” because agencies often undercount  
   or wrongly categorize people.

• Keep a clean copy of the original set of data and detailed records indicating where,  
   when, and from whom it was received.  This is essential for citing the source of the data 
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accurately.  It is also helpful to have this information in the event that a follow-up call 
about the data or a request for additional information or data is necessary. More impor-
tantly, this information can be very helpful if the data is questioned by an outside party.  
Also, if the data needs to be manually entered, have a system of checks and balances to 
eliminate human error.
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BEYOND THE NUMBERS

To thoroughly understand how disciplinary policies truly operate on a daily basis, interviews 
and surveys are crucial.  Policies may look fine on paper, but in practice they may not be 
working well.  Interviews and surveys not only give life to the numbers but also show the 
impact on students, families, and the community.

Stakeholder Interviews 

Interviews, narratives, and stories provide in-depth understanding and perspectives on the 
issue of zero tolerance and harsh school disciplinary practices.  Interviewees not only 
provide anecdotes, but they also explain the data and ultimately help map the schoolhouse 
to jailhouse track.  Common sources of anecdotal data include: 

• Students; 
• Parents; 
• Teachers; 
• School administrators (e.g. principals; vice principals; school safety department);
• School board members; 
• School police officers; 
• Local police officers;
• State department of education officials (school safety department);
• State law enforcement or juvenile justice agency officials; 
• Juvenile court judges; 
• Diversionary program administrators; 
• Probation officers;
• State or district attorneys; and 
• Public defenders.
 
See Appendix III for sample interview protocols.

Interview and Story Documentation Tips

• Some parents and students are uncomfortable sharing their identity with the general public.   
   This is particularly the case if the student is under age 18 and still enrolled in school, or is  
   an undocumented immigrant.  Thus, when collecting stories to be used publicly, the age  
   and immigration status of the student and her family should be considered. The potential  
   risks to the student and family who decide to publicly share their story (such as retaliation  
   from the school or law enforcement) should be discussed.

• An arrest is a private matter.  While many parents and students are outraged by the unjust  
   criminalization of youth by their schools, it is often difficult to find students who have been  
   arrested and are willing to talk about their experience publicly. Often the students and their  
   families are embarrassed or concerned about continued harassment. Additionally, when a  
   case is pending in court, statements made by the student or parent may be used against  
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   them.  Parents and lawyers representing these youth should be involved in any discussions  
   about revealing the youth’s identity.

• Attending juvenile court and/or expulsion proceedings to witness the schoolhouse to  
   jailhouse track firsthand helps to paint a clearer picture of how the track works and the  
   negative impact it has on students and their families.  In some places these proceedings  
   are open to the public.

Community Surveys

Surveys can be a critical tool in gaining a deeper understanding of the impact of school 
discipline policies in a particular community.  Surveys may assist in identifying: youth 
treated unfairly through disciplinary measures, potential allies, and safety concerns that 
should be considered when formulating reforms.  Often these surveys are helpful in gaug-
ing perceptions, but may not be useful as quantitative data unless a significant number of 
people are surveyed.  

For more information about community surveys, go to the Data Center’s website: 
http://www.datacenter.org/research/creatingsurveys.

See Appendix IV for a sample student survey.  

Mapping the Track

While there are certainly similarities across communities in how the schoolhouse to jail-
house track works, there are also frequently important differences.  Therefore, it can be 
helpful to map out the dynamics in your community once you collect and analyze your 
data.  Hi-tech GIS mapping is now being used by some advocates, but simple diagrams can 
be extremely effective in helping others to visualize the problem and identify the key targets 
in a reform campaign. 

For examples of such maps, see Appendix V.  

Messaging

Once you have diagnosed the school discipline problems in your community, the final step 
before crafting and implementing an advocacy campaign is to determine how to talk about 
the problem with potential allies.  Developing your core messages is critical to building a 
base of support and identifying advocacy targets and goals.  The failure of many promising 
campaigns can be traced to insufficient attention to “messaging.” 

Crafting messages around school discipline can be challenging.  Because the safety of 
children is at issue, these discussions can be emotionally charged.  Nevertheless, our expe-
rience has demonstrated that it is possible to reach and persuade a variety of stakeholders 
through strong, consistent messages that address the issue directly.  
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We recommend crafting messages that are aligned with the information you gather about 
the schoolhouse to jailhouse track in your community.  Values and priorities can differ in 
some important ways across communities.  Plus, it is important that your messages corre-
spond to the particular problems in your community.

Nevertheless, we have found that there are some messages that are effective across many 
communities.  We conducted focus groups of parents and students to better understand 
their values when it comes to school discipline and the messages that resonate with them.  
These were some of our findings:

• Parents like it when schools pay individual attention to students, and when schools are  
   in close contact with parents about student behavior. 

• Parents want schools to take into account the individual circumstances of students when  
   issuing punishments, while acknowledging that teachers and schools are often over- 
   whelmed.

• Most parents see schools as relatively safe, although several factors concern them,  
   including gangs, the random nature of school violence incidents, and the fact that other  
   children might “snap” at any time.

• Violent incidents that have occurred in schools scare and trouble parents, and make  
   some teachers question their career choice. At the same time, parents and teachers both  
   indicate that in modern society there is no such thing as a safe place.

• Parents would like schools to make an effort to ensure that parents and students under- 
   stand discipline policies. Parents also perceive these policies as varying from school to  
   school, and see inconsistencies in how principals and other school officials enforce the  
   policies.

• Parents and teachers think minor offenses such as talking back in class can be handled  
   by teachers. Fighting without weapons or making threats against students or teachers is  
   seen as something that can be handled by principals, assistant principals, and deans,  
   while police officers should only be involved when students make major threats (e.g.  
   saying they have a bomb), bring a deadly weapon to school (e.g. a gun or a knife), or  
   seriously hurt another student or teacher.

• Many parents and teachers see fighting in schools as normal behavior, and think harsh  
   punishments for kids fighting is over-reacting to a long-standing problem. They also think  
   kids who do not start fights should be able to defend themselves without being punished.

• Parents do not think they are contacted frequently enough or quickly enough when their  
   children are getting into trouble at school.
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• Parents and teachers do not like punishments that give children unsupervised free time  
   (out-of-school suspensions are particularly disliked). Instead, parents and teachers favor  
   issuing extra homework or making kids do community service.

• Parents and teachers are in favor of having additional counselors in the schools to work  
   with troubled students.

For examples of how this information was used to create messages, see the sample talking 
points in Appendix VI.

ABOUT ADVANCEMENT PROJECT 

Advancement Project is an innovative civil rights law, policy, and communications
“action tank” that advances universal opportunity and a just democracy for those left behind 
in America. We believe that sustainable progress can be made when multiple tools—law, 
policy analysis, strategic communications, technology, and research— are coordinated with 
grassroots movements. 

For the past ten years, Advancement Project has focused on the use and devastating effects of 
harsh school discipline policies and practices and the increased role of law enforcement in 
public schools.   We work at both the national level and on the ground with our community 
partners to examine, expose, and reform practices that lead to the criminalization of students.  

To view a copy of our reports and learn more about our work, visit  
www.advancementproject.org.  

Contact Information:
Advancement Project
1220 L Street, NW, #850
Washington D.C., 20005
Phone: 202/728-9557
Fax: 202/728-9558
Email: stopschoolstojails@advancementproject.org	

							     



Sample Public Records Requests

Appendix - I
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SAMPLE PUBLIC RECORDS REQUEST
TO SCHOOL DISTRICT – LONG VERSION

[DATE]

Via First Class Mail and Facsimile [FAX NUMBER]

[NAME AND ADDRESS OF PUBLIC INFORMATION OFFICER] 

	 RE: 	 Public Records Requests               

To Whom it May Concern:

This letter is to request access to the following records and information in your custody 
and control.  Pursuant to the [STATE PUBLIC RECORDS LAW], please make the following 
records available for review and photocopying:  

1. All documents indicating the student population by school, grade, gender, type of dis- 
    ability (if any), and race/ethnicity from 2003-present.

2. All documents indicating the number of students arrested or referred to school resource  
    officers, security guards, and/or other law enforcement officers for alleged misconduct  
    in schools from 2003-present, disaggregated if possible by school, race/ethnicity of  
    student, gender of student, age of student, grade of student, type of disability (if any),  
    date, type of offense, and outcome of arrest.

3. All documents detailing the number of citations/summons and/or tickets issued to stu- 
    dents by school resource officers, security guards, and/or other law enforcement officers  
    from 2003-present, disaggregated if possible by school, race/ethnicity of student, race/ 
    ethnicity of officer, age of student, gender of student, type of disability (if any), date,  
    type of offense, and outcome of citation/summons.

4. All documents indicating the number of students referred to juvenile or criminal court  
   for alleged misconduct in schools from 2003-present, disaggregated if possible by  
   school, race/ethnicity of student, gender of student, age of student, grade of student, type  
   of disability (if any), date, reason for referral, and outcome of referral.

5. All documents detailing the number of suspensions given to students from 2003-pres- 
   ent, disaggregated if possible by school, race/ethnicity of student, age of student, grade  
   of student, gender of student, type of disability (if any), date, type of offense, and length  
   of suspension.

6. All documents detailing the number of expulsions given to students from 2003-present,  
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   disaggregated if possible by school, race/ethnicity of student, age of student, grade of 
   student, gender of student, type of disability (if any), date, type of offense, and outcome of  
   expulsion.

7. All documents indicating the number of school resource officers, security guards, and/or  
   other law enforcement officers assigned to schools in your district by race/ethnicity, gender,  
   years of experience, and school from 2003-present.

8. All documents indicating hiring and training procedures and policies of school resource  
   officers, security guards, and/or other law enforcement officers assigned to schools in  
   your district from 2003-present.

9. All documents indicating the amount of money budgeted each year from 2003-present for  
   safety and security measures, including but not limited to: school resource officers, security  
   guards, and/or other law enforcement officers assigned to schools in your district, security  
   technology (such as metal detectors, security cameras, wands, and tasers), and training.

10. All documents indicating policies and procedures concerning school resource officers,  
     security guards, other law enforcement officers assigned to schools, and law enforcement  
     officers who are called to respond to a school-based incident in your district from  
     2003-present.

11. All documents indicating school discipline policies and procedures in your district  
      from 2003-present. 

12. All memoranda of understanding and other contracts between local law enforcement  
      agencies and your district regarding the employment and responsibilities of school 
      resource officers and other law enforcement officers assigned to schools from 2003-  
      present.

13. All documents indicating policies and procedures about any programs used as an alter- 
      native to suspensions, expulsions, or school-based arrests.

Please provide the requested records in electronic format, if possible.  If not, please let us 
know the cost of photocopying the requested records before they are duplicated.  If you have 
any questions or concerns, please do not hesitate to contact me at 
[PHONE NUMBER].

	 Thank you for your prompt attention to this matter.  

							       Sincerely yours,

							       [NAME]					   
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SAMPLE PUBLIC RECORDS REQUEST
TO SCHOOL DISTRICT – SHORT VERSION

[DATE]

Via First Class Mail and Facsimile [FAX NUMBER]

[NAME AND ADDRESS OF PUBLIC INFORMATION OFFICER] 

	 RE: 	 Public Records Requests               

To Whom it May Concern:

This letter is to request access to the following records and information in your custody 
and control.  Pursuant to the [STATE PUBLIC RECORDS LAW], please make the following 
records available for review and photocopying:

1. All documents indicating the number of students arrested or referred to school resource  
    officers, security guards, and/or other law enforcement officers for alleged misconduct  
    in schools from 2003-present, disaggregated, if possible, by school, race/ethnicity of  
    student, gender of student, age of student, grade of student, type of disability (if any),  
    date, type of offense, and outcome of arrest or referral.

2. All documents detailing the number of out-of-school suspensions given to students from  
    2003-present, disaggregated, if possible, by school, race/ethnicity of student, gender of  
    student, age of student, grade of student, type of disability (if any), date, type of offense,  
    and length of suspension.

Please provide the requested records in electronic format, if possible.  If not, please let us 
know the cost of photocopying the requested records before they are duplicated.  If you 
have any questions or concerns, please do not hesitate to contact me at [PHONE 
NUMBER].

Thank you for your prompt attention to this matter.  

							       Sincerely yours,

							       [NAME]
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SAMPLE PUBLIC RECORDS REQUEST 
TO LAW ENFORCEMENT AGENCY

								        [DATE]

Via First Class Mail and Facsimile [FAX NUMBER]

[NAME AND ADDRESS OF PUBLIC INFORMATION OFFICER] 

	 RE: 	 Public Records Requests               

To Whom it May Concern:

This letter is to request access to the following records and information in your custody and 
control.  Pursuant to the [STATE PUBLIC RECORDS LAW], please make the following records 
available for review and photocopying:  

1. All documents indicating the number of students arrested or referred to school resource 
   officers, security guards, and/or other law enforcement officers for alleged misconduct in     
   schools from 2003-present, disaggregated if possible by school, race/ethnicity of student, 
   gender of student, age of student, type of disability (if any), grade of student, date, type of 
   offense, and outcome of arrest.

2. All documents indicating the number of citations/summons and/or tickets issued to students   
    by school resource officers and/or other law enforcement officers from 2003-present, disag-  
    gregated if possible by school, race/ethnicity of student, race/ethnicity of officer, age of 
    student, type of disability (if any), gender of student, date, type of offense, and outcome of   
    citation/summons.

3. All documents indicating the number of students referred to juvenile or criminal court for  
    alleged misconduct in schools from 2003-present, disaggregated if possible by school, race/ 
    ethnicity of student, gender of student, age of student, type of disability (if any), grade of  
    student, date, reason for referral, and outcome of referral.

4. All documents indicating the number of school resource officers, security guards, and/or   
    other law enforcement officers assigned to schools in your jurisdiction by race/ethnicity,   
    gender, years of experience, and school from 2003-present.

5. All documents indicating hiring and training procedures and policies of school resource  
    officers and/or other law enforcement officers assigned to schools in your jurisdiction  
    from 2003-present.

6. All documents indicating the amount of money budgeted each year from 2003-present  
    for safety and security measures at schools in your jurisdiction, including but not limited  
    to: school resource officers, security guards and/or other law enforcement officers assigned  
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    to schools in your district, security technology (such as metal detectors, security       
    cameras, wands, and tasers), and training.

7. All documents indicating policies and procedures concerning school resource officers,  
    other law enforcement officers assigned to schools, and law enforcement officers who  
    are called to respond to a school-based incident in your jurisdiction from 2003-present.

8. All memoranda of understanding and other contracts between your department and  
    your local school district regarding the employment and responsibilities of school 
    resource officers and other law enforcement officers from 2003-present.

9. All documents indicating policies and procedures about any programs used as an 
    alternative to school-based arrests.

Please provide the requested records in electronic format, if possible.  If not, please let us 
know the cost of photocopying the requested records before they are duplicated.  If you 
have any questions or concerns, please do not hesitate to contact me at [PHONE 
NUMBER].
 
            Thank you for your prompt attention to this matter. 
 
                                                                                    Sincerely yours,
 
                                                                                   
                                                                                    [NAME]



Sample Data Analyses

Appendix - II
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Example A:

Specific Examples of Racial Disparities in Suspensions and Expulsions in 
Baltimore City Public Schools - 2005-2006

Source: Maryland State Department of Education, “Maryland Public School Suspensions by School and Major Offense Category 2005-2006”
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Example B:

White Students

Source: Florida Department of Education, Report on School Safety and Discipline Data

Racial Disparities in Palm Beach County Public Schools
Suspensions: 2005-2006
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Example C:
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Example D:
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Example E:
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Example F:

Suspension Rates of Maryland Counties - 2005-2006
Source: Maryland State Department of Education, “Maryland Public School Suspensions by School and Major Offense Category 2005-2006”
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Example G:
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Example H:
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Example I:



Sample Interview Protocols

Appendix - III
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QUESTIONNAIRE FOR JUDGES 



33



34



35

QUESTIONNAIRE FOR LAWYERS 
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QUESTIONNAIRE FOR PARENTS 
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QUESTIONNAIRE FOR SCHOOL PRINCIPALS 
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QUESTIONNAIRE FOR SCHOOL TEACHERS 
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QUESTIONNAIRE FOR SECURITY OR POLICE OFFICER 
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QUESTIONNAIRE FOR STUDENTS 
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Sample Student Survey

Appendix - IV
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Sample Maps

Appendix - V
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Denver Schoolhouse-to-Jailhouse Track (as of 2005)



57

Chicago Schoolhouse-to-Jailhouse Track (as of 2005)
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Palm Beach County Schoolhouse-to-Jailhouse Track (as of 2005)



Sample Talking Points

Appendix - VI
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SAMPLE TALKING POINTS ON THE  
“Schoolhouse to Jailhouse Track” 

The following sample talking points are grouped into four categories: 

		  THE VISION	 THE PROBLEM
		  THE IMPACT 	 THE SOLUTION

The Vision

• Our schools should be places where children are nurtured rather than punished.  Every  
   school should be a place where students are cared for, supported, challenged, inspired,  
   treated fairly, and given every opportunity to succeed. Young people make mistakes, but  
   unless the safety of the school is threatened, they should not be pushed out of school  
   and deprived of an education for those mistakes.  Rather, those instances should be 
   opportunities for teaching and learning, and providing students with the support they    
   need to become healthy, productive adults. 

The Problem

• Students across the country are being systematically pushed out of school by overly  
   harsh “zero tolerance” school discipline policies and practices.  This “schoolhouse to  
   jailhouse track” results in students being denied class time because of extended and 
   unnecessary suspensions and expulsions, and also being directly fed into the juvenile  
   justice system by school-based arrests for even trivial misconduct.

• Zero tolerance discipline practices were initially intended for weapon and drug offenses,  
   but they have been expanded so that harsh consequences such as suspensions, expul- 
   sions, and referrals to law enforcement are increasingly common for minor misconduct,  
   such as acting up in class, name-calling, and fighting.  

• At the same time that school policies have become more punitive, school districts have  
   also expanded the role of law enforcement and school security in enforcing school dis- 
   cipline.  School districts are literally delegating their responsibility for school discipline  
   to police, resulting in a large number of incidents that are now handled by school police  
   and juvenile courts that could be – and were once – handled by a trip to the principal’s  
   office or a call home to a parent. 

• If we know anything about young people, it is that they will occasionally act out and  
   defy authority.  By ratcheting up the consequences for those normal childish and adoles- 
   cent behaviors, we set young people up for failure.  
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The Impact

• As school districts across the nation rely more on the police and the juvenile justice  
   system to handle even these most trivial acts of misconduct, they turn away from tradi- 
   tional education-based disciplinary methods. Instead, today, in too many schools, young  
   people are criminalized for acting their age: children as young as 5-years-old are being  
   handcuffed, arrested, booked, hauled before a judge, and sometimes locked up for being  
   disruptive in school. 

• The “schoolhouse to jailhouse track” has dire consequences for children and their families  
   and puts aside any notion of forgiving and teaching children.  It also removes students from  
   the learning environment and places them in the often unstructured environment outside  
   of school, where they are more likely to get in additional trouble.  Additionally, children  
   who are repeatedly and unjustly suspended or arrested often miss many days of school, fall  
   behind in their classes, become discouraged, and drop out of school altogether.

• School police are usually not trained to distinguish between youthful misbehavior and  
   truly criminal behavior that threatens the safety of the school. It also often costs schools  
   districts millions of dollars for school police officers who spend most of their time disci- 
   plining students for conduct that should be addressed by classroom interventions, school  
   programs, and counseling.  Moreover, the costs to the community of pushing these students  
   out of school far exceed the costs of keeping them in school.

Racial Disparities

• Students of color are more likely than their White peers to be suspended, expelled, or  
   arrested in school for the same conduct.  Yet there is no evidence that Black and Latino  
   students misbehave more than their White peers.  

• Students of color also receive longer suspension and expulsions than their White peers  
   for the same behavior. 

• Students of color are also more likely to attend schools that have harsh disciplinary  
   policies and extensive security forces, making them more susceptible to draconian 
   punishments.

Students with Special Needs

• Students with special needs are also affected more than their peers by harsh disciplinary  
   practices and police presence in school.  Frequently, these students are dramatically  
   over-represented among those being suspended, expelled, and arrested in school.  

• School security guards and police officers are often un-trained in working with students  
   with special needs, placing these students at even greater risk.
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Academic Impact

• Schools are not any safer or more effective in disciplining children than before zero  
   tolerance policies were implemented in the 1980s. There is also no credible evidence  
   that zero tolerance policies are an effective means for changing student behavior.  

• Research has shown that zero tolerance policies are associated with lower academic  
   achievement, lower graduation rates, and worse school climate. Also, students who are  
   arrested and appear in court are more likely to drop out of school.

Lingering Effects

• The impact of the criminalization of children by their schools stretches beyond the  
   teenage years.  The emotional trauma, embarrassment, and stigma of being handcuffed  
   can have long-lasting effects.  And in some places, even just being arrested in school can  
   become part of a child’s criminal record.  In some instances the arrests carry over and  
   become a part of a student’s adult records.  Even if a student manages to get his or her  
   record cleared, often he or she must still report an arrest to future employers.

• Research has shown that children who are arrested for the first time at a young age are  
   more likely to be arrested again in the future.  According to some studies, a student  
   arrested in school is more than twice as likely as another student to be arrested later in  
   life. 

The Solution

• Prevention and intervention strategies have been proven highly effective in addressing  
   school-based misconduct, promoting a positive school climate, and making schools safe.   
   These measures are also more cost effective than hurling students into the juvenile 
   justice system.

• These alternatives to out-of-school suspensions, expulsions, and school-based arrests  
   range from the most simple classroom teaching techniques to comprehensive school- 
   wide and community-based programs.  In fact, the vast majority of student misconduct  
   is best addressed through non-punitive classroom and in-school strategies.  Most require  
   little to no time or school resources, and are far more effective than exclusionary 
   measures in creating a sustainable positive climate within schools.  

• Many school districts are now realizing how ineffective their zero tolerance policies are  
   and have begun the process of reform.  Districts in cities such as Denver, Los Angeles,  
   and Baltimore have moved away from a punitive approach toward a more supportive,  
   educational, and child-focused approach to discipline.

• Districts such as these are: placing renewed emphasis on resolving low-level misconduct  
   in the classroom; focusing on using developmentally appropriate disciplinary techniques  
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   that limit the amount of time spent outside of class; treating misbehavior as a teachable    
   moment, rather than as a chance to punish; stressing the importance of fairness and uni-    
   formity, and the elimination of racial disparities; and calling upon law enforcement only   
   for serious or immediate threats to the safety of the school.  

• Solutions to the “schoolhouse to jailhouse track” include:
    	
	 - Limiting zero tolerance school discipline policies to only conduct that poses a 		
	   serious and/or immediate threat to school safety.
	
	 - Placing renewed emphasis on resolving low-level misconduct in the classroom. 
	
	 - Creating or expanding prevention and intervention programs, in particular programs 	
	    that keep students in school, learning, and in a structured environ ment, rather than 	
	    pushing them out of school (e.g., in-school suspension rather than out-of-school 		
	    suspension).

	 - Clarifying the roles and responsibilities of school police.  Any agreements between 	
	    school districts and police departments for school resource officers should be very 	
	    clear about when police should intervene, and should require police to receive 		
	    training on how to effectively interact with youth and children with special needs.

	 - Increasing or diverting funding for more guidance counselors and social workers 		
	   who are available to address students’ academic and behavioral problems.
	
	 - Requiring school districts to collect discipline and arrest reporting data in schools 		
	   disaggregated by offense, age, gender, grade, race, ethnicity, disability, and school.

	 - Investing in professional development for teachers and administrators on classroom 	
	   management, conflict resolution, and implementing a non-punitive approach to 		
	   discipline. 
	
	 - Developing incentives for schools to: keep students in school rather than push them 	
	   out, demonstrate reductions in school disciplinary actions, and utilize alternative 		
	   discipline programs that keep students in school and learning.
 



Additional Resources

Appendix - VII
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