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ABSTRACT 

This study was an endeavor to add to the research base on the impacts of law 

enforcement in our public schools, as well as to examine the presence of school 

counselors on the school-to-prison pipeline. The findings of this study suggest that there 

were no associations between the presence of a law enforcement officer and increased 

rates of referrals and arrests of students in schools across the United States. Additional 

results suggest that because in school suspension rates for high schools and expulsion 

rates for elementary were increased when the school had a law enforcement officer, 

schools needs to be cognizant of other areas of student discipline that are impacted. Most 

importantly, the findings also suggested that the absence of a school counselor in high 

school is associated with a significant increase of law enforcement involvement for 

students.  

Implications from this study suggest that the continued fight against the school-to-

prison pipeline has made positive impacts on students, but there is more work to be done 

and efforts for change have to continue. Suggestions are made for efforts to focus on 

needed policy changes regarding school discipline, training for both law enforcement 

officers and school administrators, and ensuring that mental health access and 

intervention becomes a top priority for schools across the United States.   
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

On a Monday morning, Paul returns to school in an unpleasant mood. A problem 

escalates quickly during 1st period. The teacher is collecting the homework and asks 

where is Paul’s homework. Paul indicates nonchalantly that he does not have the 

homework. The teacher is frustrated with him, and in an attempt to correct his behavior, 

points out that he frequently does not have his homework, has poor grades, and needs to 

“figure it out” or else he will not pass the class. Paul snaps back at the teacher with an 

attitude. The teacher responds by sending him to the principal’s office. Paul is clearly 

upset, as is the teacher, and the principal questions him about why he always seems to be 

in the office in trouble and in a bad mood, tells him that he needs to try harder, and 

assigns Paul an after-school detention. Paul rolls his eyes and scoffs; he feels as if he 

cannot seem to catch a break. Later that day, a student in the hallway makes a snide 

comment to Paul about his “sloppy appearance.”. Paul is fed up; he yells and pushes the 

other student into the lockers. He is now back in the principal’s office.   

What do you think happens next? Will Paul be navigated toward more discipline? 

Another detention? Suspension? Or will he be referred for law enforcement involvement 

for assault? Scenarios like this happen often in our schools. There is no clear answer 

about what the outcome would be. There are numerous factors at play within how each 

school determines this. Let us consider the most extreme answer, law enforcement 

involvement. Law enforcement presence in schools is still relatively new and is growing 

in popularity due to school safety concerns. Law enforcement in the schools was never 
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actually intended to contribute to the more students being arrested for minor offenses, but 

does it make it easier to go that route for students like Paul?  

The American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) argues that having law enforcement 

present in schools makes it easier than ever for students like Paul to be referred to law 

enforcement for a minor physical altercation like this (Police Presence in Schools, n.d.). 

It is argued that these referrals are making it easier to send students down the school to 

prison pipeline. The school to prison pipeline refers to controversial school policies and 

practices that lead students, especially those who are considered at risk, out of the regular 

school environment and into more restrictive settings, including the juvenile justice 

system and alternative education programs (Wald & Losen, 2003). The school to prison 

pipeline has a long history hypothesizing the contributing factors for these adolescents. 

Within those factors includes the argument that school safety policies initially meant to 

protect our students, concluded in detrimental outcomes for some students.  

Zero Tolerance Policies 

Wald and Losen (2003) identify zero tolerance policies as a contributing factor to 

the school to prison pipeline. The American Psychological Association (2008) defines 

zero tolerance policies as “policy that mandates the application of predetermined 

consequences, most often severe and punitive in nature, that are intended to be applied 

regardless of the gravity of behavior, mitigating circumstances, or situational context” (p. 

852). With zero tolerance, came the enactment of new laws requiring a mandatory 

referral of students to law enforcement for certain school code violations. Zero tolerance 
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policies were initially implemented to combat drugs and weapons in schools, but they 

quickly became a way to strictly punish students for relatively minor infractions (APA, 

2008).  

The U.S. Department of Education (2000) indicates that zero tolerance policies in 

the school settings doubled the number of suspended students. The APA Task Force on 

Zero Tolerance policies (2008) indicates that since the implementation of Zero Tolerance 

policies in schools in the early 1990s, law enforcement have become more involved and 

therefore legally charging and arresting students with crimes for behaviors that would 

previously be handled at the school without law enforcement intervention. For example, 

students like Paul could face arrest and assault charges instead of being assigned a 

suspension from the school principal. This begs the question of how much impact does 

law enforcement presence on campus contribute to the school to prison pipeline, even if 

unintentionally.  

Law Enforcement in Schools 

The National Association of School Resource Officers report that school resource 

officers are the largest and fastest growing area of law enforcement (NASRO, 2015). 

During the 1996–97 school year, the National Center for Education Statistics reported 

that 19% of public high schools in the United States had a full-time law enforcement 

officer (Devoe, Peter, Kaufman, Ruddy, Miller, Planty, Snyder, Duhart, & Rand, 2002). 

During the 2007–08 school year, Robers, Kemp, and Truman (2013) reported that the 

number had tripled, with 66% of public high schools employing full-time law 
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enforcement. With law enforcement becoming more popular in schools, this begs the 

question of how much impact does law enforcement presence on campus have on 

students.  

While involvement in the criminal justice system for behaviors displayed at 

school is not necessarily a “common” occurrence for all our students, ticketing and 

arrests at school are occurring at an increasing rate to cause concern (Fowler, 2010). The 

increase of ticketing and arresting students has coincided with the growth of the school 

resource officer profession, despite decreases in overall juvenile delinquency (Fowler, 

2010).  The American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) argues that having law enforcement 

present in schools makes it easier than ever for students to be referred to law enforcement 

for minor altercations (Police Presence in Schools, n.d.). The APA Task Force on Zero 

Tolerance policies (2008) indicated that the presence of law enforcement on campus 

leads to legally charging and arresting students with crimes for behaviors that would 

previously be handled at the school without law enforcement intervention.  An example 

of this is a “push and shove” fight between two adolescent boys resulting in an arrest and 

assault charge, instead of a school consequence managed by the principal. The 

Advancement Project (2005) indicated that the popularity of zero-tolerance policies and 

the resulting surge of law enforcement in schools has significantly increased the numbers 

of juvenile arrests and referrals to the juvenile justice system.  

Barnes (2016) did a qualitative study interviewing school resource officers on 

their roles in the schools. The large majority felt that they were used too often to handle 

school discipline issues, instead of issues of crime and the law. Price (2009) indicated 
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that in one school district in Texas, 17% of school arrests were for disruptive behavior 

and 26% were for disorderly conduct, matters that previously would have been dealt with 

through school discipline procedures. In these cases, law enforcement presence can have 

detrimental effects for students who may be arrested for these minor altercations. 

However, as stated previously, law enforcement in the schools was never intended 

to contribute to the school to prison pipeline. In fact, the National Association of School 

Resource Officers (Canady, James, & Nease, 2012) indicate that the purpose of school 

resource officers is to do the exact opposite. NASRO also argues that there is no data to 

indicate that more students have been referred to law enforcement simply due to the 

presence of school resource officers.  In one study, May, Barranco, Stokes, Robertson, 

and Haynes (2015) examined a school resource officer program in a southeastern city and 

did not find evidence that school resource officers referred students any more often than 

law enforcement outside of schools or the school officials themselves. While the 

detrimental effects of zero tolerance policies and suspensions have been well documented 

in the research (APA, 2008), the sole impact of law enforcement presence alone has yet 

to be solidly determined.  

Access to Mental Health Professionals 

The National Association of School Psychologists, American School Counseling 

Association, School Social Work Association of America, and the American Counseling 

Association worked in conjunction to produce fact sheets and information for school 

based mental health services during a 2006 senate briefing. They indicate the importance 
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of recognizing that the need for mental health services is not a question of the presence or 

absence of a mental illness, but also includes having the necessary skillset to be able to 

cope with and overcome challenges (American Counseling Association, American 

School Counselor Association, National Association of School Psychologists, & School 

Social Work Association of America, 2006). Many students, not just those with mental 

health diagnoses, benefit from being provided mental health services.  

        School based mental health services are strongly supported by the research and by 

professional organizations overseeing school psychologists, school counselors, and 

school social workers.  The National Research Council and Institute of Medicine 

(NCRIM; 2009) report that mental and behavioral health problems impact student’s 

classroom engagement and their long-term development of appropriate interpersonal 

relationships and skills they need for the workforce. Without intervention, struggles in 

mental health functioning may lead to dropping out of school or involvement with the 

criminal justice system (NCRIM; 2009) 

Wald and Losen (2003) identified lack of access to mental health resources as a 

contributing factor to the school to prison pipeline. In Paul’s case, his difficulty with 

mood and “sloppy appearance” indicates that there could possibly be more going on in 

Paul’s world, such as depression.  At Paul’s school, will there be a support system in 

place that can recognize this and provide mental health services to intervene instead of 

more discipline?  Many times, the answer is no and mental health needs are viewed as 

behavior problems that are disciplined or criminalized instead of intervened upon.  
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Ramey (2015) details the disparities of access to mental health services in the 

school system. The study used a large data set from the U.S. Department of Education 

which contained information on over 60,000 schools in over 6,000 districts. Ramey 

(2015) found that differences in school funding yielded different results in regard to 

services the school provides to students. In districts that were lower income, the data 

revealed that there were fewer students receiving 504 services and accommodations as 

students with a disability. Ramey (2015) notes that this might be correlated with the fact 

that schools do not receive funding to support 504 services and must rely on local district 

funds to implement these services. In these districts, instead of “medicalizing” a 

behavioral problem as ADHD or another psychological/behavioral disorder and 

providing accommodations or mental health support from the school, the behaviors 

exhibited by students were “criminalized” and resulted in higher rates of suspension and 

law enforcement referrals (possibly because this is cheaper for the schools). Fowler 

(2010) examined practices in Bexar County, Texas. They discovered that school based 

law enforcement officers accounted for more than half of the referrals of youth to the 

criminal justice system. They also found that many of these youths suffered from mental 

health problems that were untreated and that they were being referred by the school law 

enforcement officer for behaviors directly related to these unmet mental health needs.  

As an overall result, many students often do not receive mental health 

intervention that they need. Instead, they are disciplined for any behavioral problems they 

exhibit, sometimes too harshly, which can push them away from school and into a 

lifestyle that is not in the best interest of the student or of society. It is a sad reality in 
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which some schools are more likely to view a student’s misbehaviors as crimes for which 

they need to be punished and removed, rather than being transformed and rehabilitated. 

Fowler (2010) hypothesized that when schools have less access to mental health 

professionals to work with students, they tend to turn to law enforcement officers to 

handle student behavior problems. Thus, access to mental health professionals on 

campuses with law enforcement officers also needs to be investigated. 

Statement of the Problem 

Wald and Losen (2003) identify both zero tolerance policies and lack of access to 

mental health services as contributions to the school to prison pipeline.  The 

implementation of Zero Tolerance Policies, along with school shootings, has led to the 

increase of law enforcement officers patrolling within our public schools. While hiring 

law enforcement officers to protect our schools sounds like a good idea to the public, this 

was implemented without clear data or thought to the impacts this might have on 

students.  

While involvement in the criminal justice system for behaviors displayed at 

school is not necessarily a “common” occurrence for all our students, ticketing and 

arrests at school are occurring at an increasing rate to cause concern (Fowler, 2010). The 

increase of ticketing and arresting students has coincided with the growth of the school 

resource officer profession, despite decreases in overall juvenile delinquency (Fowler, 

2010).  The American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) argues that having law enforcement 
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present in schools makes it easier than ever for students to be referred to law enforcement 

for minor altercations (Police Presence in Schools, n.d.).  

The APA Task Force on Zero Tolerance policies (2008) indicated that the 

presence of law enforcement on campus leads to legally charging and arresting students 

with crimes for behaviors that would previously be handled at the school without law 

enforcement intervention.  An example of this is a “push and shove” fight between two 

adolescent boys resulting in an arrest and assault charge, instead of a school consequence 

managed by the principal. The Advancement Project (2005) indicated that the popularity 

of zero-tolerance policies and the resulting surge of law enforcement in schools has 

significantly increased the numbers of juvenile arrests and referrals to the juvenile justice 

system. In addition, Fowler (2010) hypothesized that when schools have less access to 

mental health professionals to work with students, they tend to turn to law enforcement 

officers to handle student behavior problems. 

Purpose of the Study 

Law enforcement presence in schools is a relatively new area of research, so there 

are limited available studies investigating their impact on students and the school to 

prison pipeline. Additionally, the Department of Education had not previously collected 

information on whether the schools employed a law enforcement officer during its annual 

Civil Rights Data Collection. With the release of the Civil Rights Data Collection from 

the Department of Education in June 2016 came the first available data on how many 

schools in the United States employ law enforcement officers.  The present study will 
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examine this innovative data to determine if there are relationships between law 

enforcement presence and harsher discipline practices in schools across the United States. 

Through this data, we can determine if there is a relationship between law enforcement 

presence in schools and more students being sent down the school to prison pipeline.  

Additionally, as lack of access to mental health services is also a factor contributing to 

the school to prison pipeline, this study will examine if access to school counselors 

decrease the numbers of students given harsh discipline practices.  

The purpose of the study is to add to the knowledge base, as there is limited 

research examining the relationships between law enforcement and school counselors in 

schools and the related impact to the school to prison pipeline. This will also serve to 

inform the public about the state of law enforcement presence in schools across the 

United States. Lastly, it is hoped that new ideas can be generated about how to best 

approach law enforcement and school counselors in the schools.  

To accomplish these objectives, this study is designed to examine relationships 

between these variables and discuss any significant patterns that arise. A cross-sectional 

survey research design will be used utilizing secondary data analysis. The 2013-2014 

Civil Rights Data Collection database from the Department of Education released in June 

2016 will be examined to analyze the relationships among numerous variables in 

comparison to whether the school has a law enforcement officer. Additionally, this study 

will examine if the additional presence of school counselors aids in the reduction in the 

numbers of students who are referred to law enforcement and/or arrested.  



Texas Tech University, Ashley Clark, May 2018 

 11

  

Research Questions 

This study is designed to answer the following research questions:  

1. Are there differences in the rates of in-school suspension, out of school 

suspension, and expulsion according to whether there was a law enforcement 

presence in the school?  

2. Are there differences in the rates of arrests and referrals to law enforcement for 

incidents occurring on school grounds according to whether there was a law 

enforcement presence in the school?  

3. Are there differences in rates of arrests and referrals to law enforcement for 

incidents occurring on school grounds based on whether the school employs 

school counselors?  

Significance of the study 

 This study will be a significant endeavor to add to the research base on the 

impacts of law enforcement in our public schools. It will help to determine the true 

impact and get rid of any assumptions that are currently being made. Currently, decisions 

are being made to increase law enforcement officer’s presence in our schools without 

research supporting their effectiveness. Through the findings of this study, we can open 

the conversation of the benefits and harmful effects of law enforcement presence so that 

we can balance between maintaining school safety while avoiding the school to prison 

pipeline. In doing so, this may mean a call for change in policies and practices, as well as 
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more training for both school based law enforcement and school administrators to ensure 

we are doing our best to create safe and supportive school environments for our youth.  

Additionally, this will help schools to be able to balance the need for mental health 

professionals (school counselors) along with the need for law enforcement officers.  

Definition of Key Terms (Civil Rights Data Collection, 2016) 

Expulsion. An action taken by the local educational agency of removing a child 

from his/her regular school for the remainder of school year or longer. This includes both 

expulsions with and without educational services, including expulsions due to zero 

tolerance policies.  

In School Suspension. An instance in which a child is temporarily removed from 

his or her regular classroom(s) for at least half a day for disciplinary purposes, but 

remains under the direct supervision of school personnel.  Direct supervision means 

school personnel are physically in the same location as students under their supervision. 

Law Enforcement Officer. A career law enforcement officer with arrest 

authority.  A sworn law enforcement officer may be considered a school resource officer 

(who is assigned to work at a school in collaboration with school and community-based 

organizations).  A sworn law enforcement officer may be employed by any entity (e.g., 

police department, school district or school).  

Out of School Suspension. An instance in which a child is temporarily removed 

from his/her regular school for at least half a day (but less than the remainder of the 

school year) for disciplinary purposes to another setting (e.g., home, behavior center).  
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Out-of-school suspensions include removals in which no educational services are 

provided, and removals in which educational services are provided (e.g., school-provided 

at home instruction or tutoring). 

Referral to Law Enforcement. An action by which a student is reported to any 

law enforcement agency or official, including a school police unit, for an incident that 

occurs on school grounds, during school-related events, or while taking school 

transportation, regardless of whether official action is taken.  Citations, tickets, and court 

referrals are considered referrals to law enforcement. 

School Counselor. A professional staff member assigned specific duties and 

school time for any of the following activities: counseling with students and parents, 

consulting with other staff members on learning problems, evaluating student abilities, 

assisting students in making education and career choices, assisting students in personal 

and social development, providing referral assistance, and/or working with other staff 

members in planning and conducting guidance programs for students. 

School Related Arrest. An arrest of a student for any activity conducted on 

school grounds, during off-campus school activities (including while taking school 

transportation), or due to a referral by any school official. 

School Resource Officer. A sworn law enforcement officer, with arrest authority, 

whose main responsibility is to work at a school in collaboration with school and 

community-based organizations.  A School Resource Officer (SRO) may have received 

specialized training to serve in a variety of roles, including: law enforcement officer, law-
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related educator, problem solver, and community liaison.  An SRO may be employed by 

any entity (e.g., police department, school district or school). 

Limitations of the Study 

As this study employs a secondary data analysis, limitations include that the 

researcher was not involved in the data collection process. As such, no additional follow 

up questions or variables are able to be obtained. For example, the roles of the law 

enforcement officers or the school counselors may be different on each campus, however, 

that is unable to be determined through this survey. 

Specifically, shortages have been documented for school based mental health 

professionals and therefore, their roles can make it difficult to keep up with growing 

counseling caseloads at times. Nelson, Robles-Pena, and Nichter (2008) describe how 

growing non-counseling duties (such as administrative, clerical, or lunch duty tasks) take 

away time from school counselors providing direct services to students. The specific role 

of each school counselor across schools is not known through this database. As a result, 

we must rely on the more broadly defined roles for the professionals in the schools, 

which is to support mental health for students.  

For law enforcement officers, the National Association of School Resource 

Officers offers an advanced school resource officer training that educates officers on the 

dynamics of the schools and best practices. NASRO’s position statement (2015) 

describes the organizations beliefs regarding roles for officers in school discipline being 

clearly defined in a memorandum of understanding, as well as training given regarding 
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special needs children and when it would ever be permissible to handcuff or arrest a 

student. Unfortunately, NASRO’s trainings are voluntary at this time for law enforcement 

officers working in the schools. It is unknown how many officers included in this study 

have been trained appropriately, nor is this information available at this time in the 

current literature. 

Delimitations 

Despite possible limitations on their roles, the inclusion of the examination of 

mental health professionals remains an important feature of this study.  Despite studies 

showing role limitations, there are also studies showing the positive impact these 

professionals have on students. Overall, school mental health services have been found to 

increase positive school climate, social and emotional skills/functioning, positive attitude, 

positive social behaviors, reading and math scores, and on-task behavior; while also 

decreasing discipline referrals, absences, failing grades, referrals to special education, 

disruptive behavior, emotional distress, bullying, violence, aggression, suspensions, 

conduct problems, and symptoms of depression (Jennings, Pearson, and Harris (2000); 

Bruns, Walrath, Glass-Siegel, and Weist (2004); Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, 

and Schellinger (2011); Lewis, Schure, Bavarian, DuBois, Day, Ji, Silverthorn, Acock, 

Vuchinich, and Flay (2013); Shapiro, Burgoon, Welker, and Clough (2002); Snyder, 

Flay, Vuchinich, Acock, Washburn, Beets, and Li (2010); Wilson and Lipsey (2007); 

Kutash, Duchnowski, and Green (2011); Hussey and Guo (2003);  Wyman, Cross, 

Brown, Yu, Tu, and Eberly (2010)). 
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Summary 

The phenomenon deemed the “School to Prison Pipeline” is an increasing topic of 

interest in education. Many contributing factors have been hypothesized to increase a 

student’s risk of such a detrimental outcome. With the increase of law enforcement 

presence in our schools, there have been concerns that this would inadvertently increase 

the number of arrests that are occurring on our school grounds. Cases have made media 

headlines describing students who were being noncompliant ended up in handcuffs by a 

law enforcement officer on campus. At each of these incidents, people ask, “Why do we 

have officers on school grounds? Are they doing more harm than good?” There are no 

clear answers to these questions, as the complete impacts of law enforcement officers on 

school grounds have yet to be determined.  

Lack of access to mental health professionals/services have also been identified as 

a contributing factor to the school to prison pipeline. This is an important factor because 

it often leads to a crossroads response to a student’s behavior. For the same infraction, 

one student may be referred for mental health supports and rehabilitation, while another 

is arrested and placed in a juvenile justice facility.  

This chapter gave an introduction to the available literature regarding law 

enforcement and mental health professionals in schools, and associated relations to the 

school to prison pipeline. From this literature overview and related statement of the 

problem, the purpose of this study and research questions were derived. The significance 
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of the study was discussed, as well as the limitations and delimitations. Finally, 

definitions were given regarding common terms used within this study.  

The following chapter will review in depth literature on the school to prison 

pipeline, the contributing factors, and how we came to employ law enforcement officers 

within our school systems. Literature will additionally be presented on zero tolerance 

policies, school discipline, and access to and impacts of school based mental health 

services. A theoretical framework in which to understand these issues will be presented. 

Finally, detailed information will be presented on the data and proposed methodology for 

this study.  
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

The purpose of this chapter is to review the school to prison pipeline, the 

contributing factors, and how we came to employ law enforcement officers within our 

school systems. Literature will additionally be presented on zero tolerance policies, 

school discipline, and access and impacts of school based mental health services. A 

theoretical framework in which to understand these issues will be presented.  

Theoretical Framework 

In order to fully understand the problem, we must first understand a theoretical 

background in which to examine the problem. Brofenbrenner (1977) devised Social-

Ecological Theory which examines how broad a variety of happenings impact people 

from an individual to a societal range. Bronfenbrenner believed that a person's 

development and/or behavior is impacted by everything in their surrounding 

environment. For our purposes, the “person” is the student. He divided the student’s 

environment into four main levels. 

Utilizing explanations from Brofenbrenner (1977), the following detailed 

descriptions of each level are provided. A visual representation of this system can be 

found in Figure 1. Starting from the smallest system, the microsystem includes the 

student and those closest to the student (home, school, friends, etc.). The mesosystem 

includes the interactions between different parts of the student’s microsystem (for 

example, parent’s interaction with teacher). The student’s exosystem does not involve the 

student directly, but still impacts the student’s life (for example, a parent losing their job, 
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policies that are in place at their school, etc.). A student’s macrosystem includes the other 

broader systems that impact them such as the economy, laws that are in place, politics, 

cultural values, etc. In terms of explaining and intervening on large scale problems (such 

as the school to prison pipeline), it is best to use this theory to understand how all of the 

systems work together to impact the student. This theory will be utilized within each 

section below to explain how the school to prison pipeline comes to impact individual 

students. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Visual Representation of Bronfenbrenner’s Theory 
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School to Prison Pipeline  

Within the last 30 years, a punitive, “tough on crime” culture has been established 

in the United States (Beckett & Sasson, 2004). Within this time, school systems and the 

criminal justice system have developed relationships (U.S. Department of Education, 

2014). This phenomenon has been termed the “school to prison pipeline” or the “school 

pathways to the juvenile justice system.” For our purposes, it will be referred to as only 

the “school to prison pipeline.” Broadly, this phenomenon is best understood as a set of 

policies and practices that have been implemented at the federal, state, and local school 

level, which make it more likely that a student would face consequences through the 

criminal justice system rather than receive a quality education or rehabilitative 

interventions (Fowler, 2010). Wald and Losen (2003) described the school to prison 

pipeline as controversial school policies and practices that lead students, especially those 

who are considered at risk, out of the regular school environment and into more 

restrictive settings, including the juvenile justice system and alternative education 

programs.  

From a social ecological theory viewpoint, the school to prison pipeline can be 

viewed as being within a student’s macrosystem. A student’s macrosystem includes 

broad systems that impact the student such as the economy, laws that are in place, 

politics, and cultural values. The school to prison pipeline arose from a shift in societal 

values that lead to a “culture of punishment” and then influenced policies nationwide. In 

response, this shift in societal values, many school systems began to “criminalize” typical 

adolescent behavior and lower level misdemeanors, such as acting out in class, skipping 
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school, fighting, disobeying, and other similar wrongdoings (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2014). Coupled with the popularity of zero-tolerance policies and the surge of 

law enforcement in schools, juvenile arrests and referrals to the juvenile justice system 

significantly increased (Advancement Project, 2005). This type of unnecessary 

involvement in the justice system is not to be taken lightly and has harmful outcomes.  

The Advancement Project (2011) indicates that students who end up on the school 

to prison pipeline often have detrimental outcomes due the involvement in the criminal 

justice system. This includes the lack of an appropriate education and a criminal record-- 

which leads to significant difficulty as an adult. Unfortunately for these students, it is 

difficult to change your pathway once you have been led into criminal justice system 

involvement. The Advancement Project (2011) also reports that many of these students 

have other complicated problems contributing to their behavioral mishaps such as 

poverty, trauma, mental health difficulties, and developmental or cognitive impairments. 

Such difficulties should be met with support, intervention, and rehabilitation, rather than 

a trip to the juvenile justice facility. Along that line of thinking, there is an ongoing call 

for schools to take action to get rid of the school to prison pipeline by acting upon the 

contributing factors, including getting rid of zero tolerance policies, examining the role of 

law enforcement officers on school grounds, and providing and improving access to 

mental health services and mental health professionals at school. 
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Zero Tolerance Policies and School Discipline  

Historically, the term “zero tolerance” began as a reference to policies that 

punished certain crimes severely no matter how minor they might have been (Skiba, 

1999). This initially grew out of drug enforcement policies in the 1980s. The first 

recorded use was in 1983 regarding an isolated incident, but the term quickly spread and 

was being used nationally by 1988. At this time, “zero tolerance” policies and rules were 

being used to punish many things from skateboarding and boom boxes to sexual 

harassment and drugs. In late 1989, zero tolerance policies hit public schools in 

California and Kentucky, in an effort to combat drugs and gang activity. Around this 

same time, a school district in New York implemented zero tolerance for school 

disruption which included a ban on hats, immediate suspension for any school 

disruptions, and the increased use of law enforcement. By 1993, school boards across the 

United States were adopting zero tolerance policies in their school districts. Most policies 

targeted drugs and weapons, but some also included tobacco and school disruption.  

In 1994, President Clinton signed the Gun-Free Schools Act taking zero tolerance 

policies nationally. This law mandated a one year expulsion from school for the 

possession of a weapon on school grounds. The Act also encouraged states who were 

receiving federal funding to pass their own state laws detailing mandatory expulsion for 

weapons, which later became tied to receiving funding for implementation (Gun Free 

Schools Act, 1994). It additionally included a mandatory referral to law enforcement for 

students who break the law. In addition to this, the Columbine School Shootings a few 

short years later in 1999 further committed the fear of violence by weapons in our 
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schools. Thus, zero tolerance policies in our public-school systems across the United 

States was born.  

The American Psychological Association (2008) officially defines zero tolerance 

policies in our schools as “policy that mandates the application of predetermined 

consequences, most often severe and punitive in nature, that are intended to be applied 

regardless of the gravity of behavior, mitigating circumstances, or situational context,” 

(p. 852) including the mandatory referral of students to law enforcement for certain 

school code violations. Within Social-Ecological theory, these policies can be viewed as 

being within the students exosystem. The student’s exosystem include things that do not 

involve the student directly, but still impact their lives. In this case, this would be whether 

their school utilizes zero tolerance policies. If they are in a school that does, the same 

infraction could lead to a different outcome for the student than if they were at a school 

without such policies. 

Unfortunately, there are more schools that did choose to implement these policies. 

Devoe et al. (2002) reported that during the 1996–97 school year, 79% of schools had 

adopted zero tolerance policies for violence, some that went beyond the requirements of 

the 1994 Gun Free Schools Act and included zero tolerance for other types of infractions.   

However, despite popularity, zero tolerance policies did not have evidence or research 

supporting that it was an effective approach before its nationwide implementation (APA, 

2008). At the time, these policies were implemented in schools simply because they 

sounded good for the “tough on crime” culture.  
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As you can imagine, stories soon began to arise that zero tolerance policies being 

used inappropriately. The terms “drugs” and “weapons” began to be used loosely. In 

1996 in Fairborn, Ohio, a 14-year-old shared two Midol tablets with a 13-year-old 

classmate who needed them. The result was four-month expulsion for the 14-year-old and 

a 9-day suspension for the 13-year-old and a requirement to take a drug awareness class. 

Upon an appeal, the four-month expulsion was reduced to a 10-day suspension (Hannah, 

1996). The district indicated that their policy did not differentiate between 

prescription/non-prescription or legal/illegal drugs. During the same year in Columbia, 

South Carolina a sixth grader brought a steak knife in her lunch box to cut up her 

chicken. The student’s statement indicated that her dad was at work and her mother was 

busy so she packed her own lunch. A classmate indicated to her that the knife might not 

be allowed. The girl did not take it out of her lunch box and asked the teacher if she 

would be allowed to use it. Instead of being viewed as an innocent mishap, policy 

indicated law enforcement had to be involved. Law enforcement was called, the girl was 

taken away in the police car, and she was suspended and threatened with expulsion 

(Associated Press, 1996). After more of these stories arose, the American Civil Liberties 

Union, the American Psychological Association, along with many other researchers, 

began to research the actual impacts that zero tolerance policies were having on schools 

and students. As expected, the negative impacts were clear.   

The U.S. Department of Education (2000) indicated that the implementation of 

zero tolerance policies in the school setting resulted in double the number of suspended 

students. Kang-Brown (2013) reported that the use of out-of-school suspension and 
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expulsions increased “almost everywhere.” Losen and Martinez (2013) report that 

suspensions have increased from 1 in 13 in 1972-1973 to 1 in 9 in 2009-2010, an increase 

of 40%. They estimated that in recent years, this means that around two million students 

continue to be suspended from school annually.  However, these increases in suspensions 

and expulsions are not due to bringing drugs and weapons to school, as originally was the 

target of these policies. Robers et al. (2013) reports that only 5% of these serious 

disciplinary consequences were due to a student possessing a weapon on campus. Many 

students (43%) were expelled or given out of school suspensions lasting one week or 

more for simply insubordination. This supports the notion that zero tolerance policies do 

not work for what they were originally intended and have detrimental impacts for 

students who are not committing serious offenses.  

The American Psychological Association (APA) Task Force on Zero Tolerance 

Policies (2008) debunked three of the myths which were convincing others that zero 

tolerance policies would be effective. First, many felt that school violence was at a 

serious and increasing level requiring immediate and serious consequences. In fact, APA 

(2008) reports that school violence concerns account for a very small percentage of 

school disruptions and this number has not increased over the years. Second, many 

believed that the removal of students who violate school rules would create a more 

positive school climate for the other students. In actuality, APA (2008) reports that 

schools with zero tolerance policies tended to have less than acceptable school climate 

ratings and lower rates of student academic achievement.  Third, it has been believed that 

zero tolerance policies would have a deterrent effect on students, resulting in a decrease 
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in misbehaviors. In reality, being suspended from school, even if for minor infractions, 

predicts higher rates of misbehavior and suspensions in the future. Over time, this is 

associated with a higher likelihood of dropping out of school. Fabelo, Thompson, Plotkin, 

Carmichael, Marchbanks, and Booth (2011) found that a single incident of suspension or 

expulsion (which was not weapon related) almost tripled the student’s likelihood of being 

involved in the juvenile justice system by the following year. The APA Task Force 

(2008) concluded, “Despite a 20-year-history of implementation, there are surprisingly 

few data that could directly test the assumptions of a zero-tolerance approach to school 

discipline, and the data that are available tend to contradict those assumptions. Moreover, 

zero tolerance policies may negatively affect the relationship of education with juvenile 

justice and appear to conflict to some degree with current best knowledge concerning 

adolescent development” (p. 852).  

Given these impacts, there has been a call to remove these policies from our 

schools. In 2014, the U.S. Department of Education urged schools to do away with zero 

tolerance upon their release of the School Discipline Guidance Package. Attorney 

General Eric Holder stated in the press release that because of zero tolerance policies, 

“ordinary troublemaking can sometimes provoke responses that are overly severe, 

including out of school suspensions, expulsions and even referral to law enforcement and 

then you end up with kids that end up in police precincts instead of the principal's office,” 

(U.S. Department of Education, 2014). While this was a step in the right direction, the 

American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) wanted to also bring light to one of the other 

impacts of these policies—law enforcement presence. The ACLU (2014) released 
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comment to the release from the Department of Education indicating that, “Though the 

guidance does not call for the elimination of law enforcement or school resource officers 

(SROs) in schools, it does provide important guiding principles for their proper role with 

respect to discipline. This includes improved training and a clear delineation of roles so 

that officers are not responsible for handling minor discipline.” This brought light to 

examination of the role of law enforcement within schools.    

Law Enforcement in Schools  

The National Association of School Resource Officers (NASRO) details the 

history of how law enforcement officers came to be present in our school systems. 

Originally, law enforcement was first known to interact with the school system in the 

1950s in Flint, Michigan with a community policing goal to improve the relationship 

between youth in schools and the police department. At this time, law enforcement 

officers visited the school on a part-time basis. In 1963, Tucson, Arizona implemented a 

program which is considered by NASRO to have paved the way for law enforcement in 

schools today. Throughout the late 1960s and early 1970s, seven more programs were 

created across Michigan, California, Ohio, and Florida. Sworn law enforcement officers 

(which they named School Resource Officers [SROs]) were placed into schools to serve 

as both mentors/role models/teachers, as well as law enforcement personnel (Sherling, 

1998).  

In January of 1973, law enforcement in the schools received national 

acknowledgement when the National Advisory Commission on Criminal Justice 
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Standards and Goals recommended that at least once a year, law enforcement 

departments should give a presentation to all grade levels in the schools in their 

jurisdiction informing students about a law enforcement officers role in society.  In 

addition to this, the Commission recommended if an agency employed over 400 

personnel, they should also employ a full-time law enforcement officer to both their 

junior high and high schools to “teach classes, counsel students, be a resource and 

enforce the law” (NCJRS, 1973).  

The APA Task Force on Zero Tolerance policies (2008) indicated that since the 

implementation of Zero Tolerance policies in schools in the early 1990s, law enforcement 

have become more involved in our schools. In 1994, President Clinton signed the Gun-

Free Schools Act taking zero tolerance policies nationally. This Act also included a 

mandatory referral to law enforcement for students who break the law. In 1999, following 

the Columbine School Shooting, law enforcement officers in schools started to become 

more popular due to the fear of school violence and making sure our children were kept 

safe. The federal government and states began to increase funding for school-based law 

enforcement officers. The Department of Justice's Community Oriented Police Services 

created the “COPS in Schools” grant funding in 1999. From 1999 to 2005, this grant 

program funded $753 million dollars to around 3,000 school districts and law 

enforcement agencies specifically to be used for hiring law enforcement officers in the 

schools (Na & Gottfredson, 2013). The Department of Justice continues to manage the 

COPS Hiring Program (CHP). It is estimated that $1 billion has been given to hire and 

retain law enforcement officers since 2010, with school based law enforcement being the 
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second most common grant recipient. According to COPS, they have helped hire more 

than 7,000 SROs since 1996, according to its 2016 estimates (Davis, 2016). 

The National Association of School Resource Officers report that school resource 

officers are the largest and fastest growing area of law enforcement. During the 1996–97 

school year, the National Center for Education Statistics reported that 19% of public high 

schools in the United States had a full-time law enforcement officer (Devoe et al., 2002). 

During the 2007–08 school year, Robers et al. (2012) reported that the number had 

tripled, with 66% of public high schools employing full-time law enforcement. Utilizing 

Social-Ecological theory, having a law enforcement officer present in the school falls into 

the student’s microsystem. The microsystem includes the student and those closest to the 

student (people at home, school, friends, etc.). If a student sees a law enforcement officer 

at their school each day this officer becomes a part of their microsystem. This is the most 

influential system to the student. With law enforcement entering our student’s closest and 

most influential system, this begs the question of how much impact does law enforcement 

presence on campus have on students.  

While involvement in the criminal justice system for behaviors displayed at 

school is not necessarily a “common” occurrence for all our students, ticketing and 

arrests at school are occurring at an increasing rate to cause concern (Fowler, 2010). The 

increase of ticketing and arresting students has coincided with the growth of the school 

resource officer profession, despite decreases in overall juvenile delinquency (Fowler, 

2010).  The American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) argues that having law enforcement 

present in schools makes it easier than ever for students to be referred to law enforcement 
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for minor altercations (Police Presence in Schools, n.d.). The APA Task Force on Zero 

Tolerance policies (2008) indicated that the presence of law enforcement on campus 

leads to legally charging and arresting students with crimes for behaviors that would 

previously be handled at the school without law enforcement intervention.  An example 

of this is a “push and shove” fight between two adolescent boys resulting in an arrest and 

assault charge, instead of a school consequence managed by the principal. The 

Advancement Project (2005) indicated that the popularity of zero-tolerance policies and 

the resulting surge of law enforcement in schools has significantly increased the numbers 

of juvenile arrests and referrals to the juvenile justice system.  

Barnes (2016) did a qualitative study interviewing school resource officers on 

their roles in the schools. The large majority felt that they were used too often to handle 

school discipline issues, instead of issues of crime and the law. Wolf (2014) conducted a 

study with 46 School Resource Officers (SROs) in Delaware to examine their decision 

making for arrests. Of the 46 officers participating in the study, 44 of them indicated that 

they had arrested students for “relatively minor offenses” when there were what they 

considered to be extenuating circumstances. This included an arrest to calm the student 

down (67% of SROs reported) and/or to show the student that actions had consequences 

(68% of SROs reported). Additionally, 55% of SROs reported they had made arrests of 

students for minor offenses simply because the teacher wanted the arrest to occur. This 

study gives light to the amount of discretion that an officer has when making a decision 

about an arrest of a student. Furthermore, officers rated that “potential consequences that 

the arrest would have on the misbehaving student” as an unimportant factor in their 
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decision. Wolf (2014) notes the importance of such findings, indicating concern that the 

far-reaching consequences of involvement in the criminal justice system are not being 

considered when students are arrested. In these cases, law enforcement presence can have 

detrimental effects for students who may be arrested for these minor altercations without 

further thought to how this will impact the student’s future. 

In the examination of actual student arrests, Price (2009) indicated that in one 

school district in Texas, 17% of school arrests were for disruptive behavior and 26% 

were for disorderly conduct, matters that previously would have been dealt with through 

school discipline procedures. Teske and Huff (2011) report that in 1994 in Clayton 

County, Georgia, following the placement of law enforcement on campuses, the number 

of referrals to law enforcement from the school system increased 1,248% with around 

90% of these referrals for infractions previously handled within the school disciplinary 

system. Brady, Balmer, and Phenix (2007) examined the New York City Impact Schools 

Initiative, which was an initiative to create school-police partnerships, increasing law 

enforcement presence at some of the city’s most dangerous public schools.  The study 

compared data from prior to the implementation of this initiative. Data indicated that 

suspensions increased from 78.5 students per 1,000 students in 2002-2003 to 114 

suspensions per 1,000 students in 2004-2005. Additionally, attendance rates of students 

decreased by 7%.   With law enforcement presence, major crimes reported at the schools 

slightly decreased from 3.3 to 2.8 per 1,000 students; however, noncriminal law 

enforcement incidents increased from 32.8 to 50.6 per 1,000 students.  
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Theriot (2009) found a similar pattern. In this study, schools with an SRO and 

schools without them were compared. Schools with an SRO had fewer arrests for 

weapons possession and assault charges. However, there were significantly more arrests 

for disorderly conduct charges. Mendez, Knoff, and Ferron (2002) collected data from 

juvenile court records which included around 1,000 offenses from 878 students.  Data 

revealed that the most common charge at schools that had an SRO was for disorderly 

conduct and occurred more often than non-SRO schools. Disorderly conduct was also the 

most common student offense to receive an arrest in Texas (Fowler, 2010). Of the 11 

districts that provided data, 20% of arrests were for violence or weapons. However, in the 

vast majority of arrests the student’s fists were counted as a weapon resulting in this type 

of charge. While less common, arrests of students occurred even at the elementary 

campus level including some students who were less than 10 years old. Fowler (2010) 

further reported that only 17 districts in Texas could provide data on their student arrests, 

as it is not required by the Texas Education Agency to collect this data. Of these 17 

school districts, they cumulatively reported a total of 7,100 arrested students during the 

2006-2007 school year. These 17 school districts only account for 13% of the entire 

student population in Texas, so one can imagine how much greater that number would be 

if all schools were included. Two of Texas’ largest school districts, who also have the 

largest police departments, were unable to provide data on school related arrests in their 

districts. More common than arrests, Fowler (2010) estimated that at least 275,000 non-

traffic related tickets are issued to students each year by officers in Texas, some to 

students as young as six years old. Many of these tickets were for common misbehaviors, 
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such as disruption of class, disorderly conduct, disruption of transportation, truancy, and 

simple assaults related to student fights. Provided the information from Fowler (2010), 

combining the number of tickets and arrests from districts that could provide this data, 

there are more than 280,000 students annually in Texas alone, possibly significantly 

more, that are entering the criminal justice system.  

Despite these facts, school based law enforcement officers were not originally 

intended to contribute to the school to prison pipeline. In fact, the National Association of 

School Resource Officers (NASRO) indicates that the purpose of school resource officers 

is to do the exact opposite (Canady et al., 2012). NASRO also argues that there is no 

concrete data to indicate that more students have been referred to law enforcement simply 

due to the presence of school resource officers (Canady et al., 2012); however, there has 

also not been concrete data to show that they are positively effective. NASRO defends 

the use of school based law enforcement officers.  In scouring the research, one 

supportive study could be found. May et al. (2015) examined a school resource officer 

program in a southeastern city and did not find evidence that school resource officers 

referred students any more often than law enforcement outside of schools or the school 

officials themselves. The Consortium to Prevent School Violence released a fact sheet 

summarizing what is known about law enforcement in schools (Mayer, 2008). They 

specify that although some researchers have suggested that law enforcement in schools 

helps reduce violence and disorder in schools, “the scientific evidence in support of these 

conclusions is quite limited.” The Consortium reports that in review of fifteen available 

studies of law enforcement in schools from 1994-2008, it was found that almost all of 
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them relied on opinion based surveys and/or study designs that could not provide solid 

evidence of impact (Mayer, 2008). They indicate that there is a strong need for more 

research in this area. While the detrimental effects of zero tolerance policies and 

suspensions have been well documented in the research (APA, 2008), more research is 

needed in this area to determine the impact of law enforcement has on our students in the 

United States.   

School Based Mental Health Services  

The National Association of School Psychologists, American School Counseling 

Association, School Social Work Association of America, and the American Counseling 

Association worked in conjunction to produce fact sheets and information for school 

based mental health services during a 2006 senate briefing. They indicate the importance 

of recognizing that the need for mental health services is not a question of the presence or 

absence of a mental illness, but also includes having the necessary skillset to be able to 

cope with and overcome challenges (American Counseling Association et al., 2006). 

Many students, not just those with mental health diagnoses, benefit from being provided 

mental health services.  

        School based mental health services are strongly supported by the research and by 

professional organizations overseeing school psychologists, school counselors, and 

school social workers.  The National Research Council and Institute of Medicine 

(NCRIM; 2009) report that mental and behavioral health problems impact student’s 

classroom engagement and their long-term development of appropriate interpersonal 

relationships and skills they need for the workforce. Without intervention, struggles in 
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mental health functioning may lead to dropping out of school or involvement with the 

criminal justice system (NCRIM; 2009). More than two thirds of adolescents in juvenile 

detention were found to meet diagnostic criteria for at least one psychiatric disorder 

(Teplin, Abram, McClelland, Dulcan, & Mericle, 2002). With earlier intervention, many 

of these students could have been prevented from those outcomes. Generally, according 

to the NCRIM (2009), risk factors are defined and more minor symptoms typically arise 

two to four years prior to meeting criteria for a disorder. Therefore, proactive approaches 

to mental health is crucial to intervene early and prevent more debilitating problems in 

the future (NASP, 2014).  

School-based mental health services have been found to positively impact the 

entire school population. Jennings, Pearson, and Harris (2000) found significant 

decreases in absences and discipline referrals when a large, urban school district 

implemented school mental health services (Jennings et al., 2000). Additionally, the 

number of students with failing grades decreased. Bruns, Walrath, Glass-Siegel, and 

Weist (2004) found that expanded mental health services in elementary schools reduced 

the number of referrals to special education. They also found that aspects of the overall 

school climate were improved. Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, and Schellinger 

(2011) reports that significant improvements were found in social and emotional skills, 

attitude, and positive social behaviors for students who participated in school-based 

social and emotional learning program. A decline in disruptive behavior and emotional 

distress also accompanied these improvements (Durlak et al., 2011). Lewis, Schure, 

Bavarian, DuBois, Day, Ji, Silverthorn, Acock, Vuchinich, and Flay (2013) found 



Texas Tech University, Ashley Clark, May 2018 

 36

  

decreases in bullying, violence, and disruptive behaviors. Shapiro, Burgoon, Welker, and 

Clough (2002) reports a decrease in aggression and reduction of suspensions related to 

violent behavior. Snyder, Flay, Vuchinich, Acock, Washburn, Beets, and Li (2010) found 

better performances in reading and math testing, decreases in absences, and fewer 

suspensions.   A meta-analysis conducted by Wilson and Lipsey (2007) examined 249 

studies of school based mental health programs for aggressive or disruptive behaviors and 

found positive effect sizes (0.21-0.29).  

Research on school based mental health services has also demonstrated positive 

impacts on students with disabilities and those with greater mental health needs. Kutash, 

Duchnowski, and Green (2011) examined four different school based mental health 

programs longitudinally to determine impact on students being served in special 

education as students with an emotional disturbance. They found improvement in 

emotional and social functioning across all four mental health programs. Additionally, 

three of the four programs also created an improvement in the student’s functional 

impairment.  Hussey and Guo (2003) found a reduction of conduct problems, attention 

problems, and symptoms of depression of students with severe emotional and behavioral 

difficulties when school-based mental health services were available. Wyman, Cross, 

Brown, Yu, Tu, and Eberly (2010) utilized an intervention on students had emerging 

mental health problems based on ratings from their teachers. They found that the students 

had reduced problems with their teachers, reduced discipline and suspension rates, and 

increased social skills and on-task behavior in the classrooms after receiving weekly 

lessons on emotional self-monitoring and maintaining control.  
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Overall, school mental health services have been found to increase positive school 

climate, social and emotional skills/functioning, positive attitude, positive social 

behaviors, reading and math scores, and on-task behavior; while also decreasing 

discipline referrals, absences, failing grades, referrals to special education, disruptive 

behavior, emotional distress, bullying, violence, aggression, suspensions, conduct 

problems, and symptoms of depression. However, Jensen, Goldman, Offord, Costello, 

Friedman, Huff, and Roberts (2011) examined greater than 6,000 children and found that 

although around 8% of children had one of more psychological symptom, less than 25% 

of those had received any mental health intervention within the last six months, indicating 

that most children are not receiving any mental health interventions that would produce 

these positive outcomes. This could be due to a lack of access of such services at their 

schools.  

Access to Mental Health Professionals at School  

NASP (2015) indicates that students are more likely to seek out counseling and 

other mental health supports when they are available within the school. In rural areas, 

school mental health may also be the only service available to the student. Juszczak, 

Melinkovich, and Kaplan (2003) compared school and community based mental health 

and found that students were 21 times more likely to make mental health-related visits to 

school-based health centers than to community health clinics. Rones and Hoagwood 

(2000) report that of the children who receive any type of mental health services, 70-80% 

of them received these services from their school. Catron, Harris, and Weiss (1998) 

additionally reports that the follow through rate for continuing to receive mental health 
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services after the initial referral is significantly higher when services are provided at 

school (96%) compared to community health centers (13%). This details the importance 

of making these types of professionals available to students within schools, as it could 

have the most meaningful impact for mental health intervention.   

However, the American Counseling Association et al. (2006) fact sheet indicates 

that there is a shortage of school mental health positions which typically means that if a 

school does hire a counselor, social worker, or psychologist, they are spread thin amongst 

large groups of students. This shortage creates a lack of access to mental health services 

for our students. School mental health resources are found to vary widely by school 

(Green, McLaughlin, Alegria, Costello, Gruber, Hoagwood, Leaf, Olin, Sampson, & 

Kessler, 2013). Access to mental health services in schools is different in each school 

depending on who the school employs, but includes services from school psychologists, 

school counselors, and school social workers. Employing these professionals within 

schools increases the accessibility of services for students.  

Ramey (2015) details the disparities of access to mental health services in the 

school system. The study used a large data set from the U.S. Department of Education 

which contained information on over 60,000 schools in over 6,000 districts. Ramey 

(2015) found that differences in school funding was correlated with which services the 

school provided to students. In districts that had lower income, there were fewer students 

receiving 504 services at school, which is a program that provides accommodations to 

students with disabilities. Ramey (2015) notes that this might be correlated with the fact 

that schools do not receive federal or state funding to support 504 services and must rely 
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on local district funds to implement these services. In these districts, instead of 

“medicalizing” a behavioral problem as ADHD or another psychological/behavioral 

disorder and providing accommodations or mental health support from the school, the 

behaviors exhibited by students were “criminalized” and resulted in higher rates of 

suspension and law enforcement referrals, perhaps because this route is cheaper for the 

schools. As an overall result, many students often do not receive mental health 

intervention that they need due to a lack of access to mental health services and 

professionals.  

Relation to the School to Prison Pipeline 

Wald and Losen (2003) identified lack of access to mental health resources as a 

contributing factor to the school to prison pipeline. In the introduction, a story was told of 

a high-school boy named Paul. In that story, Paul’s difficulty with mood and “sloppy 

appearance” indicates that there could possibly be more going on with his mental health, 

such as a possible struggle with depression.  If there are not mental health supports in 

place, mental health needs may be viewed as behavior problems that are disciplined or 

criminalized instead of receiving preventative mental health services. Students may be 

disciplined for any behavioral problems they exhibited, sometimes too harshly, which can 

push them away from school and into a lifestyle that is not in the best interest of the 

student or of society. It is a sad reality in which some schools are more likely to view a 

student’s misbehaviors as crimes for which they need to be punished and removed, rather 

than being transformed and rehabilitated. 
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The National Council on Disabilities (2015) reports that our youth that are 

incarcerated in Juvenile Justice Facilities often struggle with an emotional and/or learning 

disability. It is reported that as many as 85% of incarcerated youth have a disability; yet, 

only 37% were receiving special education supports in school to support their academic 

or emotional difficulties.  The NCD hypothesizes this to be due to either being 

undiagnosed or not being properly served in school. In their research, they found that 

students who do have a disability are more than twice as likely (13%) to receive an out of 

school suspension than a non-disability peer (6%). Additionally, students receiving 

special education services represent 12% of the student population, yet accounted for 

25% of students that obtained a school related arrest. The NCD calls for the delivery of 

quality mental health and behavioral support services in schools as a potential avenue for 

disassembling the school to prison pipeline.  

Fowler (2010) examined practices in Bexar County, Texas. They discovered that 

school based law enforcement officers accounted for more than half of the referrals of 

youth to the criminal justice system. They also found that many of these youth suffered 

from mental health problems that were untreated and that they were being referred by the 

school law enforcement officer for behaviors directly related to these unmet mental 

health needs.  

In an effort to intervene upon the growing number of students with disabilities 

who were in contact with the juvenile justice system, special education and disability 

rights groups worked together on a toolkit (Tools for Promoting Educational Success, 

2007). In their calls to action, they detail a need to expand the number of school 
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counselors and other mental health professionals in the schools. As a result, they indicate 

that the CRDC would begin collecting data on the number of psychologists, social 

workers, and counselors from every school to be able to identify gaps in services and 

address shortages.   

Unfortunately, we continue to struggle with finding the balance between staffing 

mental health professionals and law enforcement officers in our schools. School violence 

incidents, such as school shootings, increase the public’s fear and pressures society to 

take action to protect students. Most recently, this occurred after the Sandy Hook 

Elementary shootings in December 2012. In response, President Barack Obama released 

a plan in January of 2013 to address gun violence called, “Now is the time” (White 

House, 2013). This plan justified the need for school based law enforcement and renewed 

federal financial support to increase the number of law enforcement officers in our 

schools. Positively, the plan also called for the hiring of more mental health 

professionals, so that these professionals could work together with law enforcement 

officers to keep our schools safe. The plan indicated that it would give $150 million to 

school districts and law enforcement agencies to hire school resource officers, school 

psychologists, social workers, and counselors (White House, 2013). Unfortunately, 

within the first year of the initiative, efforts to increase school resource officers had 

received four times more federal funding ($46.5 million) than efforts to increase school 

mental health professionals ($12.3 million) (U.S. Department of Education, 2013; U.S. 

Department of Justice, 2013). Regrettably, much of the “tough on crime” culture 

continues to exist alongside the stigmatization of mental health which may explain the 
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differences in these numbers.  Fowler (2010) hypothesized that when schools have less 

access to mental health professionals to work with students, they tend to turn to law 

enforcement officers to handle student behavior problems. Thus, access to mental health 

professionals on campuses with law enforcement officers also needs to be investigated. 

Summary of the Literature 

The National Association of School Resource Officers report that school resource 

officers are the largest and fastest growing area of law enforcement. The number of law 

enforcement officers present in schools since 1996 has tripled, with nearly 66% of high 

schools having a law enforcement officer in 2008.  Despite its popularity, research is 

lacking to support the effectiveness of this trend.  Involvement in the criminal justice 

system for behaviors displayed at school is not necessarily a “common” occurrence for 

all our students, however, ticketing and arrests at school are occurring at an increasing 

rate to cause concern (Fowler, 2010). The increase of ticketing and arresting students has 

coincided with the growth of the school resource officer profession, despite decreases in 

overall juvenile delinquency (Fowler, 2010).  The American Civil Liberties Union 

(ACLU) argues that having law enforcement present in schools makes it easier than ever 

for students to be referred to law enforcement for minor altercations (Police Presence in 

Schools, n.d.). The APA Task Force on Zero Tolerance policies (2008) indicated that the 

presence of law enforcement on campus leads to legally charging and arresting students 

with crimes for behaviors that would previously be handled at the school without law 

enforcement intervention.  While the detrimental effects of zero tolerance policies and 
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suspensions have been well documented in the research (APA, 2008), the sole impact of 

law enforcement presence alone has yet to be solidly determined.  

        Many students who have been referred to law enforcement also have mental 

health needs. School based mental health services are strongly supported by the research 

and by professional organizations overseeing school psychologists, school counselors, 

and school social workers.  The National Research Council and Institute of Medicine 

(NCRIM; 2009) report that mental and behavioral health problems impact student’s 

classroom engagement and their long-term development of appropriate interpersonal 

relationships and skills they need for the workforce. Without intervention, struggles in 

mental health functioning may lead to dropping out of school or involvement with the 

criminal justice system. 

Fowler (2010) examined practices in Bexar County, Texas. They discovered that 

school based law enforcement officers accounted for more than half of the referrals of 

youth to the criminal justice system. They also found that many of these youths suffered 

from mental health problems that were untreated and that they were being referred by the 

school law enforcement officer for behaviors directly related to these unmet mental 

health needs.  

As an overall result, many students are disciplined for behavioral problems they 

exhibit, sometimes too harshly, which can push them away from school and into a 

lifestyle that is not in the best interest of the student or of society. It is a sad reality in 

which some schools are more likely to view a student’s misbehaviors as crimes for which 
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they need to be punished and removed, rather than being transformed and rehabilitated. 

Fowler (2010) hypothesized that when schools have less access to mental health 

professionals to work with students, they tend to turn to law enforcement officers to 

handle student behavior problems.  
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this chapter is to describe the methodology for this study. This 

chapter will review the samples from which the data were drawn and the variables that 

were analyzed. In addition, the procedures and statistical analyses will be presented. 

Purpose of the Study 

Law enforcement presence in schools is a relatively new area of research, so there 

are limited available studies investigating their impact on students and the school to 

prison pipeline. Additionally, the Department of Education had not previously collected 

information on whether the schools employed a law enforcement officer during its annual 

Civil Rights Data Collection. With the release of the Civil Rights Data Collection from 

the Department of Education in June 2016 came the first available data on how many 

schools in the United States employ law enforcement officers.  The present study 

examined this innovative data to determine if there were relationships between law 

enforcement presence and harsher discipline practices in schools across the United States. 

Through this data, we can determine if there is a relationship between law enforcement 

presence in schools and more students being sent down the school to prison pipeline.  

Additionally, as lack of access to mental health services is also a factor contributing to 

the school to prison pipeline, this study examined if access to school counselors decrease 

the numbers of students given harsh discipline practices.  

The purpose of the study is to add to the knowledge base, as there is limited 

research examining the relationships between law enforcement and school counselors in 
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schools and the related impact to the school to prison pipeline. This will also serve to 

inform the public about the state of law enforcement presence in schools across the 

United States. Lastly, it is hoped that new ideas can be generated about how to best 

approach law enforcement and school counselors in the schools.  

To accomplish these objectives, this study was designed to examine relationships 

between these variables and discuss any significant patterns that arise. A cross-sectional 

survey research design was used utilizing secondary data analysis. The 2013-2014 Civil 

Rights Data Collection database from the Department of Education released in June 2016 

was examined to analyze the relationships among numerous variables in comparison to 

whether the school has a law enforcement officer. Additionally, this study examined if 

the additional presence of school counselors assisted in the reduction in the numbers of 

students who are referred to law enforcement and/or arrested.  

Research Questions 

This study was designed to answer the following research questions:  

1. Are there differences in the rates of in-school suspension, out of school 

suspension, and expulsion according to whether there was a law enforcement 

presence in the school?  

2. Are there differences in the rates of arrests and referrals to law enforcement for 

incidents occurring on school grounds according to whether there was a law 

enforcement presence in the school?  
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3. Are there differences in rates of arrests and referrals to law enforcement for 

incidents occurring on school grounds based on whether the school employs 

school counselors?  

Research Design 

The U.S. Department of Education collects information from all public schools 

regarding civil rights and education issues through the Civil Rights Data Collection 

(CRDC). The CRDC is sent out to all public schools every two years and requires their 

participation in the survey. The current CRDC release is for the 2013-2014 year.  The 

current release includes reports on the occurrences at schools during the 2013-2014 

school year. In this study, a cross-sectional survey research design is conducted using this 

database.  The CRDC database is examined to analyze the relationships among numerous 

variables in comparison to whether the school has a law enforcement officer and/or a 

school counselor. This secondary data analysis is used to obtain information from the 

population of U.S Public Schools.  

Description of the Data 

 The data for this study was pulled from the Civil Rights Data Collection (CRDC) 

dataset available for public use. This dataset is managed by the U.S. Department of 

Education. The CRDC are collected biennial (every other school year) and participation 

is required by law. All U.S. public schools must participate in the survey creating a 

universe of data, as opposed to a sample. Data in this study were collected for the 2013–

14 school year. Data collection began in April 2015 and ended on January 8, 2016. For 
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the 2013–14 data collection, the target population included 16,893 school districts and 

95,958 schools. The purpose of this dataset is to provide an ongoing monitoring strategy 

for the Office of Civil Rights to ensure that the recipients of the U.S. Department of 

Education’s federal funding do not discriminate against students on the basis of race, 

color, national origin, sex, or disability. Additionally, the data are used to report state and 

national estimates and trends about school characteristics, programs, services, and 

outcomes covered by the CRDC. 

The CRDC database is suited for this study because it includes the population of 

schools, is fairly recent, and includes variables of interest. This dataset allows for the 

analysis of many factors that would be difficult to collect otherwise, particularly from 

such a large number of schools. The CRDC includes data files for both public use and 

restricted access availability. For purposes of this study, the public use data was 

sufficient. A CD containing the data was directly requested from the Department of 

Education and sent via mail.  

Sample 

The 2013-14 CRDC database includes data collected from almost every public 

school and school district in the country.  It includes a total of 16,758 school districts 

(99.2% of all school districts), including 95,507 schools (99.5% of all public schools), 

and 50,035,744 students. The nationwide student demographics included in the CRDC 

are: White 50.3%; Hispanic or Latino of any race 24.7%; Black or African American 

15.5%; Asian 4.8%; American Indian or Alaska Native 1.1%; Two or More Races 3.1%; 
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and Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 0.4%.  The students in CRDC consists of 

51.4% male and 48.6% female. These demographics are nationally representative of the 

population, as they align closely with the 2016 U.S. Census data (2016). Additionally, 

9.9% of the CRDC are English Learners and 14% present with disabilities under Section 

504 of the Rehabilitation Act 504 or IDEA.  

Sub-sample Selection 

 For purposes of this study, sub-samples were selected. Given the nature of the 

research questions, it was important to consider the CRDC data among the grade levels of 

students to ensure a clear picture of patterns. For example, it is hypothesized that, in 

general, high schools are more likely have increased numbers of disciplinary 

consequences and law enforcement involvement than an elementary school would be. 

Schools whom served grades 9th, 10th, 11th, and 12th were considered to be within the high 

school group and were extracted from the population of CRDC data. In order to explore 

these differences in grade level, schools whom served grades pre-kindergarten, 

kindergarten, and grades 1st, 2nd, 3rd, 4th, and 5th were considered to be within the 

elementary group and were also extracted from the population of CRDC data. Schools 

who classified themselves as “ungraded,” as well as those who served overlapping 

elementary and high school grade levels were excluded completely from the sample.  

A middle school group was attempted to be obtained from schools whom served 

grades 6, 7, and 8; however, it was determined that there was not a clear agreement 

amongst schools across the United States in how middle school grade levels are 
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classified. There were schools whom served grades 1-8 or 6-12 and as a result the middle 

school group contained significant overlap with the elementary and high school groups. 

Instead of forming a standalone middle school group that would potentially include 

schools that were already accounted for in the elementary or high school groups, these 

schools were either included with the elementary or high school groups as appropriate 

based on their grade levels served, or some were excluded from the sample completely. 

For example, a school serving grades 6-12 would be considered within the high school 

group; however, a school serving grades 5-8 would be excluded from the sample as it did 

not clearly fit within either group.  

Juvenile Justice Education Alternative Programs (JJEAP) accounted for 633 

(0.7%) of the schools within the CRDC population of data. For JJEAPs, the CRDC 

survey deemed the following variables to be not applicable: in-school suspensions, 

expulsions providing educational services, referrals to law enforcement and school 

related arrests. Given this information, JJEAPs were excluded from the sample as they 

did not comprehensively report on all of the dependent variables being measured in this 

study.  

 High School Sample. The high school sample primarily included schools whom 

served grades 9th, 10th, 11th, and 12th. Schools were required to serve grades 9th, 10th, 11th, 

and/or 12th to be included. In order to ensure that schools that had a 10th-12th grade 

campus separately from a 9th grade campus were not excluded arbitrarily, schools were 

not required to serve all four grade levels to be included. Schools that served grades 6th,, 

7th, and/or 8th were included in the sample with a requirement that they must also serve 
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grades 9th-12th (Ex. Schools serving grades 6-12 were included).  Any schools that served 

grades pre-kindergarten, kindergarten, grades 1st, 2nd, 3rd, 4th, and/or 5th were excluded 

completely from the high school sample (Ex. Schools serving K-12 were excluded).  

After inclusion and exclusion criteria were applied, a total of 18,885 schools were 

included in the high school sample. Within these 18,885 high schools, 1,395 (7.4%) also 

served sixth grade; 3,861 (20.4%) also served seventh grade; and 4358 (23.1%) also 

served eighth grade. There were 158 total ninth grade campuses. The remaining schools 

were typical 9th-12th high school campuses. With the exception of the ninth-grade 

campuses, all included schools served 10th through 12th grades.  The high school sample 

accounted for 13,029,267 students, or 26% of students included within the CRDC. 

Within the 18,885 schools in this sample, specialized schools were also included. 

Approximately 1.5% were primarily special education schools, 5.3% were magnet 

schools, 7.9% were charter schools, and 14.6% were alternative schools. A school could 

be more than one of these designations (ex. A school could be both a special education 

school and a charter school).  

The CRDC defines these specialized schools as follows: 

Special Education School: A special education school is a public elementary or 

secondary school that focuses primarily on serving the needs of students with disabilities 

under IDEA or section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act. 

Magnet Program or School: A magnet program is a program within a public 

school that offers a special curriculum capable of attracting substantial numbers of 
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students of different racial/ethnic backgrounds, which may also reduce, prevent, or 

eliminate minority group isolation.  The program may be designed to provide an 

academic or social focus on a particular theme (e.g., science/math, performing arts, 

gifted/talented, or foreign language).  A public school is considered a magnet school if it 

operates a magnet program for all students or some students within the school. 

Charter School: A charter school is a nonsectarian public school under contract—

or charter—between a public agency and groups of parents, teachers, community leaders 

or others who want to create alternatives and choice within the public-school system.  A 

charter school creates choice for parents and students within the public-school system, 

while providing a system of accountability for student achievement.  In exchange for 

increased accountability, a charter school is given expanded flexibility with respect to 

select statutory and regulatory requirements.   

Alternative School: An alternative school is a public elementary or secondary 

school that addresses the needs of students that typically cannot be met in a regular 

school program.  The school provides nontraditional education serves as an adjunct to a 

regular school; and falls outside of the categories of regular education, special education, 

or vocational education.   

Elementary Sample. The elementary school sample primarily included schools 

whom served grades pre-kindergarten, kindergarten, and 1st, 2nd, 3rd, 4th, and/or 5th grades. 

In order to ensure that schools that had a separate pre-kindergarten or upper elementary 

campuses were not excluded arbitrarily, schools were not required to serve all seven 
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grade levels to be included. Schools that served sixth grade were included in the sample 

with a requirement that they must also serve at least one other elementary grade (Ex. 

Schools serving only fifth and sixth grades were included). Any schools that served 

grades 7th, 8th, 9th, 10th, 11th, and 12th were excluded from the sample (Ex. Schools 

serving K-12 or 6-12 were excluded).  

After inclusion and exclusion criteria were applied, a total of 46,515 schools were 

included in the elementary school sample. Within these 46,515 elementary schools, 

10,804 (23.2%) also served sixth grade. These were primarily upper elementary (4th-6th 

grades) or intermediate schools (5th and 6th grade). In addition, 23,660 (50.9%) schools 

served pre-kindergarten at their campuses. The elementary sample accounted for 

21,399,276 students, or 42.7% of students included within the CRDC.  

Within the 46,515 schools in this sample, specialized schools were also included. 

Approximately 1.2% were primarily special education schools, 3.1% were magnet 

schools, 3.6% were charter schools, and 0.3% were alternative schools. A school could be 

more than one of these designations (ex. A school could be both a special education 

school and a charter school).  

Variables 

 Independent Variables. 

Law Enforcement Presence. The independent variable examined for the data 

analysis is the presence of law enforcement in the school. The item asks whether a sworn 
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law enforcement officer (including school resource officers) was assigned to the school. 

Respondents from each school had to answer “yes” or “no.”  

The CRDC defined a sworn law enforcement officer as, “a career law 

enforcement officer with arrest authority.  A sworn law enforcement officer may be 

considered a school resource officer (who is assigned to work at a school in collaboration 

with school and community-based organizations).  A sworn law enforcement officer may 

be employed by any entity (e.g., police department, school district or school).”  The 

survey defined a school resource officer (SRO) as a, “a sworn law enforcement officer, 

with arrest authority, whose main responsibility is to work at a school in collaboration 

with school and community-based organizations.  An SRO may have received specialized 

training to serve in a variety of roles, including: law enforcement officer, law-related 

educator, problem solver, and community liaison.  An SRO may be employed by any 

entity (e.g., police department, school district or school).”   If the school employed either 

of these types of officers, they were to answer “Yes” on the survey.  

School Counselor. This independent variable examined for the data analysis 

presence of a school counselor in the school. Respondents from each school had to enter 

the total number of full-time counselors the school employed during the 2013-2014 

school year. That data was coded into a “yes” or “no” categorical format. 

The CRDC survey defines a school counselor as, “a professional staff member 

assigned specific duties and school time for any of the following activities: counseling 

with students and parents, consulting with other staff members on learning problems, 
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evaluating student abilities, assisting students in making education and career choices, 

assisting students in personal and social development, providing referral assistance, 

and/or working with other staff members in planning and conducting guidance programs 

for students.”  

Dependent Variables. 

In School Suspensions. This variable examines the total number of students who 

had been assigned one or more days of in-school suspension. The survey defines in-

school suspension as “an instance in which a child is temporarily removed from his or her 

regular classroom(s) for at least half a day for disciplinary purposes, but remains under 

the direct supervision of school personnel.  Direct supervision means school personnel 

are physically in the same location as students under their supervision.”  Respondents 

from each school had to enter a cumulative number of students at their school who had 

received one or more days of this type of punishment during the 2013-2014 school year.  

This variable was then transformed into a percentage based on the total number of 

students at the school.  

Out of School Suspensions. This variable examines the total number of students 

who had been assigned more than one day of out of school suspension. The survey 

defines out of school suspension as “an instance in which a child is temporarily removed 

from his/her regular school for at least half a day (but less than the remainder of the 

school year) for disciplinary purposes to another setting (e.g., home, behavior center).  

Out-of-school suspensions include removals in which no educational services are 
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provided, and removals in which educational services are provided (e.g., school-provided 

at home instruction or tutoring).”  Respondents from each school had to enter a 

cumulative number of students at their school who had received more than one day of 

this type of punishment during the 2013-2014 school year. This variable was then 

transformed into a percentage based on the total number of students at the school. 

Expulsions. This variable examines the total number of students who had been 

expelled. Respondents from each school had to enter a cumulative number of students at 

their school who had received this type of punishment during the 2013-2014 school year. 

Data was initially separated between expulsions that provided educational services and 

expulsions that did not provide educational services. The CRDC survey specified that 

students were not to be counted under both types of expulsion. As such, these variables 

were combined to determine a total number of expulsions, regardless of education 

services provided. This also included expulsions that were due to zero tolerance policy 

violations. Once combined, this variable was then transformed into a percentage based on 

the total number of students at the school. 

Referral to Law Enforcement Agency. This variable examines the total number 

of students who had been referred to law enforcement. The survey defines referral to law 

enforcement as, “an action by which a student is reported to any law enforcement agency 

or official, including a school police unit, for an incident that occurs on school grounds, 

during school-related events, or while taking school transportation, regardless of whether 

official action is taken.  Citations, tickets, and court referrals are considered referrals to 

law enforcement.” Respondents from each school had to enter a cumulative number of 
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students at their school who had received this type of referral during the 2013-2014 

school year. This variable was then transformed into a percentage based on the total 

number of students at the school. 

School Related Arrests. This variable examines the total number of students who 

had a school-related arrest. The survey defines school-related arrest as, “an arrest of a 

student for any activity conducted on school grounds, during off-campus school activities 

(including while taking school transportation), or due to a referral by any school official.” 

Respondents from each school had to enter a cumulative number of students at their 

school who had received this type of arrest during the 2013-2014 school year. This 

variable was then transformed into a percentage based on the total number of students at 

the school. 

Procedures 

 The CRDC data was requested from the U.S. Department of Education and 

received via CD-ROM in the mail. The dataset was downloaded onto an external hard 

drive. The dataset was in an excel file format and was separated into multiple different 

files based on variable clusters. Based on the variables that were needed for this study, 

multiple excel files were transformed into SPSS (v. 24) files.  Those variables/SPSS files 

were then merged together into one large SPSS file. A case identifier was utilized to 

match cases as the variables were added together into one database. Variables that were 

not needed for this analysis were deleted from the SPSS file.  
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 The independent variables were coded in SPSS with a 1 and 0 representing yes 

and no, respectively. Data that had errors that made them unreportable or data that was 

missing altogether were coded together as missing data. This was represented by a code 

of -99. The dependent variables were reported as separate variables based on sex in the 

original data file (Ex. How many total male students received an ISS?). For each of the 

dependent variables, males and females were merged into one variable to represent an 

overall total number of students. A percentage variable was then computed for each 

dependent variable by dividing the total number of students reported in that variable by 

the total number of students at the school. This was done to control for the population of 

the school when reporting how many students had been involved in various disciplinary 

practices.  

 After the necessary coding, data prep, and merging of variables was complete, the 

data was split into separate data files based on grade level. The “select if” function within 

SPSS was used to separate the files into “elementary” and “high school” samples. The 

“select if” function was used repeatedly to filter out schools that were not to be included 

within each group.  Descriptive statistics were run to ensure that schools were not 

overlapping into both groups and further exclusions were made based on those results.  

 The samples were then ready for analysis. Screening was completed to identify 

any complications with missing data, outliers, or violations of any assumptions. 

Decisions on the appropriate next steps for any violations or problems were made. A 

count model was used due to a zero-inflated distribution. Next, a Multivariate Analysis of 

Variance (MANOVA) was performed through SPSS version 24. A total of six 
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MANOVA’s were completed. The first MANOVA compared the independent variable of 

law enforcement presence with in-school suspensions, out of school suspensions, and 

expulsions for the high school sample.  The second MANOVA compared the 

independent variable of law enforcement presence with rates of referrals to law 

enforcement and school arrests for the high school sample.  The third MANOVA 

compared the independent variable of the presence of a school counselor with rates of 

referrals to law enforcement and school arrests for the high school sample. These 

MANOVA’s were then repeated with the elementary sample. The output was then 

interpreted to determine group differences and significance. If the MANOVA result was 

significant, a follow up univariate ANOVA was conducted with the dependent variables 

individually to determine which dependent variable(s) contributed to the significance.  
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

Multivariate analyses of variance (MANOVAs) were used to examine the following 

research questions: 

1. Are there differences in the rates of in-school suspension, out of school 

suspension, and expulsion according to whether there was a law enforcement 

presence in the school?  

2. Are there differences in the rates of arrests and referrals to law enforcement for 

incidents occurring on school grounds according to whether there was a law 

enforcement presence in the school?  

3. Are there differences in rates of arrests and referrals to law enforcement for 

incidents occurring on school grounds based on whether the school employs 

school counselors?  

A MANOVA is used when a researcher is comparing categorical groups of an 

independent variable with multiple dependent variables (Pallant, 2004). For this study, 

MANOVA will be used to compare two groups—schools who have law enforcement 

officers versus schools who do not. These two groups are then compared against multiple 

dependent, outcome variables (e.g., total number of students with suspensions, 

expulsions, referrals to law enforcements, and arrests). Another MANOVA will be 

conducted to compare school counselor presence in the school to the total number of 

arrests and referrals to law enforcement. These analyses will be completed on both high 
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school and elementary groups separately. No weights or designs effects were needed as 

the sampling frame was the total population of public schools in the United States.  

Data Screening 

Preliminary steps before conducting a MANOVA include exploring the data 

through descriptive statistics and evaluating the assumptions for this data analysis. 

MANOVA was primarily determined to be an appropriate statistical measure as there are 

more than two dependent variables being measured at the continuous level, there is an 

independent variable that consists of two independent and categorical groups, and there is 

independence of observations.  

The remaining assumptions of MANOVA were analyzed via SPSS. Descriptive 

statistics were analyzed to determine if the sample size for each group was sufficient to 

continue with the analysis. The sample size was considered large and sufficient with 

65,400 schools across the United States. Further descriptive analyses found that there are 

more students whom have not received disciplinary involvement of any kind compared to 

those whom have had disciplinary involvement, which resulted in data that were zero-

inflated. A logistic regression was completed to predict zeros versus non-zeros within the 

dependent variables. The logistic regression was significant for all dependent variables (p 

< .001). A count model was used to only include cases with values greater than zero to 

run all further analyses. Detailed information regarding assumptions are included within 

each MANOVA result.  
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High School Sample 

Descriptive Statistics. A total of 18,885 schools were included in the high school 

sample. This accounted for 13,029,267 students, or 26% of students included within the 

CRDC. Table 4.1 displays the frequencies of demographic information regarding the 

schools and the students within them.  

Table 4.1 

Summary of High School Demographic Data, 2013-2014 school year 

Variable  N Percentage 

ISS   1,216,162 9.33% 

OSS> 1 day  452,793 3.48% 

Expulsions  68,270 0.52% 

Referrals to LE  117,545 0.90% 

School Related Arrests  42,311 0.32% 

Law Enforcement Presence Yes 

No 

8,521 

10,290 

45.30% 

54.70% 

Counselor Presence Yes 

No 

16,143 

2,742 

85.48% 

14.52% 

 

 Group mean comparisons were completed within the descriptive statistics for the 

first independent variable, law enforcement presence. High schools with law enforcement 

presence had a higher percentage of students receive in school suspensions (M = 20.06, 
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SD = 16.02) compared to those who did not have a law enforcement officer (M = 15.40, 

SD = 14.15). High schools with law enforcement had similar percentages of students 

receive out of school suspensions compared to those without (M = 10.21, SD = 12.83; M 

= 10.19, SD = 13.77, respectively). High schools without law enforcement presence had a 

slightly higher percentage of students receiving expulsions (M = 6.07, SD = 11.22) 

compared to those who did have law enforcement presence (M = 4.57, SD = 8.10).  

Results indicate that high schools with law enforcement presence had a similar 

percentage of students receive referrals to law enforcement and school related arrests (M 

= 5.44, SD = 8.81; M = 3.66, SD = 5.70, respectively) compared to those who did not 

have a law enforcement officer (M = 6.18, SD = 8.97; M = 4.02, SD = 6.42, respectively). 

This data can be seen visually in Table 4.2.  
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Table 4.2 

Summary of High School Discipline Data and Law Enforcement Presence, 2013-2014 

school year 

Variable LE M (% of students) SD 

In School Suspension Yes 

No 

20.06 

15.40 

16.02 

14.15 

Out of School Suspension Yes 

No 

10.21 

10.19 

12.83 

13.77 

Expulsion Yes 

No 

4.57 

6.07 

8.10 

11.22 

Referral to Law Enforcement Yes 

No 

5.44 

6.18 

8.81 

8.89 

School Related Arrest Yes 

No 

3.66 

4.02 

5.70 

6.42 

LE = Law Enforcement Presence 

Group mean comparisons were completed within the descriptive statistics for the 

second independent variable, school counselor presence. High schools without a 

counselor had higher percentages of students whom received referrals to law enforcement 

and school related arrests (M = 12.06, SD = 13.56; M = 7.76, SD = 8.78, respectively) 

compared to those who did have a counselor (M = 5.11, SD = 8.05; M = 3.42, SD = 5.49, 

respectively). This data can be seen visually in Table 4.3. 
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Table 4.3 

Summary of High School Discipline Data and Counselor Presence, 2013-2014 school year 

Variable Counselor M (% of students) SD 

Referral to Law Enforcement Yes 

No 

5.11 

12.06 

8.05 

13.56 

School Related Arrest Yes 

No 

3.42 

7.76 

5.49 

8.78 

 

Multivariate Analysis of Variance. 

Law Enforcement Presence on Suspensions and Expulsions – High School. To 

account for zero-inflated data, a count model was used to only include cases with values 

greater than zero. Approximately 86.6% of the cases were zeros while 13.4% were non-

zeros. The remaining assumptions of MANOVA were examined prior to running the 

analysis. 

The inspection of a boxplot by SPSS determined that there appeared to be 

univariate outliers in the data. Upon further examination of the data, most outliers were 

clustered together and were not aloof from the remaining data as a typical outlier would 

be. It was determined that SPSS’s quartile ranges were clustered around a rate of 1% 

because the data includes many more students whom have not found themselves with 

disciplinary involvement compared to those who have. It was determined that these cases 

were not true outliers and remained within the data analyses.  
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The dependent variables were not found to be normally distributed, as assessed by 

Shapiro-Wilk's test (W (799, 817) = range 0.446 through 0.885, p < .05). Given this 

result, the Q-Q plots were examined. Q-Q plots determined that the data are not normally 

distributed for any of the dependent variables. Box and Watson (1962) determine that 

multivariate analysis of variance is found to be robust to nonnormality, so the analysis of 

the data continued.  

There was no multicollinearity among the dependent variables, as assessed by 

Pearson correlations ranged from r = 0.241 to r = 0.450, p < .001. There was a linear 

relationship between the dependent variables as assessed by scatterplot. There were 

multivariate outliers, as assessed by Mahalanobis distance (p > .001). Approximately 

4.3% of the cases were multivariate outliers. MANOVA has been found to be robust to 

multivariate outliers if the sample size is large, as in this study.  

There was not homogeneity of variance-covariances matrices, as assessed by 

Box's test of equality of covariance matrices (M (6, 18,848,803) = 116.46, p < .001). As a 

result, Pillai's Trace will be used instead of Wilks' Lambda when interpreting the 

MANOVA results (Laerd Statistics, 2015). 

There was homogeneity of variances for the variable of out of school suspension, 

as assessed by Levene's Test of Homogeneity of Variance (F(1, 1614) = 1.08, p > .05). 

The other dependent variables (in school suspensions and expulsions) were found to not 

have homogeneity of variances, as assessed by Levene's Test of Homogeneity of 
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Variance (p < .05). As a result, a lower level of statistical significance (p < .001) will be 

used for the MANOVA results (Laerd Statistics, 2015).  

A one-way multivariate analysis of variance was run to determine the association 

of law enforcement presence on school discipline in high schools. Three measures of 

school discipline were evaluated: In-school Suspensions; Out of School Suspensions; and 

Expulsions. It was hypothesized that high schools with a law enforcement officer would 

have higher rates of school discipline.  

Results indicate that high schools with law enforcement presence had a higher 

percentage of students receive in school suspensions (M = 20.06, SD = 16.02) compared 

to those who did not have a law enforcement officer (M = 15.40, SD = 14.15). High 

schools with law enforcement had similar percentages of students receive out of school 

suspensions compared to those without (M = 10.21, SD = 12.83; M = 10.19, SD = 13.77, 

respectively). High schools without law enforcement presence had a slightly higher 

percentage of students receiving expulsions (M = 6.07, SD = 11.22) compared to those 

who did have law enforcement presence (M = 4.57, SD = 8.10). 

A statistically significant MANOVA association was obtained, Pillais’ Trace = 

.036, F(3, 1,612) = 20.03, p < .001, partial η2 = 0.036. Follow-up univariate ANOVAs 

showed statistically significant differences between Law Enforcement Presence and 

increased In School Suspensions (F(1, 1,612) = 38.42, p < .001; partial η2 = 0.023). The 

difference between law enforcement presence on Out of School Suspensions and 
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Expulsions were not found to be statistically significant (F(1,1,614) = .000, p = 0.984; 

F(1,1,614) = 9.57, p = 0.002).  

Law Enforcement Presence on Referrals and School Related Arrests – High 

School. To account for zero-inflated data, a count model was used to only include cases 

with values greater than zero. Approximately 88.7% of the cases were zeros while 11.3% 

were non-zeros. The remaining assumptions of MANOVA were examined prior to 

running the analysis. 

The inspection of a boxplot by SPSS determined that there appeared to be 

univariate outliers in the data. Upon further examination of the data, most outliers were 

clustered together and were not aloof from the remaining data as a typical outlier would 

be. It was determined that SPSS’s quartile ranges were clustered around a rate of 1% 

because the data includes many more students whom have not found themselves with law 

enforcement involvement compared to those who have. It was determined that these 

cases were not true outliers and remained within the data analyses. There was one 

univariate outlier that was removed from the data analysis.   

The dependent variables were not found to be normally distributed, as assessed by 

Shapiro-Wilk's test (W (552, 961) = range 0.447 through 0.587, p < .05). Given this 

result, the Q-Q plots were examined. Q-Q plots determined that the data are not normally 

distributed for either of the dependent variables. Box and Watson (1962) determine that 

multivariate analysis of variance is found to be robust to nonnormality, so the analysis of 

the data continued.  
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There was no multicollinearity among the dependent variables, as assessed by 

Pearson correlations (r = 0.751, p < .001). There was a linear relationship between the 

dependent variables as assessed by scatterplot. There were multivariate outliers, as 

assessed by Mahalanobis distance (p > .001). Approximately 3.4% of the cases were 

multivariate outliers. MANOVA has been found to be robust to multivariate outliers if 

the sample size is large, as in this study.  

There was not homogeneity of variance-covariances matrices, as assessed by 

Box's test of equality of covariance matrices (M (3, 43,574,281) = 49.37, p < .001). As a 

result, Pillai's Trace will be used instead of Wilks' Lambda when interpreting the 

MANOVA results (Laerd Statistics, 2015). Both dependent variables (referrals to law 

enforcement and school related arrests) were found to have homogeneity of variances, as 

assessed by Levene's Test of Homogeneity of Variance (p < .05).  

A one-way multivariate analysis of variance was run to determine the association 

of law enforcement presence on law enforcement involvement in high schools. Two 

measures were evaluated: Referrals to Law Enforcement and School Related Arrests. It 

was hypothesized that high schools with a law enforcement officer would have higher 

rates of law enforcement involvement.  

Results indicate that high schools with law enforcement presence had a similar 

percentage of students receive referrals to law enforcement and school related arrests (M 

= 5.44, SD = 8.81; M = 3.66, SD = 5.70, respectively) compared to those who did not 

have a law enforcement officer (M = 6.18, SD = 8.97; M = 4.02, SD = 6.42, respectively). 
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The differences between the schools on the combined dependent variables was not 

statistically significant, Pillais’ Trace = .002, F(2, 1510) = 1.21, p = .298. Follow-up 

univariate ANOVAs did not show statistically significant differences between the 

presence of a law enforcement officer and rates of Referrals to Law Enforcement (F(1, 

1511) = 2.43, p =.120) and School Related Arrests (F(1, 1511) = 1.33, p =.250).  

Counselor Presence on Referrals and School Related Arrests – High School. To 

account for zero-inflated data, a count model was used to only include cases with values 

greater than zero. Approximately 91.4% of the cases were zeros while 8.6% were non-

zeros. The remaining assumptions of MANOVA were examined prior to running the 

analysis. 

The inspection of a boxplot by SPSS determined that there appeared to be 

univariate outliers in the data. Upon further examination of the data, most outliers were 

clustered together and were not aloof from the remaining data as a typical outlier would 

be. It was determined that SPSS’s quartile ranges were clustered around a rate of 1% 

because the data includes many more students whom have not found themselves with law 

enforcement involvement compared to those who have. It was determined that these 

cases were not true outliers and remained within the data analyses.   

The dependent variables were not found to be normally distributed, as assessed by 

Shapiro-Wilk's test (W (131, 1382) = range 0.416 through 0.769, p < .05). Given this 

result, the Q-Q plots were examined. Q-Q plots determined that the data are not normally 

distributed for either of the dependent variables. Box and Watson (1962) determine that 
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multivariate analysis of variance is found to be robust to nonnormality, so the analysis of 

the data continued.  

There was no multicollinearity among the dependent variables, as assessed by 

Pearson correlations (r = 0.751, p < .001). There was a linear relationship between the 

dependent variables as assessed by scatterplot. There were multivariate outliers, as 

assessed by Mahalanobis distance (p > .001). Approximately 3.4% of the cases were 

multivariate outliers. MANOVA has been found to be robust to multivariate outliers if 

the sample size is large, as in this study.  

There was not homogeneity of variance-covariances matrices, as assessed by 

Box's test of equality of covariance matrices (M (3, 614,315) = 127.34, p < .001). As a 

result, Pillai's Trace will be used instead of Wilks' Lambda when interpreting the 

MANOVA results (Laerd Statistics, 2015). 

Both dependent variables (referrals to law enforcement and school related arrests) 

were found to not have homogeneity of variances, as assessed by Levene's Test of 

Homogeneity of Variance (p < .05). As a result, a lower level of statistical significance (p 

< .001) will be used for the MANOVA results (Laerd Statistics, 2015).  

A one-way multivariate analysis of variance was run to determine the association 

of school counselor presence on law enforcement involvement in high schools. Two 

measures were evaluated: Referrals to Law Enforcement and School Related Arrests. It 

was hypothesized that high schools without a counselor would have higher rates of law 

enforcement involvement.  
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Results indicate that high schools without a counselor had higher percentages of 

students whom received referrals to law enforcement and school related arrests (M = 

12.06, SD = 13.56; M = 7.76, SD = 8.78, respectively) compared to those who did have a 

counselor (M = 5.11, SD = 8.05; M = 3.42, SD = 5.49, respectively).  

 A statistically significant MANOVA association was obtained, Pillais’ Trace = 

.052, F(2, 1510) = 41.46, p < .001, partial η2 = 0.052. Follow-up univariate ANOVAs 

showed statistically significant differences between the absence of a counselor and 

increased Referrals to Law Enforcement (F(1, 1511) = 77.17, p < .001; partial η2 = .049) 

and School Related Arrests (F(1, 1511) = 65.91, p < .001; partial η2 = 0.042).  

Elementary School Sample 

Descriptive Statistics. A total of 46,515 schools were included in the elementary 

school sample. These schools accounted for 21,399,276 students, or 42.7% of students 

included within the CRDC. Table 4.4 displays the frequencies of demographic 

information regarding the schools and the students within them. 
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Table 4.4 

Summary of Elementary School Demographic Data, 2013-2014 school year 

Variable  N Percentage 

ISS   428,356 2.00% 

OSS > 1 day  219,551 1.03% 

Expulsions  17,205 0.08% 

Referrals to LE  24,008 0.11% 

School Related Arrests  3,611 0.02% 

Law Enforcement Presence Yes 

No 

8,914 

37,601 

19.20% 

80.80% 

Counselor Presence Yes 

No 

30,196 

16,319 

64.90% 

35.10% 

 

Group mean comparisons were also completed within the descriptive statistics. 

Elementary schools with law enforcement presence had a higher percentage of students 

receive out of school suspensions and expulsions (M = 9.07, SD = 21.94; M = 7.57, SD = 

8.25, respectively) compared to those who did not have a law enforcement officer (M = 

6.22, SD = 21.25; M = 4.81, SD = 5.85, respectively). Elementary schools with law 

enforcement had similar percentages of students receive in school suspensions compared 

to those without (M = 7.37, SD = 10.38; M = 7.33, SD = 8.11, respectively).   
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Elementary schools with law enforcement presence had a slightly higher 

percentage of students receive referrals to law enforcement and school related arrests (M 

= 3.16, SD = 3.51; M = 2.57, SD = 3.04, respectively) compared to those who did not 

have a law enforcement officer (M = 2.61, SD = 3.60; M = 1.80, SD = 1.70, respectively). 

These data can be seen visually in Table 4.5.  

Table 4.5 

Summary of Elementary Discipline Data and Law Enforcement Presence, 2013-2014 

school year 

Variable LE M (% of students) SD 

In School Suspension Yes 

No 

7.37 

7.33 

10.38 

8.11 

Out of School Suspension Yes 

No 

9.07 

6.22 

21.94 

21.25 

Expulsion Yes 

No 

7.87 

4.81 

8.25 

5.85 

Referrals to Law Enforcement Yes 

No 

3.16 

2.61 

3.51 

3.60 

School Related Arrests Yes 

No 

2.57 

1.80 

3.04 

1.70 

LE = Law Enforcement Presence 
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Group mean comparisons were completed within the descriptive statistics for the 

second independent variable, school counselor presence. Elementary schools without a 

counselor had similar percentages of students whom received referrals to law 

enforcement and school related arrests (M = 3.24, SD = 5.60; M = 1.94, SD = 2.46, 

respectively) compared to those who did have a counselor (M = 2.57, SD = 2.38; M = 

2.04, SD = 2.05, respectively). This data can be seen visually in Table 4.6. 

Table 4.6 

Summary of Elementary School Discipline Data and Counselor Presence, 2013-2014 

school year 

Variable Counselor M (% of students) SD 

Referral to Law Enforcement Yes 

No 

2.57 

3.24 

2.38 

5.60 

School Related Arrest Yes 

No 

2.04 

1.94 

2.05 

2.16 

 

Multivariate Analysis of Variance. 

Law Enforcement Presence on Suspensions and Expulsions – Elementary 

School. To account for zero-inflated data, a count model was used to only include cases 

with values greater than zero. Approximately 98.7% of the cases were zeros while 1.3% 

were non-zeros. The remaining assumptions of MANOVA were examined prior to 

running the analysis. 
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The inspection of a boxplot by SPSS determined that there appeared to be 

univariate outliers in the data. Upon further examination of the data, most outliers were 

clustered together and were not aloof from the remaining data as a typical outlier would 

be. It was determined that SPSS’s quartile ranges were clustered around a rate of 1% 

because the data includes many more students whom have not found themselves with 

disciplinary involvement compared to those who have. It was determined that these cases 

were not true outliers and remained within the data analyses. There were two cases that 

were determined to be true outliers and were excluded from the analysis. 

The dependent variables were not found to be normally distributed, as assessed by 

Shapiro-Wilk's test (W (350, 112) = range 0.137 through 0.733, p < .05). Given this 

result, the Q-Q plots were examined. Q-Q plots determined that the data are not normally 

distributed for any of the dependent variables. Box and Watson (1962) determine that 

multivariate analysis of variance is found to be robust to nonnormality, so the analysis of 

the data continued.  

There was no multicollinearity among the dependent variables, as assessed by 

Pearson correlations ranged from r = 0.189 to r = 0.340, p < .001. There was a linear 

relationship between the dependent variables as assessed by scatterplot. There were 

multivariate outliers, as assessed by Mahalanobis distance (p > .001). Approximately 

2.4% of the cases were multivariate outliers. MANOVA has been found to be robust to 

multivariate outliers if the sample size is large, as in this study.  
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There was not homogeneity of variance-covariances matrices, as assessed by 

Box's test of equality of covariance matrices (M (6,261,073) = 39.30, p < .001). As a 

result, Pillai's Trace will be used instead of Wilks' Lambda when interpreting the 

MANOVA results (Laerd Statistics, 2015). 

There was homogeneity of variances for the variables of in school suspensions 

and out of school suspension, as assessed by Levene's Test of Homogeneity of Variance 

(F(1, 460) = .000, p > .05; F(1, 460) = 1.29, p > .05, respectively). Expulsions were 

found to not have homogeneity of variances, as assessed by Levene's Test of 

Homogeneity of Variance (p < .05). As a result, a lower level of statistical significance (p 

< .001) will be used for the MANOVA results (Laerd Statistics, 2015).  

A one-way multivariate analysis of variance was run to determine the association 

of law enforcement presence on elementary school discipline. Three measures of school 

discipline were evaluated: In-school Suspensions; Out of School Suspensions; and 

Expulsions. It was hypothesized that elementary schools with a law enforcement officer 

would have higher rates of school discipline.  

Results indicate that elementary schools with law enforcement presence had a 

higher percentage of students receive out of school suspensions and expulsions (M = 

9.07, SD = 21.94; M = 7.57, SD = 8.25, respectively) compared to those who did not have 

a law enforcement officer (M = 6.22, SD = 21.25; M = 4.81, SD = 5.85, respectively). 

Elementary schools with law enforcement had similar percentages of students receive in 
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school suspensions compared to those without (M = 7.37, SD = 10.38; M = 7.33, SD = 

8.11, respectively).  

A statistically significant MANOVA association was obtained, Pillais’ Trace = 

.035, F(3, 458) = 5.51, p < .001, partial η2 = 0.035. Follow-up univariate ANOVAs 

showed statistically significant differences between Law Enforcement Presence and 

increased Expulsions (F(1, 460) = 15.27, p < .001; partial η2 = 0.032). The difference 

between law enforcement presence on In School Suspensions and Out of School 

Suspensions was not found to be statistically significant (F(1,460) = .001, p = 0.970; 

F(1,460) = 1.50, p = .222, respectively). 

Law Enforcement Presence on Referrals and School Related Arrests – 

Elementary School. To account for zero-inflated data, a count model was used to only 

include cases with values greater than zero. Approximately 99.7% of the cases were zeros 

while 0.3% were non-zeros. The remaining assumptions of MANOVA were examined 

prior to running the analysis. 

The inspection of a boxplot by SPSS determined that there appeared to be 

univariate outliers in the data. Upon further examination of the data, most outliers were 

clustered together and were not aloof from the remaining data as a typical outlier would 

be. It was determined that SPSS’s quartile ranges were clustered around a rate of 1% 

because the data includes many more students whom have not found themselves with law 

enforcement involvement compared to those who have. It was determined that these 
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cases were not true outliers and remained within the data analyses. There were two cases 

that were true outliers that were excluded from the data analysis.   

The dependent variables were not found to be normally distributed, as assessed by 

Shapiro-Wilk's test (W (73, 27) = range 0.405 through 0.660, p < .05). Given this result, 

the Q-Q plots were examined. Q-Q plots determined that the data are not normally 

distributed for either of the dependent variables. Box and Watson (1962) determine that 

multivariate analysis of variance is found to be robust to nonnormality, so the analysis of 

the data continued.  

There was no multicollinearity among the dependent variables, as assessed by 

Pearson correlations (r = 0.641, p < .001). There was a linear relationship between the 

dependent variables as assessed by scatterplot. There were multivariate outliers, as 

assessed by Mahalanobis distance (p > .001). Approximately 5% of the cases were 

multivariate outliers. MANOVA has been found to be robust to multivariate outliers if 

the sample size is large, as in this study.  

There was not homogeneity of variance-covariances matrices, as assessed by 

Box's test of equality of covariance matrices (M (3, 42,071) = 20.67, p < .001). As a 

result, Pillai's Trace will be used instead of Wilks' Lambda when interpreting the 

MANOVA results (Laerd Statistics, 2015). Both dependent variables (referrals to law 

enforcement and school related arrests) were found to have homogeneity of variances, as 

assessed by Levene's Test of Homogeneity of Variance (p < .05).  
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A one-way multivariate analysis of variance was run to determine the association 

of law enforcement presence on law enforcement involvement in elementary schools. 

Two measures were evaluated: Referrals to Law Enforcement and School Related 

Arrests. It was hypothesized that elementary schools with a law enforcement officer 

would have higher rates of law enforcement involvement.  

Results indicate that elementary schools with law enforcement presence had a 

slightly higher percentage of students receive referrals to law enforcement and school 

related arrests (M = 3.16, SD = 3.51; M = 2.57, SD = 3.04, respectively) compared to 

those who did not have a law enforcement officer (M = 2.61, SD = 3.60; M = 1.80, SD = 

1.70, respectively). The differences between the schools on the combined dependent 

variables were not statistically significant, Pillais’ Trace = .027, F(2, 97) = 1.34, p = .266. 

Follow-up univariate ANOVAs did not show statistically significant differences between 

the presence of a law enforcement officer and rates of Referrals to Law Enforcement 

(F(1, 98) = .479, p = .490) and School Related Arrests (F(1, 98) = 2.53, p = .115).  

Counselor Presence on Referrals and School Related Arrests – Elementary 

School. To account for zero-inflated data, a count model was used to only include cases 

with values greater than zero. Approximately 99.8% of the cases were zeros while 0.2% 

were non-zeros. The remaining assumptions of MANOVA were examined prior to 

running the analysis. 

The inspection of a boxplot by SPSS determined that there appeared to be 

univariate outliers in the data. Upon further examination of the data, most outliers were 



Texas Tech University, Ashley Clark, May 2018 

 81

  

clustered together and were not aloof from the remaining data as a typical outlier would 

be. It was determined that SPSS’s quartile ranges were clustered around a rate of 1% 

because the data includes many more students whom have not found themselves with law 

enforcement involvement compared to those who have. It was determined that these 

cases were not true outliers and remained within the data analyses.   

The dependent variables were not found to be normally distributed, as assessed by 

Shapiro-Wilk's test (W (28, 72) = range 0.412 through 0.633, p < .05). Given this result, 

the Q-Q plots were examined. Q-Q plots determined that the data are not normally 

distributed for either of the dependent variables. Box and Watson (1962) determine that 

multivariate analysis of variance is found to be robust to nonnormality, so the analysis of 

the data continued.  

There was no multicollinearity among the dependent variables, as assessed by 

Pearson correlations (r = 0.641, p < .001). There was a linear relationship between the 

dependent variables as assessed by scatterplot. There were multivariate outliers, as 

assessed by Mahalanobis distance (p > .001). Approximately 5% of the cases were 

multivariate outliers. MANOVA has been found to be robust to multivariate outliers if 

the sample size is large, as in this study.  

There was not homogeneity of variance-covariances matrices, as assessed by 

Box's test of equality of covariance matrices (M (3, 48,059) = 71.15, p < .001). As a 

result, Pillai's Trace will be used instead of Wilks' Lambda when interpreting the 

MANOVA results (Laerd Statistics, 2015). Both dependent variables (referrals to law 
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enforcement and school related arrests) were found to have homogeneity of variances, as 

assessed by Levene's Test of Homogeneity of Variance (p < .05).  

A one-way multivariate analysis of variance was run to determine the association 

of school counselor presence on law enforcement involvement in elementary schools. 

Two measures were evaluated: Referrals to Law Enforcement and School Related 

Arrests. It was hypothesized that elementary schools without a counselor would have 

higher rates of law enforcement involvement.  

Results indicate that elementary schools without a counselor had similar 

percentages of students whom received referrals to law enforcement and school related 

arrests (M = 3.24, SD = 5.60; M = 1.94, SD = 2.46, respectively) compared to those who 

did have a counselor (M = 2.57, SD = 2.38; M = 2.04, SD = 2.05, respectively). The 

differences between the schools on the combined dependent variables was not 

statistically significant, Pillais’ Trace = .016, F(2, 97) = .805, p = .450. Follow-up 

univariate ANOVAs did not show statistically significant differences between the 

presence of a school counselor and rates of Referrals to Law Enforcement (F(1, 98) = 

.702, p = .404) and School Related Arrests (F(1, 98) = .038, p = .847). 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

This final chapter includes an overview of the study and results in relation to the 

research questions. Hypotheses are given for the results that were obtained. Strengths and 

weaknesses of the current study are discussed, as well as implications and suggestions for 

future research.   

Overview and Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of the current study was to examine the association between law 

enforcement presence in schools and student disciplinary outcomes including 

suspensions, expulsions, referrals to law enforcement, and school related arrests. This 

study also examined associations between the presence of school counselors and student 

law enforcement involvement, including referrals to law enforcement and school related 

arrests. Understanding the relationship between these variables is a necessary step in 

combating the school to prison pipeline and aiming for better outcomes for students 

across the United States.  

  During the 2013-2014 school year, CRDC data indicates that 2,710,924 students 

received at least one day of in-school suspension. A total of 2,635,743 students received 

at least one day of out-of-school suspension. Approximately 111,215 students were 

expelled from school altogether, another 195,219 students were referred to law 

enforcement, and 60,170 students received a school related arrest.  
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During this same school year, a total of 24% of elementary schools and 42% of 

high schools in the United States reported that they had a sworn law enforcement officer. 

A total of 59% schools reported having at least one full time school counselor. 

Unfortunately, 21% of high schools and about 850,000 high school students nationwide 

did not have access to a school counselor at all. In addition, approximately 1.6 million 

students attend a school that has a law enforcement officer, but not a school counselor. 

This study examined relationships among these student outcome variables and 

school characteristics. Multivariate Analyses of Variance (MANOVAs) were used to 

examine the research questions for both high schools and elementary schools. 

Research Question 1 – Law Enforcement Presence and Associations to Student 

Discipline 

 The first research question addressed the differences in rates of in-school 

suspensions, out-of-school suspensions, and expulsions based on a law enforcement 

presence in the school. For both elementary and high school, the results of the MANOVA 

supported that a statistically significant association was present between increased 

student discipline and the presence of a law enforcement officer. However, further 

investigation found that not all of the disciplinary outcomes were increased and 

significant.  

 The results suggested that for both elementary and high schools there was not a 

significant difference in the rates out-of-school suspensions. Although 2,635,743 students 

have received at least one day of out-of-school suspension, the rates of suspension are not 
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impacted by whether or not the school also has a law enforcement officer. Positively, the 

CRDC data from the 2013-2014 school year found that there was a 20% decrease in 

overall out-of-school suspensions compared to the reports from two years prior (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2016).  This could be due to legislative or policy caps that are 

placed on the total number of days that a student can receive out-of-school suspension. In 

Texas, the Education Code Chapter 37, §37.005 dictates that out-of-school suspensions 

must not exceed three consecutive school days. Additionally, other states, such as 

California limit out-of-school suspensions to no more than 20 cumulative days of the 

school year (California Education Code §48903). Given the limits on the rates of out-of-

school suspensions, this leaves less discretion to the school-based disciplinarians on total 

number of days to suspend the student. Additionally, in Texas students in grade 3 or 

below cannot be assigned out-of-school suspensions, unless the offense involves weapons 

or drugs (Texas Education Code Chapter 37, §37.005).  These limitations on out-of-

school suspensions are proposed as a possible explanation for the finding. However, it is 

also plausible that differences would not exist regardless of the limitations.  

In examination of in-school suspensions at the elementary level, similar results 

were found suggesting that elementary schools without law enforcement officers do not 

have significant differences in rates of suspensions compared to elementary schools with 

an officer. In review of the data, approximately 2% of elementary students received an in-

school suspension during the 2013-2014 school year. This suggests a positive finding that 

in-school suspensions remain relatively uncommon in elementary schools despite 

limitations that prevent out-of-school suspensions from being assigned to younger 
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students. In other words, it does not appear that more in-school suspensions are being 

assigned due to the inability to assign an out-of-school suspension. 

In high schools, however, schools with a law enforcement officer had 

approximately 20% of the students receive an in-school suspension. At schools without 

an officer, the rate of in-school suspension for students was 15%. The results of statistical 

analysis of these groups suggested that a significant difference is present (p < .001). 

Schools with a law enforcement officer had associated and significant increases in the 

percentages of students who received in-school suspensions. However, the corresponding 

effect size for the significance was found to be small (partial η2 = .023). Cohen (1988) 

suggested that small, medium, and large effect sizes for partial eta squared were values of 

.0099, .0588, and .1379, respectively.  

Khalilzadeh and Tasci (2017) indicate that as sample size increases, the power of 

the analysis also increases, which can often lead to statically significant results which are 

accounted for by a large sample size alone. Sullivan and Feinn (2012) indicate that while 

a P value can lead you to determine if there is an effect, an effect size is what allows you 

to determine the magnitude of that effect. Effect size measures are less biased towards 

sample size and as such, it is suggested that weight should be given to effect size rather 

than statistical significance in the cases of large sample sizes (Khalilzadeh & Tasci, 

2017).   

Given that the results suggest a small effect size according to Cohen’s (1988) 

criteria, it is possible that significance was found solely on the basis of a large sample 
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size (p < .001, partial η2 = .023). Alternatively, there have been arguments that small 

effect sizes are still pertinent and meaningful (Abelson, 1984; Yeaton & Sechrest, 1981) 

and opinion that perhaps Cohen’s estimates are too stringent (Hemphill, 2003). 

Examining the data comprehensively, the finding for the differences in rates of in-school 

suspensions of high school students lacks the practical significance necessary to prove 

meaningful impact.   

Lastly, we discuss the rates of expulsions. Approximately 68,270 high school 

students and 17,205 elementary students were expelled during the 2013-2014 school 

year. Unexpectedly, high schools with a law enforcement officer had lower rates of 

expulsions for their students. The differences were not found to be statistically 

significant, however, it did approach significance (p = .002). Even though the difference 

is not significant, it is hypothesized that in schools with a law enforcement officer, school 

administrators may be more likely to defer to law enforcement to handle consequences 

for the student, which could explain why the rate of expulsion was lower for schools with 

a law enforcement officer.   

 At the elementary level, schools with law enforcement officers had higher rates 

of expulsions for students. This difference was statistically significant (p < .001; partial 

η2 = 0.032). The effect size is considered to be small, but approaches medium based on 

Cohen’s (1988) criteria. Even though overall rates of expulsions at elementary schools 

were very small (only 0.08% of students), this is an important finding to discuss. While 

this study did not examine school specific characteristics, it is plausible that elementary 

schools who had law enforcement officers also had higher overall rates of behavioral 
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need which would have prompted the assignment of a law enforcement officer to the 

school in the first place. It is unfortunate that this finding may suggest that school 

administrators who cannot assign out-of-school suspensions for young students due to 

legislative restrictions may alternatively decide to expel the student from school instead 

when the student’s level of behavioral need is increased.  

These types of expulsions are what Wald and Losen (2003) referred to when they 

suggested that zero tolerance policies and related expulsions contribute to the school to 

prison pipeline. The zero tolerance policies that lead to the expulsion of young students 

are not used as intended and have become a way to strictly punish students for relatively 

minor infractions (APA, 2008). The expulsion or suspension of a young student is found 

to be predictive of expulsions or suspensions when the same student is older (Raffaele 

Mendez, 2003). Overall, while this may only impact a small number of students, it 

remains important to ensure that no students are being led down a path to their detriment. 

This finding supports that more support or legislation is needed at elementary schools to 

ensure that they are able to provide behavioral intervention that will positively shape 

future success, as opposed to expulsions.  

Research Question 2 – Law Enforcement Presence and Student Law Enforcement 

Involvement 

The second research question addressed the differences in rates of referrals to law 

enforcement and school related arrests based on a law enforcement presence in the 

school. Unexpectedly, the results of the MANOVA suggested that for both elementary 
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and high schools there was not a significant difference in the rates of referrals to law 

enforcement or school related arrests based on law enforcement officer presence. 

Findings are initially discussed separately for referrals to law enforcement and school 

related arrests. 

The population of CRDC data indicates that with 98.9% of schools in the United 

States reporting, a total number of 195,219 students were referred to law enforcement 

during the 2013-2014 school year. After the inclusion and exclusion criteria were applied 

to this study, we accounted for 72.5% or 141,553 of these referrals for this analysis. 

Further breakdown of grade level included 24,008 students who were referred at the 

elementary level and 117,545 at the high school level.  

The results of the MANOVA were contrived while controlling for the zero-

inflated data and thus removed from the analysis schools whom had less than 1% of 

students referred to law enforcement. As a result, this comparison is for schools who had 

1% or more of its students referred to law enforcement. In these high schools, an average 

of 5.71% of students had received a referral to law enforcement. In high schools with a 

law enforcement officer, an average of 5.44% of students were referred. In high schools 

without a law enforcement officer, an average of 6.18% were referred. The differences 

between these groups was not found to be statistically significant (p = .120). In the 

included elementary schools, an average of 2.76% of students had received a referral to 

law enforcement. In elementary schools with a law enforcement officer, an average of 

3.16% of students were referred. In elementary schools without a law enforcement 
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officer, an average of 2.61% were referred. The differences between these groups was not 

found to be statistically significant (p = .490). 

For school related arrests, the population of CRDC data indicates that with 97.5% 

of schools in the United States reporting, a total number of 60,170 students received a 

school related arrest during the 2013-2014 school year. After the inclusion and exclusion 

criteria were applied to this study, we accounted for 76% or 45,922 of these arrests for 

this analysis. Further breakdown of grade level included 3,611 students who were 

arrested at the elementary level and 42,311 at the high school level.  

The results of the MANOVA were contrived while controlling for the zero-

inflated data and thus removed from the analysis schools whom had less than 1% of 

students receive a school related arrest. As a result, this comparison is for schools who 

had 1% or more of its students arrested at school. In these high schools, an average of 

3.79% of students had received a school related arrest. In high schools with a law 

enforcement officer, an average of 3.66% of students received a school related arrest. In 

high schools without a law enforcement officer, an average of 4.02% of students received 

a school related arrest. The differences between these groups was not found to be 

statistically significant (p = .250). In the included elementary schools, an average of 

2.01% of students had received a school related arrest. In elementary schools with a law 

enforcement officer, an average of 2.57% of students had received a school related arrest. 

In elementary schools without a law enforcement officer, an average of 1.80% had 

received a school related arrest. The differences between these groups was not found to 

be statistically significant (p = .115). 
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It was originally hypothesized that results would find that the presence of a law 

enforcement officer would be associated with increased rates of referrals to law 

enforcement and school related arrests. Unexpectedly, the results did not support this 

hypothesis and instead suggested that there were no differences in the rates of referrals 

and arrests regardless if there was a law enforcement presence or not.  Although this did 

not support the hypothesis, it is a positive finding.  

The U.S. Department of Education (2014) reported that during the 2011-2012 

school year, 260,000 students were referred to law enforcement and 92,000 students 

received school-related arrests. Comparatively, there were far less students being 

subjected to law enforcement involvement during the 2013-2014 school year (195,219 

referrals, 60,170 arrests). It is hopeful that this difference suggests that the call for 

legislative and policy changes from the American Civil Liberties Union and American 

Psychological Association on school discipline procedures throughout the 2000s are 

progressively making a more positive influence in advocating for schools to be more 

aware of the school-to-prison pipeline and its associations to school discipline.    

As mentioned in the literature review, the literature is limited regarding law 

enforcement presence in the schools and the research that is available generally was 

focused on specific geographic regions.  However, with the vast differences in policies 

and procedures related to school discipline across the United States, as well as 

demographic differences, it is important to point out that these results capture the 

snapshot of the United States as a whole. Results may differ when analyzed at the 

geographic region, state, or city level. For example, in the literature that was available, 
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May et al (2015) suggest no impact of law enforcement presence on rates of referrals in a 

southeastern state, with only 3% of students involved in the justice system being referred 

from a school resource officer. Alternatively, Fowler (2010) suggests that within Texas 

there has been a relationship between law enforcement presence and increased arrests and 

referrals, with 50% of referrals coming from a school based law enforcement officer. 

This is a point of suggestion for future research. Interestingly, when examining 

participation rate by state in reporting referrals to law enforcement and arrests, it was 

found that a few states (Maryland, Nevada, Tennessee, New York, and Oklahoma) had 

lower participation rates of reporting this information in one or both areas. For example, 

New York only had 66% of schools report on their rates of school arrests and Nevada 

only had 45% of schools report their rates of referrals to law enforcement. Again, this is a 

point of suggestion for future research to examine.  

Even though the results found were not significant, it is still important to address 

the issues that have been discussed in the literature about the presence of law 

enforcement officers in the schools. A recent publication defines the main topics of 

controversy surrounding the roles of school based law enforcement officers: Managing 

student misbehavior; School-to-prison pipeline; Lack of training; and Establish policies 

regulating duties and responsibilities (Ryan, Katsiyannis, Counts, and Shelnut, 2018). 

The authors suggest that an adequate school resource officer program would leave 

managing student behavior solely to educators (perhaps with more classroom 

management training needed) and have formal rules and regulations on the specific role 

of the officer to be confined to matters that are criminal in nature. Additionally, the lack 
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of proper training of officers and documented increases in referrals and arrests post-

officer implementation were noted as major concerns. They suggest that school resource 

officer programs that are not mindful in planning for these concerns worsen the school-

to-prison pipeline.  

A Statement of Interest (2015) from the United States District Court 

acknowledged the issue of the school-to-prison pipeline and its association with school 

based law enforcement, via its findings in support of two elementary students with 

disabilities whom were arrested by their school resource officer for behaviors that were 

arising from their disabilities. The U.S. Department of Education (2017) complied 

various discipline laws and regulations by state and found that only 11 states had 

established any training or certification requirements for school based law enforcement 

officers. Similarly, the International Association of Chiefs of Police report that overall 

law enforcement (not just officers in schools) basic training includes less than 1% of its 

training time on juvenile justice issues and 76% of states do not require any additional 

juvenile justice training outside of what is provided in their basic training (IACP, 2011). 

This indicates that for the majority of states that do not have any mandates on school 

based law enforcement officer training, the officers working in these schools could have 

very little training in managing juvenile justice issues, and likely even less training with 

children who have behavioral disabilities or mental health concerns. A statement from the 

National Association of School Resource Officers (2015) supports this notion that 

officers should be trained and should also be prohibited from being involved in discipline 
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situations that fall within the responsibility of or can be managed by school 

administrators.  

In conclusion, even though it does not appear that rates of arrests and referrals to 

law enforcement differ across the United States based on law enforcement presence at the 

school, many students continue to be guided into the juvenile justice system while they 

are at school. Efforts to advocate for interventions to decrease the school-to-prison 

pipeline, as well as increase law enforcement training and role specificity remain 

appropriate recommendations to ensure the positive outcomes for our students.  

Research Question 3 – School Counselor Presence and Student Law Enforcement 

Involvement 

The third research question addressed the differences in rates of referrals to law 

enforcement and school related arrests based on a school counselor presence in the 

school. It was hypothesized that schools with counselors would have lower rates of 

referrals and arrests to law enforcement. The findings for elementary and high schools are 

discussed separately.  

For elementary schools, the results of the MANOVA suggested that there was not 

a significant difference in the rates of referrals to law enforcement or school related 

arrests based on school counselor presence. The data analysis included 24,008 elementary 

students whom had received a referral to law enforcement and 3,611 elementary students 

whom had received a school related arrest. Approximately 65% of these elementary 

schools had a school counselor, while the remaining 35% did not have a school 
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counselor. The results of the MANOVA were contrived while controlling for the zero-

inflated data and thus removed from the analysis schools whom had less than 1% of 

students referred to law enforcement. As a result, this comparison is for schools who had 

1% or more of its students referred to law enforcement. In the included elementary 

schools, an average of 2.76% of students had received a referral to law enforcement. In 

elementary schools with a school counselor, an average of 2.57% of students were 

referred. In elementary schools without a school counselor, an average of 3.24% were 

referred. The differences between these groups on the rate of referrals to law enforcement 

was not found to be statistically significant (p = .404). For arrests, an average of 2.01% of 

students had received a school related arrest. In elementary schools with a school 

counselor, an average of 2.04% of students had received a school related arrest. In 

elementary schools without a school counselor, an average of 1.94% had received a 

school related arrest. The differences between these groups was not found to be 

statistically significant (p = .847).  

The data analysis included 117,545 high school students whom had received a 

referral to law enforcement and 42,311 high school students whom had received a school 

related arrests. Approximately 85% of the high schools had a school counselor, while the 

remaining 15% did not have a school counselor. The results of the MANOVA were 

contrived while controlling for the zero-inflated data and thus removed from the analysis 

schools whom had less than 1% of students referred to law enforcement or receive school 

related arrests. As a result, this comparison is for schools who had 1% or more of its 

students referred to law enforcement or receive a school related arrest.  
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For high schools, a different result was found. The results of the MANOVA 

supported that a statistically significant association was present between differences in 

the rates of referrals and arrests and the presence of a school counselor (p < .001). A 

medium effect size was associated with this significance (partial η2 = .052; Cohen, 1988). 

The results suggested that the absence of a school counselor was associated with 

increased rates of referrals to law enforcement. For the included schools, the schools 

without a counselor had an average of 12% of students were referred to law enforcement, 

compared to a rate of only 5% of students whom had a counselor. The differences 

between these schools was statistically significant (p < .001). The effect size was small to 

medium (partial η2 = .049; Cohen, 1988). 

 The results suggested that the absence of a school counselor was associated with 

increased rates of school related arrests. For the included schools, the schools without a 

counselor had an average of 8% of students were referred to law enforcement, compared 

to a rate of only 3% of students whom had a counselor. The differences between these 

schools was statistically significant (p < .001). The effect size was small to medium 

(partial η2 = .042; Cohen, 1988). 

It was originally hypothesized that results would find that the absence of a school 

counselor would be associated with increased rates of referrals to law enforcement and 

school related arrests. As expected, the results did support this hypothesis. Wald and 

Losen (2003) identified lack of access to mental health resources as a contributing factor 

to the school to prison pipeline. This finding supports that notion. Although law 

enforcement presence may not have had an impact on rates of referrals and arrests, the 
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absence of a counselor did impact these rates. This suggests that all schools, but 

especially those with law enforcement presence, should at least have access to a school 

counselor to combat the school-to-prison pipeline and provided needed emotional and 

behavioral interventions.  

Unfortunately, the United States continues to struggle with finding the balance 

between staffing mental health professionals and law enforcement officers in our schools. 

Gun violence in schools prompted the implementation of the increases in funding for 

school based law enforcement officers as well as school based mental health 

professionals. A recent plan indicated that it would give $150 million to school districts 

and law enforcement agencies to hire school resource officers, school psychologists, 

social workers, and counselors (White House, 2013). Unfortunately, within the first year 

of the initiative, efforts to increase school resource officers had received four times more 

federal funding ($46.5 million) than efforts to increase school mental health professionals 

($12.3 million) (U.S. Department of Education, 2013; U.S. Department of Justice, 2013). 

The results of this study confirm the extreme importance of school based mental health 

providers being present within schools.   

In the literature that has proposed recommendations to combat the school-to-

prison pipeline, a need to expand the number of school counselors and other mental 

health professionals in the schools has been identified (Tools for Promoting Educational 

Success, 2007). As a result of a recommendation from this resource, the CRDC began 

collecting data on the number of psychologists, social workers, and counselors from 

every school during the 2015-2016 school year to be able to identify gaps in services and 
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address shortages.  This data has yet to be released, but this study supports the need to 

follow up and conduct further research in order to ensure the gaps in services and 

shortages are addressed.  

Strengths and Weaknesses 

Strengths and weaknesses of the study will now be discussed. A strength of this 

study includes the descriptive data obtained regarding the presence of law enforcement in 

schools across the United States. Prior to the release of the 2013-2014 CRDC, it was 

unknown exactly how many schools utilized the services of law enforcement officers and 

how disciplinary outcomes were associated. This study presents useful data that can help 

shape the continued efforts to reduce the school-to-prison pipeline. 

Also of note is that this study was limited to utilizing school counselors as the 

only mental health professionals within schools. Originally, this study was proposed to 

examine the impacts of all mental health professionals that serve schools including school 

psychologists, school counselors, and school social workers. This would have provided a 

more comprehensive overview of the mental health resources and supports available to 

each school. The CRDC survey asked schools if they employed school psychologists, 

school counselors, and/or school social workers in three separate items. Unfortunately, 

the items analyzing school psychologists and social workers were optional and had an 

extremely low response rate. As a result, the CRDC withheld this data from the public 

data use file because the data was deemed as unusable. It is unknown the differences this 

would have had on results; however, it is possible that the utilization of school counselor 
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presence alone in this study did not account for the complete spectrum of what mental 

health support services could be available at each school.  

Alternatively, given the limitation of the roles of school psychologists and social 

workers, this may also be considered a strength. Specifically, Castillo (2014) discusses a 

trend of a shortage of school psychologists which tends to limit their roles to special 

education assessments and less direct student intervention time, as they are often spread 

across multiple schools. Leyba (2009) discusses a similar shortage for school social 

workers, which decreases the number of students that can be seen for school based 

counseling or decreases the time the school social worker is able to dedicate to each 

student.  School social workers are also typically spread across multiple schools. School 

counselors are often assigned to one school, with possibly more than one counselor at the 

same school, and are therefore more available for students in times of need and crisis. 

Perhaps, this makes school counselors the most impactful mental health provider within 

the schools and it would be appropriate to determine their sole association with student 

outcomes.   

Lastly, the study’s correlational nature will be discussed. Correlational studies 

have many strengths including that they are able to determine if an association is present, 

therefore guiding decisions on the needs for more rigorous investigations of impact. They 

also allow for predictions on how variables are related to each other. However, the ideal 

method of research design is to be able to study the direct causational impact of one 

variable on another (Wright, 1921). The data analysis used in this study specifies the 

associations between the groups, but cannot be utilized to claim a causation. For example, 
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it can be reported that the absence of school counselors had a medium associated effect 

on increased law enforcement involvement of students in high school; however, we 

cannot determine that the absence of the school counselor is the cause of the increased 

law enforcement involvement.  

Future Research 

 For purposes of this study, a broad overview of associations between the variables 

was of interest.  Future research could also include more in-depth multi-level analysis. 

Multi-level analysis can group student outcomes within schools and determine the 

between-school versus within-school variance effects. Several factors could be examined, 

such as socio-economic status, ethnicity, and achievement outcomes, including 

graduation rates or the number of students taking advanced classes. Due to varying laws 

and regulations on school discipline across states, it is also suggested that a state level 

analysis be conducted in the future to determine if there are differences among schools 

who are utilizing the same disciplinary policies.    Such an in-depth analysis may be able 

to obtain more detailed interaction effects than were able to be obtained within this study.  

Future research should also examine the more comprehensive overview of the 

mental health resources and supports available to each given school by utilizing the 

presence of all three mental health professionals within the schools: school psychologists, 

school counselors, and school social workers. The CRDC survey collected for the 2015-

2016 school year asked schools if they employed school psychologists, school 

counselors, and/or school social workers in three separate required items. This data is 



Texas Tech University, Ashley Clark, May 2018 

 101

  

expected to be released in March/April of 2018, according to the Office of Civil Rights. 

The 2015-2016 CRDC additionally requires schools to report on the presence of security 

guards, in addition to and separately from sworn law enforcement officers. This could 

account for a larger number of schools who have a law enforcement authority such as a 

security guard present, but which had to answer “no” to the question of the presence of a 

sworn law enforcement officer in this study.  

Conclusions 

This study aimed to be an endeavor to add to the research base on the impacts of 

law enforcement in our public schools. It was hoped to be able to generate information 

about the impacts of law enforcement presence to help to eliminate the assumptions that 

are currently being made about their effectiveness. Through the findings of this study, 

discussions can be had regarding the benefits and harmful effects of law enforcement 

presence so that a balance can be found between maintaining school safety while also 

avoiding inadvertently sending students down the school to prison pipeline. This study 

also aimed to examine if the presence of mental health professionals could decrease rates 

of law enforcement involvement for students. 

The findings of this study suggest that there were no associations between the 

presence of a law enforcement officer and increased rates of referrals and arrests of 

students in schools across the United States. Additional results suggest that because in 

school suspension rates for high schools and expulsion rates for elementary were 

increased when the school had a law enforcement officer, schools needs to be cognizant 
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of other areas of student discipline that are impacted. The findings also suggested that the 

absence of a school counselor in high school significantly increases a student’s chance of 

law enforcement involvement therefore, increasing victims of the school-to-prison 

pipeline.  

Implications from this study suggest that the continued fight against the school-to-

prison pipeline not only has made positive impacts on students already, but also has more 

work to do and efforts should continue. The U.S. Department of Education (2017) has 

collected recent information on states regarding their disciplinary rules and regulations. 

This information should be analyzed and federal regulations should be put into place 

regarding school discipline. This includes rules and limitations on suspensions and 

expulsions, but also for arrests and referrals to law enforcement. In order for the school-

to-prison pipeline to be most effectively intervened upon, uniformity across the United 

States regarding who, what, when, where, and how school disciplinary consequences can 

be assigned to students is needed.  

In addition to uniform rules and regulations regarding school discipline, there also 

needs to be uniformity in the defined roles and uses of school based law enforcement 

across the United States.   More training for both school based law enforcement and 

school administrators is needed to ensure we are doing our best to create safe and 

supportive school environments for our students.  The training for law enforcement 

should include non-violent behavior management techniques, child development, 

disability awareness, the school-to-prison pipeline, the positive impacts of school based 
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mental health, and processes for systems within schools such as school-wide positive 

behavior supports and special education.  

Most importantly, the final implication from this study is that mental health needs 

to be a priority within schools across the United States. A lack of access to a school 

counselor has detrimental impacts on schools associated rates of law enforcement 

involvement for students. An increase in the number of school based mental health 

professionals serving our schools is needed. These professionals are in the best position 

to address both preventative behavioral strategies as well as intervention for students 

having behavioral challenges. The wide range of supports available from school based 

mental health includes not only supporting individual students, but also training and 

working with teachers on classroom management and other intervention strategies within 

their classrooms. Unfortunately, school based mental health professionals are often 

under-staffed and thus have roles that limit their ability to make greater change. As 

mentioned, more of recent school funding has been put towards hiring more law 

enforcement officers than for hiring more school mental health staff. From the results of 

this study, it can be implied that schools will receive more effective, positive change 

within their school systems if they utilize their funding to support increased mental health 

professionals, as opposed to funding new law enforcement officers. This change within 

our schools may be our best option yet for intervention upon the school to prison 

pipeline.   
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