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School-based police officers, known as school resource officers (SROs), have become a common 

and growing presence in schools across the nation. The presence of law enforcement in school, 

while intended to increase school safety, has also been associated with increased surveillance 

and criminalization of students — especially students of color. Little data exists, however, on the 

experiences of girls of color. To fill this gap, the Georgetown Law Center on Poverty and Inequality 

and the National Black Women’s Justice Institute engaged in research to examine the relationship 

between girls of color and SROs.

This toolkit presents the findings that emerged from focus groups and interviews that we conducted with 

SROs and girls of color in the South, a region that is relatively unexamined in such research. They paint a 

complex portrait of interactions and relationships with unprecedented depth. 

KEY FINDINGS INCLUDE:

• SROs described their most important function as ensuring safety and responding to criminal 

behavior, yet they report that educators routinely ask them to respond to disciplinary matters.

• SROs do not receive regular training or other supports specific to interactions with girls  

of color. 

• SROs attempt to modify the behavior and appearance of girls of color to conform with  

mainstream cultural norms, urging them to act more “ladylike.”

• Girls of color primarily define the role of SROs as maintaining school safety. They define their 

sense of safety as being built on communication and positive, respectful relationships with SROs.

• African-American girls, in particular, identify racial bias as a factor in SROs’ decision-making 

process. African-American girls perceive that their racial identity negatively affects how SROs  

respond to them on campus.

Based on these findings, this toolkit presents guiding principles and policy recommendations designed 

to improve interactions between girls of color and SROs, with the ultimate goal of reducing these girls’ 

disproportionate rates of contact with the juvenile justice system. 

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS FOR SCHOOL DISTRICTS AND POLICE DEPARTMENTS INCLUDE: 

• Clearly delineate law enforcement roles and responsibilities in formal agreements 

• Collect and review data that can be disaggregated by race and gender

• Implement non-punitive, trauma-informed responses to girls of color 

• Offer specialized training to officers and educators on race and gender issues and children’s  

mental health 
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Over the past several decades, police officers have become a familiar and growing presence in 

our nation’s schools. Initially deployed in response to school shootings, these officers — known 

as school resource officers (SROs) — have, over time, become increasingly involved in students’ 

everyday lives. While the presence of law enforcement on campus signals a prioritization of  

student safety, it has also produced undesired consequences associated with the surveillance  

and criminalization of youth. Most significantly, it has been shown to result in an increase in  

arrests1 and other forms of student contact with the juvenile justice system — particularly for  

students of color.2

As awareness of the “school-to-prison pipeline” has increased, concerns have largely centered on boys of 

color. This toolkit provides a counterpoint to this narrative by focusing on girls of color, who also experi-

ence disproportionate contact with school law enforcement compared to their white peers, but have their 

own, unique story rooted in their gender and race. Given the significant disparities in punitive treatment, 

it is critical to improve interactions between SROs and girls of color. SROs are often students’ first point 

of contact with the juvenile legal system, and these officers wield an extraordinary amount of discretion. 

The result has been a particularly significant impact on the vulnerable populations that are most at risk of 

being criminalized in schools. 

To meet this urgent need, the Center on Poverty and the National Black Women’s Justice Institute con-

ducted participatory research funded by the Open Society Foundations, with additional support from the 

NoVo Foundation, the Annie E. Casey Foundation, and the Communities for Just Schools Fund, to exam-

ine the relationship between SROs and girls of color. We conducted focus groups, telephone interviews, 

school visits, a roundtable, and a town hall, all of which engaged the perspectives of both law enforce-

ment and girls of color. Our work focused on the South, a region often overlooked in comparable research. 

Our aim was to identify challenges and successes in school-based interactions and to propose collectively 

developed steps toward solutions.

This toolkit is the result of that research. It is designed to inform police departments and school systems 

about the perspectives we gained from SROs and girls of color about their exchanges in school: the chal-

lenges and frustrations each group faces in approaching the other, the successes they report, and their 

ideas about opportunities for reform and development. In its pages, we provide our research findings, 

policy recommendations, and additional resources that are intended to serve as a springboard to delve 

deeper into this important topic. 

We offer this toolkit as a critical first step: a basis for the further development of research, analysis, and 

interventions to improve school experiences for girls of color. 
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OVERVIEW 

A school resource officer (SRO) is typically a sworn career law enforcement officer who is assigned to 

work in schools.3 The presence of SROs has increased in recent years, partly in response to high-profile 

school shootings4 and the rise of zero-tolerance school disciplinary policies.5 As a result, although fewer 

than 100 SROs worked in U.S. schools in the 1970s,6 by 2007, according to one study, that number had 

increased to approximately 19,000.7 According to data collected by the U.S. Department of Education 

for the 2013-2014 school year, SROs were working in 24 percent of elementary schools and 42 percent 

of high schools across the country8 and are more often present in schools that have high populations of 

Black or Latino students.9  In December 2016, a White House analysis of this data noted that the rising 

number of SROs in these schools has not been matched by an increase in school counselors:

Black students are roughly 11 percent more likely than white students to have a school law enforce-

ment officer (SLEO) in their school, but they are no more likely to have a guidance counselor. His-

panic students are only slightly less likely to have an SLEO in their school but are 10 percent less 

likely to have a guidance counselor. And minorities are between roughly 20 and 40 percent more 

likely to be one of the 1.6 million students who attend a school where there is a school law enforce-

ment officer but no guidance counselor.10 
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Source: Kerrin C. Wolf, Arrest Decision Making by School Resource Officers, Youth Violence & JuV. Just. 1, 6 (2013) (noting that “while these responses do 
not indicate how often SROs face these particular scenarios, they do indicate that SROs exercise discretion when facing a variety of circumstances that may 
lead to an arrest.”).
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*See Endnote 19. 

^ These 5 states require MOUs only if the SRO program is state funded. 

DUTIES

The role of an SRO is to enforce criminal law and maintain safety in schools.11 Yet they have wide 

discretion in carrying out their duties,12 and the distinction between enforcing criminal law and school 

disciplinary codes has become blurred in many schools.13 In fact, in a 2013 study, a significant number of 

SROs reported that they arrest students just to calm them down.14 The result: violations of school rules, 

once handled by administrators, can now lead students into the juvenile justice system.15 

GUIDANCE 
No uniform legal framework specifically limits or guides SROs’ actions beyond minimum federal stan-

dards,16 and it is extremely difficult to mount legal challenges.17 Although contracts between schools and 

police departments — known as Memoranda of Understanding (MOUs) — can provide a baseline of 

guidance and standards,18 a majority of states do not require such agreements, and agreements that do 

exist often fail to clarify roles.19 

District of Columbia

Alaska

Michigan

Hawaii

Delaware

New Jersey

Connecticut

Rhode Island

Massachussetts

Required

Not Required

Encouraged

21 STATES & WASHINGTON D.C. REQUIRE MEMORANDA OF UNDERSTANDING BETWEEN 
SCHOOL DISTRICTS AND POLICE DEPARTMENTS.*

Legal Framework  |  TOOLKIT ABOUT SROs & GIRLS OF COLOR    
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19 STATES & WASHINGTON D.C. REQUIRE SROs TO BE TRAINED ON YOUTH-SPECIFIC  
LAW ENFORCEMENT* 

Alaska

Hawaii

Indiana District of Columbia
Delaware

New Jersey

Connecticut

Rhode Island

Massachussetts

No specialized training required

Specialized (youth-focused)  
training required*See Endnote 20. 

TRAINING 

Most states do not require youth- or school-related training for SROs.20 Although the COPS (Commu-

nity Oriented Policing Services) Office at the U.S. Department of Justice requires training by NASRO 

(National Association of School Resource Officers)21 for federally funded SROs,22 these grants cover a 

minority of school-based police.23  

SROs AND STUDENT INVOLVEMENT IN THE JUVENILE JUSTICE SYSTEM 

Many school disciplinary categories are based on subjective standards24, such as the offense of “willful 

defiance.”25 Some states have enacted laws that criminalize such misbehavior. According to a 2016 

analysis published in The Atlantic, twenty-two states26 have made it a crime to disrupt school.27 Under 

these laws, SROs have charged children for behavior such as wearing too much perfume.28 “Disturb-

ing-school” laws gained national notoriety in 2015,* when a sheriff’s deputy flipped the desk of a girl 

*In 2016, the Richland County (SC) Sheriff’s Department (RCSD) reached a voluntary agreement with the U.S. Department of Justice, 
Office of Justice Programs Office of Civil Rights that reflects a first step toward taking “comprehensive action” to address concerns 
believed to be associated with the “school-to-prison pipeline.” The agreement includes a commitment from RCSD to collect and ana-
lyze data, develop policies that minimize student arrest, implement annual professional development and training, work collaboratively 
with schools to develop an MOU, and establish a working group with parents and key community stakeholders. The full Compliance 
Review is available at https://ojp.gov/about/ocr/pdfs/RCSD-SRO-ComplianceReview-08102016.pdf.

TOOLKIT ABOUT SROs & GIRLS OF COLOR  |  Legal Framework
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of color while she was still sitting at it and dragged her across the floor because she refused to leave 

class.29 The girl was charged with disturbing school,30 and statistics indicate that she was more likely 

than not to end up in the court system: experts estimate that about 55 percent of cases like hers ended 

up in juvenile court in South Carolina,31 where 29,000 disturbing-school referrals were made to the state 

Department of Juvenile Justice between 2001-2016.32 

SROs’ broad discretion in enforcement activities can result in sending students into the juvenile justice 

system instead of the principal’s office.33 According to recent reports, for example, SROs have arrested 

students for cursing and yelling.34 A federal court even upheld an SRO’s decision to arrest and handcuff 

a 13-year-old student for “repeatedly burping, laughing, and leaning into the classroom[, which] stopped 

the flow of student educational activities, thereby injecting disorder into the learning environment.”35 

While not all charges result in convictions, many do: children have been convicted and sentenced for 

behavior identified by SROs that include hitting another student or engaging in a prank involving foul-

scented spray.36

In addition to the factor of subjective determinations, SROs’ enforcement actions can also result in  

students’ deeper involvement in the juvenile justice system by means of escalation. For example, if 

conflict ensues in the course of an SRO’s enforcement of a minor disciplinary violation, that student  

may be arrested for disorderly conduct.37

As a result of these and other factors, schools with SROs report higher rates of student contact with 

the juvenile justice system — particularly for low-level offenses — than schools without SROs.38 In total, 

according to the U.S. Department of Education, educators arrested approximately 20,591 girls during 

the 2013-2014 school year. While these statistics are startling, Black girls face particularly serious dispari-

ties. For example, Black girls are more than 2.6 times more likely to be referred to law enforcement as 

white girls, and almost four times as likely to be arrested (see infographic on this page).39

RATES OF ARREST AND REFERRAL TO LAW ENFORCEMENT

4X

2.6X

2.7X

Black girls are almost 4x more likely to be  
arrested in school than white girls. 

Black girls are close to 3x more likely to be  
referred to law enforcement than white girls. 

Latina students are close to 3x more likely to be  
arrested in elementary school than white girls. 

Source: Misha Inniss-Thompson, summarY of Discipline Data for Girls in u.s. public schools: an analYsis from the 2013-14 u.s. Department of eDucation 
office for ciVil riGhts Data collection, National Black Women’s Justice Institute (2017).

White girls

White girls

White girls
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The consequences for students who come into contact with the justice system are serious. Arrested 

students are more likely not to complete school, which may result in the loss of workforce development 

and job opportunities, and they face an increased risk of involvement in crime, poor physical and mental 

health, and potentially deeper involvement in the juvenile justice system.40 

The data is clear: girls of color are arrested and suspended from school at higher rates than white girls.43 

In the 2013-2014 school year, for example, Indigenous/Native American girls were suspended more 

than three times as often as white girls, and Latina students were suspended 1.6 times as often as 

their white peers.44 African-American girls were suspended over five times as often as white girls45 — 

and twice as often as white boys.46 African-Americans comprised 15.6 percent of female students, but 

accounted for 28.2 percent of girls referred to law enforcement and 37.3 percent of girls arrested  

on campus.47 

Data also shows that discretionary offenses48 such as violating dress codes49 uniquely affect Black girls. 

For example, one Massachusetts charter school repeatedly penalized Black girls for violating a rule 

against hair extensions, including banning them from sports teams and prohibiting them from attending 

prom — though the same school did not discipline white girls whose dyed hair violated rules against 

hair coloring.50 Yet, in contrast, students are charged at nearly equal rates for objectively determined 

offenses, with white students charged at slightly higher rates.51 

CONSEQUENCES OF STUDENT CONTACT WITH THE JUVENILE JUSTICE SYSTEM AND 
LEAVING SCHOOL ACCORDING TO ACLU OF MASSACHUSETTS STUDY

STUDENTS WHO HAVE BEEN ARRESTED AT SCHOOL

STUDENTS REQUIRED TO APPEAR IN COURT

STUDENTS WHO DROP OUT OF HIGH SCHOOL

3X

4X

8X

more likely to 

drop out41 than 

their peers

more likely to end 

up in the criminal 

justice system

Source: robin l. DahlberG, am. ciVil liberties union of mass., arresteD futures: the criminalization of school Discipline in massachusetts’ three larGest school 
Districts 34 (2012).
Note: The term “dropout“ is a direct quote from this study. The authors of this report refrain from using this term, because it can imply that the student 
voluntarily chose to leave school without taking into consideration the context for that decision and the external factors that affect a young person’s sense of 
safety and ability to thrive in school.

as likely to leave 

school42

TOOLKIT ABOUT SROs & GIRLS OF COLOR  |  Legal Framework
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 As described above, contact with the juvenile justice system harms children’s long-term health and 

employment prospects. However, harsh school discipline may also have less visible effects on girls, 

including behavioral challenges, mistrust of adults and authority figures, and loss of interest in school.52 

* * *

Despite these areas of concern, data on the race and gender of students who interact with SROs and 

of SROs themselves is rarely collected,53 and guidance to improve SROs’ interactions with girls of  

color remains sparse. Our research uncovered no SRO training curricula specifically related to girls of 

color, and few data collection protocols that would provide schools and police departments with  

sufficient information to expose inequitable patterns or practices involving girls of color and to hold  

officials accountable.54 We undertook the research presented in this report to begin to fill this gap. 

Legal Framework  |  TOOLKIT ABOUT SROs & GIRLS OF COLOR    

SUSPENSIONS

ARRESTS

REFERRALS TO LAW ENFORCEMENT

SNAPSHOT OF THE SOUTH

5.4X

4X

2.5X

Black girls in the South are more than 5x more likely than white 
girls to be suspended 1 or more times

Black girls in the South are 4x more likely than white girls to be arrested 

Black girls in the South are close to 3x more likely 
than white girls to be referred to law enforcement.

Source: Misha Inniss-Thompson, summarY of Discipline Data for Girls in u.s. public schools: an analYsis from the 2013-14 u.s. Department of eDucation 
office for ciVil riGhts Data collection, National Black Women’s Justice Institute (2017).

White girls

White girls

White girls
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The National Black Women’s Justice Institute (NBWJI) and the Georgetown Law Center on 

Poverty and Inequality (Center on Poverty) conducted a participatory, appreciative inquiry to 

examine the relationship between girls of color and school resource officers (SROs).55 We worked 

with girls of color, law enforcement, policymakers, and other experts to better understand SROs’ 

interactions with girls of color and how they can engage in more effective safety practices that 

reduce disproportionate rates of school discipline and contact with the juvenile justice system. 

Our research was comprised principally of focus groups with girls of color and SROs, as well as 

telephonic interviews with school-based officers. Our questions began by examining how each 

group interprets the concept of school safety and inviting participants to cooperatively develop a 

definition that met their vision and practice. 

DEFINITIONS

SROs. The structure of SRO programs varies widely (see Legal Framework section of this toolkit). This 

report uses the term SROs to refer exclusively to officers labeled as such by their school districts, and 

who are assigned to work in specific schools.56 

Girls of color. Girls of color are defined as youth under the age of 18 years old who self-identify as 

female and as a member of the following racial/ethnic groups (alone or in combination with another 

racial/ethnic identity): Black/African-American, Latinx American, Asian Pacific American, and/or Indige-

nous/Native American.

OBJECTIVE

The primary objective of this research was to uncover the perceptions that SROs and girls of color have 

of each other, especially as they relate to the collective construction of school safety and identifying 

success and challenges in practice. As a result, this report sets forth officers’ and girls’ perspectives on 

interacting with each other, and girls’ perceived sense of safety.  

METHODS

Focus groups were at the center of this inquiry. We conducted three focus group sessions with SROs 

and four focus group sessions with girls of color. Researchers were not involved in the selection of 

participants in these focus groups. 

SRO and other law enforcement participants (N=57) were asked to discuss their experiences working 

with girls of color, their general observations regarding interactions with girls of color, and to suggest 

policies and practices that could reduce contact between girls of color and the juvenile justice system. 

SRO participants were selected by national or local police agency leadership. All officers worked in 

public schools, from elementary to high school level; a small number of officers were stationed in non-

traditional public schools. 
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Participants who were girls of color (N=28) were selected by program directors who worked directly 

with them. These students had all interacted with SROs, and they were asked to discuss their experi-

ences, their general observations regarding contact between girls of color and law enforcement, and to 

suggest ways — in and out of school — that contact with the juvenile justice system could be reduced.

Researchers also conducted one town hall, a roundtable, seven in-depth individual interviews with 

SROs, and six other interviews with key stakeholders who worked in the jurisdictions in which the 

focus groups were located. 

Qualitative data was primarily collected from focus groups and individual interviews. Focus groups and 

interviews were conducted in urban communities in Alabama, Florida, and Georgia. Telephonic and 

in-person interviews were conducted with law enforcement and education stakeholders from urban and 

suburban districts in Alabama, California, Missouri and Washington, DC. One town hall meeting was 

conducted in Florida.

Participants were offered an optional survey at the conclusion of their participation in focus groups and 

interviews to capture any additional thoughts on the topic. Some participants were also provided an 

opportunity to submit additional comments via electronic survey to the research team. 

Data was analyzed using the grounded theory analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), in which data is 

reviewed and analyzed for emergent themes. For purposes of this study, the qualitative data from focus 

groups and interviews was analyzed using a technique associated with phenomenological research, in 

which significant statements are shared in order to generate “meaning units” and “essence” descrip-

tions.57  Phenomenology is the “reflective analysis of life-world experiences” and is recommended 

for studies seeking to examine the meaning of human experiences.58 As a phenomenological study, 

researchers sought to uncover the essence of the lived experiences of girls of color and law enforce-

ment officers in schools. 

KEY CHARACTERISTICS OF PARTICIPANTS

Participants in the SRO focus groups included SROs and other law enforcement representatives who 

were actively engaged in school-related work, including police officers who had worked to train SROs. 

Officer-participants were primarily Black/African-American59  (N=55, 96%) and male (N= 51, 89%). Par-

ticipation was voluntary and officers ranged in years of experience and rank, from officer to chief. 

Participants in focus groups for girls of color attended or had attended schools with a consistent SRO 

presence. The majority of girls (N=25, 89%) who participated in the study identified as Black/Afri-

can-American. The majority of girls who participated in the study also signaled that they attended racially 

isolated schools.60 The girls interviewed ranged in age from between 13-18, but all attended high school. 
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LIMITATIONS

This study is limited by its size and scope. The primary location for this research was in urban school 

districts, which limits its applicability to suburban, tribal, and rural areas. As such, this research is not 

generalizable and results should be interpreted within its limitations. However, this research may be 

transferable to the extent that the findings may be relevant in other contexts with similar conditions. 

Further, there are limitations associated with the use of interviews as a data collection method, which 

include the following: information is filtered through the eyes of the participant, the researchers’ pres-

ence may cause bias, and all participants (i.e., interviewees) are not “equally conversant, articulate, or 

perceptive.”61 Additionally, the current study was not a racially comparative study and therefore did not 

include interviews with girls who identified as white. As a result, this report does not include a com-

parison between girls of color and white girls. Similarly, because most officer-participants identified as 

African-American, the perspective of this group is predominant in this report. However, in participatory 

action-oriented research, the first-person perspective of the affected population (in this case, SROs 

and girls of color) is paramount. Thus, the goal of this project is to provide recommendations that are 

responsive to these participants’ concerns and observations. 

Research Findings  |  TOOLKIT ABOUT SROs & GIRLS OF COLOR    
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KEY FINDINGS 

SCHOOL RESOURCE OFFICERS (SROs)

On Roles and Responsibilities

• SROs primarily define their role as ensuring safety in school — which they define broadly 

to include a positive school environment, healthy relationships with students, and keeping 

students in school — not responding to disciplinary infractions. SROs described their most 

important function as ensuring safety in response to violence and criminal activity by students and 

from external threats. Most SROs stated that their role did not include responding to disciplinary 

matters.

• Educators routinely request SROs to enforce discipline. SROs stated that educators rely on 

them to enforce school rules, rather than limiting their engagement to incidents involving violations 

of the law.

• SROs do not receive regular training or other supports specific to interactions with girls of 

color. No participants in our study had received training specific to considerations relevant to girls 

of color. Participant SROs recognized this as a gap they wished to close in order to respond more 

effectively to girls of color. 

• SROs do not receive information about community resources that could offer support 

to girls of color as alternatives to discipline, which leads them to rely on ad hoc informal 

networks. SROs described resorting to personal resources, including family members and close 

colleagues, because of the dearth of formal information and professional development opportuni-

ties to provide them with culturally competent and gender-responsive community-based resources 

for girls of color.

On Race, Gender, and Sexuality

• Racial tensions in local communities appear to affect the dynamics between SROs and 

girls of color. SROs — particularly those who identify as white — believe that students of color, 

including girls, have preconceived opinions of SROs as inherently biased that are formed by their 

experiences with community officers. Others, however, stated that positive interactions in school 

can help change perceptions of local police. 

• SROs attempt to modify the behavior and appearance of girls of color to conform with main-

stream cultural norms regarding gender roles and sexuality. Participants discussed urging girls 

to present themselves in ways that the officers perceived to be more respectable and “ladylike.”

GIRLS OF COLOR

On SRO Roles and Responsibilities

• Girls of color primarily define the role of SROs as maintaining school safety. Girls view  SROs’ 

function as keeping them safe from student-based violence and potential external threats.

• Girls of color view relationship-building as essential to officers’ effectiveness in maintaining 

safety. Girls indicated that officers most effectively establish a sense of safety by developing posi-

tive, respectful relationships with students as individuals.

Research Findings  |  TOOLKIT ABOUT SROs & GIRLS OF COLOR
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• Girls of color suggest that communication with SROs is key to their sense of safety. Par-

ticipants emphasized that improved communication would lead SROs to better understand their 

perspectives and experiences that, in turn, would help build a sense of safety in school.

• Girls of color attribute some punitive responses to broader external factors that they believe 

SROs do not fully recognize. Girls of color described that SROs fail to recognize underlying 

structural factors and issues in their families or broader community that affect their behavior and 

relationships in school.

On Race, Gender, and Sexuality

• African-American girls identify racial bias as a factor in SROs’ decision-making process. 

Specifically, African-American girls perceive that their racial identity negatively affects how SROs 

respond to them on campus.

• Girls of color report that SROs attempt to modify their behavior and appearance to conform 

with mainstream cultural norms regarding gender roles and sexuality. Participants described 

interactions in which SROs tried to make them act and look more “ladylike.” 

FINDINGS IN DETAIL

SCHOOL RESOURCE OFFICER (SRO) FINDINGS

SROs who participated in this study stated that their most important role is to contribute to a sense  

of safety and help establish a positive school environment. When asked specifically about girls of 

color, participants acknowledged disproportionate disciplinary trends compared to white students and 

recognized that they signaled a need for specific interventions; yet they reported relatively few formal or 

informal opportunities to learn how to improve interactions. Some participants stated that involvement 

in this study was the first time they were invited to critically examine some of the factors associated 

with increased contact with girls of color and how their relationships might be improved. A description 

of key findings from these discussions follows.

Overwhelmingly, SRO participants described their role as ensuring safety and a positive school envi-

ronment. There was consensus that SROs’ primary role in creating a sense of safety for youth stood in 

contrast to the work of officers whose work is not centered on serving children. 

“The role of an [SRO] is to help nurture and maintain a healthy environment in the 

school — for everyone in the school.” — School Resource Officer
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FINDING 1: 

SROs primarily define their role as ensuring safety in school — which they define broadly to  
include a positive school environment, healthy relationships with students, and keeping  
students in school — not responding to disciplinary infractions.
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Participants defined “safety” broadly to include informal interactions with students that allow for rela-

tionship-building. Participants specifically noted that such relationship-building may not be assumed or 

immediate but instead takes time to develop. In the officers’ views, when relationships thrive, students 

feel safer and SROs are able to perform their duties with minimal conflict. 

“It takes time to build a relationship. … A child might say she can’t talk to this offi-

cer, but she can talk to another one. … As far as dealing with girls and getting them to 

respect you, to me, it’s just the basic conversation. … When you see them in the hallway, 

speak to them. Make them laugh. It just happens like that. Not walking to school with 

your chest poked out like you’re the baddest thing in the form of an officer. … Or when 

they look upset, just pull them in and ask ‘What’s wrong?’ Talk to them. Approaching 

them makes gains.” — School Resource Officer

“SRO(s) should be building relationships with the students. Having officers in schools is 

a good way to see officers as people, and not just responding to crime. If the SRO(s) build 

partnership with the students, as they get older they will continue that trust and that 

relationship.” — Law Enforcement Officer

Some participants, however, noted that not all SROs agree in defining their role. For example, in 

response to a question about the conditions that contribute to safety in schools, some SROs believed 

that a healthy school environment is defined as one that is “built on fear of law enforcement, [where] 

students should be afraid to misbehave.”

Participants also stated that they are most effective when they establish ongoing relationships and 

develop mutually accepted norms of behavior with students. They reported that relationships are most 

effectively established when they present themselves informally and are available in locations where 

social interactions occur. 

“The SROs should be in the halls, in the lunchroom, building trust informally. Where 

are the informal places where kids are? That is where the officers should be. Students, 

especially girls of color, have no reason to trust an SRO from the beginning. It is incum-

bent upon us [officers] to build it. [For example,] wear something less threatening to the 

students. It’s the little things that add up.” — Law Enforcement Officer

SROs’ descriptions of their role reflected an understanding that their duties do not include involvement 

in school disciplinary actions. Yet participants noted that administrators and educators often misunder-

stand this boundary and ask them to respond to disciplinary incidents. As a result, officers suggested 

that school-system employees should learn to distinguish which behaviors warrant officer response. 

“If there is a crime being committed on a school campus, yes, the SRO will step in, but 

administrators think the role of the SRO is to enforce school discipline. That is the job of 

the school administration. SROs know the difference.” — School Resource Officer

Research Findings  |   TOOLKIT ABOUT SROs & GIRLS OF COLOR

FINDING 2: 

SROs state that educators routinely request them to enforce discipline. 
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Participants stated that because the role of an SRO is often not well-established, formal agreements 

(known as memoranda of understanding, or MOUs) could help provide clarity.

 “Having a well-defined MOU helps to alleviate confusion between the SRO(s) and school 

administration. We took a look at what was happening in the schools, and knew we 

needed to define some rules. That is why we created a MOU.” — Law Enforcement Officer

“We edit and review the MOU between the police department and school administration 

each year. If there are changes, we all agree to them.” — Law Enforcement Officer

As a preliminary matter, basic training for SROs varied greatly among participants. While some officers 

stated that they participated only in the standard police training required for all sworn police officers in 

their jurisdiction, others received training specific to the position of SRO.62  
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SROs and Improved Relationships with Community Police

Officers described part of their role as improving community perceptions of 
law enforcement. One officer noted that he worked in an area with a high 
concentration of crime and poverty, where the local community does not 
have a positive relationship with law enforcement. This officer described 
SROs as providing an opportunity to change that perception of law enforce-
ment, starting with young people. 

FINDING 3: 

SROs do not receive regular training or other support specific to interactions with girls of color.
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No participants had received training that specifically addressed interacting with girls of color, such as 

implicit bias and how it can inform decision-making. Yet officers consistently expressed an interest in 

such training.

“There isn’t enough training in general, and there definitely needs to be training spe-

cifically for girls of color. This training should be mandatory for every cop. Cops need to 

know what type of biases they are taking into these situations. Too many decisions are 

not based on critical thinking and too many decisions are based on assumptions. … We 

have a long way to go. … We need cultural competency training, training on language — 

language can be derogatory, words like “you people” — this all needs to be addressed in 

regards to both race and gender.” — Law Enforcement Officer

 “I haven’t had any specific training [specific to girls of color]. … I rely on the common 

sense God gave me.”  — School Resource Officer

SRO participants observed that implicit bias can affect officers’ responses to girls of color and that 

training could help officers learn to address such bias and to recognize students with histories of trauma 

or routine exposure to violence.

Research Findings  |   TOOLKIT ABOUT SROs & GIRLS OF COLOR

SROs AND FEMALE STUDENTS

Some male officers expressed hesitation about how best to approach girls, 
revealing a lack of gender-responsive training.

“It’s going to look real bad if you have to put your hands on a female … but 
what [can] you do? People will say, ‘they should have done something else,’ 
but what is that something else? If they’re pulling each other’s hair, do you 
stand back because you don’t want to touch a thigh or slide a hand across 
the chest? You’re supposed to let them assault each other?” — School Re-
source Officer
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FINDING 4: 

SROs do not receive training or information about community resources that could offer 
support to girls of color as alternatives to discipline, which leads them to rely on ad hoc, 
informal networks.

“Girls of color are often perceived to be a certain way; they are perceived as lower-class, 

violent. If a girl of color challenges authority it is deemed unacceptable. When girls  

don’t fall in line they get labeled as acting out. Black girls and women are quickly 

labeled as ‘crazy’ or hav[ing] an ‘attitude’ because they are more vocal. Also, sometimes 

in schools girls of color are dealing with trauma — especially in my city, the girls are 

exposed to and experience trauma — so they may act out because of the trauma that 

is going on at home, and officers will have no idea, and have no idea how to respond 

accordingly. … The SROs get sex trafficking training, but that is only one aspect of this. 

There is much more that we are missing — and girls of color are treated differently and 

often introduced to the justice system because of it, because of our lack of training.” — 

School Resource Officer 

Many male SROs’ views appeared to have been shaped not by professional training but instead by 

their personal experiences as fathers, brothers, and husbands of women and girls. Many male officers 

reported that they rely on female officers — including those not stationed in their schools — and other 

women to serve as resources for girls when they recognize the need for gender-responsive interven-

tions that they felt they could not provide. 

SROs reported that they are not provided with information about community resources that could serve 

as alternatives to discipline. Many officers described offering help to girls of color informally, however, 

including providing clothing for interviews and negotiating family and community relationships. 

 “There was a girl who needed extra help, and I wanted to get her clothes she needed for 

a job interview. I had to let my wife know what was happening, because I couldn’t buy 

clothes for a female and bring that receipt home to my wife. So we both helped her out.” 

— School Resource Officer

Officers articulated that providing resources to students in crisis is one way to address external condi-

tions that negatively affect girls of color. 

 “You have to lead more with the ‘R’ than the ‘O’. … Be a ‘Resource‘ more than an ‘Offi-

cer.’” — School Resource Officer

 TOOLKIT ABOUT SROs & GIRLS OF COLOR  |  Research Findings 
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Many participants believed that students’ negative interactions with white officers in their communities 

are sometimes reflected in attitudes toward law enforcement in school.

 “You have to come in as a human, not as an officer. … Some of the girls look at me and 

think I’m racist, but I’m just trying to do my job.” — School Resource Officer 

“With Black females, if you’re nice to them, they have utter contempt —  well, some that 

I have dealt with have utter contempt for police. They make no bones about the fact 

that they do not respect you. They automatically don’t like me. They won’t look at [me] 

when they’re talking to [me]. That’s basic respect for anyone. They’ll walk away, turn 

their head. … I would pretty much bet a million dollars that they don’t do it at home 

because they’d probably get knocked across the room, but in a school setting, they’re 

very emboldened. … By the time they get [to my high school], they’re 14 and 15 years 

old. They’ve had 14 years of doing what they want to do, how they want to do it. I can’t 

raise your kid in ten minutes.” — School Resource Officer

Tensions also appeared to be present between girls and officers of color.63 But participants also noted 

that Black officers may be uniquely positioned to work well with Black girls if they live in the same 

communities. 

 “A lot of these kids, a lot of their issues are in their white teachers’ classes. … I’m Black. 

I know Black struggles. So I deal with that. So if I can help them in any way, I’m going to 

say, look here, you need to pay attention, you need to go to school, you need to do what 

you’re told. It don’t take nothing from you. It don’t make you less of a man or a woman 

to be respectful. It’s going to help [them] out with their lives.” — School Resource Officer
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PEERS’ DISRESPECT OF SROs
 
SROs appear to often face contempt from other law enforcement agencies. 
Some described other law enforcement officers ridiculing them for refusing 
to use force to respond to students’ negative behavior. Others spoke of 
being belittled or simply dismissed as not being “real” police officers, “kin-
dergarten cops” who do not mirror the typical, “tougher” job performance 
of other officers.

“Other police always tease us and call us toy cops … they think we’re just 
playing with the kids, that we’re not hard enough.” — School Resource 
Officer

FINDING 5: 

Racial tensions in local communities appear to affect the dynamics between SROs 
and girls of color.
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Officers described interactions with girls of color in which they reinforced traditional cultural norms 

regarding gender identity and heterosexuality. Many officers routinely stated, for example, that girls 

of color should learn how to behave “like a lady,” or expressed other preferences for girls to adhere to 

traditional social norms.

GIRLS OF COLOR FINDINGS

Girls of color who participated in this study perceived that the role of SROs is primarily to enforce 

safety. For the majority of the girls who participated in this study, our focus groups were the first time 

they had been given a formal opportunity to specifically discuss and consider the unique conditions 

of girls of color in the context of school-based law enforcement. In particular, the study gave them 

the chance to discuss effective communication and training and how their identities as girls of color 

informed their interactions with law enforcement. A description of key findings from these discussions 

follows.

Student participants expressed the understanding that the function of SROs is to secure their safety. 

They described safety as both a function of protection from harm and of environments of trust. 

“Safety would be an environment with no fighting, no violence — everybody would just 

get along. …” — Student 

Many of the girls referenced the need for SROs to protect them from threats by other students; others 

discussed the need for SROs to secure the building and students from external threats. Some girls 

described simulations that heightened the fear of external threats and made it difficult for the girls to 

envision school without a law enforcement presence.

“To make sure there are no outside threats.” — Student

“We actually did a drill at our school … We thought it was real, like our principal and  

our resource officers and our administration made it to where it was a real situation. 

… [T]hey did it…so we would act as if it was real. … And he [the actor playing the part 

of the perpetrator] went into classrooms and sat down as if he were a person who was 

mentally like unstable with a gun. And yeah, they made it really real . … It was terrify-
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FINDING 6: 

SROs attempt to modify the behavior and appearance of girls of color to conform with main-
stream cultural norms regarding gender roles and sexuality.

FINDING 1: 

Girls of color primarily define the role of the SRO as maintaining school safety. 
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ing. … And … [we saw] our resource officers and our principal and our administration 

like in the hallway making sure everything was safe, locked, and they got the person 

under — under control. … ” — Student

Students also noted that SROs’ duty to keep them “safe” could be defined broadly to include roles that 

help keep them in school. Some girls of color, for example, said that building relationships with SROs 

and compassionate interactions helped the girls realize their potential in school, which also strength-

ened their sense of safety.

“I feel that they [our SROs] really bring the relationship of the police and the students 

closer, because a lot of our police in our school, they’re really funny, so like say jokes, 

and I feel like it lightens up the day, lightens up the mood.” — Student

“They’re here to keep us in school.” — Student

“We have one main officer that like he walks through the hallways all the time. …  

[H]e keeps a very good relationship with us. … He knows us by name. And he’s been 

there since a couple of us were freshmen. So he’s been around for about four years or  

so … we have a very positive relationship with him.” — Student

These statements reveal that SROs’ long-term commitment to positive relationships can improve girls’ 

sense of safety. Where relationships between girls of color and school resource officers were particu-

larly strong, girls referred to them as “father figures” or “big brothers.” Girls cited examples in which 

officers acknowledged them as individuals and knew them by name. In these cases, the SROs were 

people of color from the girls’ communities (or similar communities). They also noted that SROs who 

encourage them to do well gain students’ respect. 

Research Findings  |  TOOLKIT ABOUT SROs & GIRLS OF COLOR

FEMALE SROs

The number of female SROs is not documented. In the schools that our 
research team visited and the focus groups we conducted, women SROs 
were a distinct minority. Most of the students who participated in this study 
also reported that the SROs in their school were primarily male.

“I haven’t seen too many female officers.” — Student

FINDING 2: 

Girls of color view relationship-building as essential to officers’ effectiveness in 
maintaining safety.
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“Our resource officers within our school, like [when] the [students] who get in trouble 

and it’s like their first time, they’ll look at them and go like, you’re not that kind of kid. 

Like I know you. I’ve seen you around the school. That’s not something you would do. 

... I understand your situation, and I see what you’re going through, but you’re a smart 

kid. … [I]f you go to class, you can do your work. If you go to class, if you do what you’re 

supposed to do — you can be successful.” — Student

“I remember I had got really stressed in like the middle of this year, and I was like, I 

don’t want to do this anymore. And usually, I work really hard, and I’m just always 

doing a lot in school. And so I remember — like I went in the — like in one of the rooms, 

... it’s like an area where the janitors usually hang out. … But okay, so the janitor was 

like, you haven’t been looking as happy as you usually look. What’s going on? And then 

the officer was like, uh-huh, what’s going on? He was like, do you need to come to the 

jail? But she was just playing — well, she was just playing. It wasn’t like a serious thing. 

And then so even though I didn’t really want to tell them like what was going on, they 

— it seemed like they cared a lot. And so we ended up talking about it. And since then, 

they showed that they just cared, because each day, they were like, how is it going? Is it 

getting better? And then I noticed like teachers were focusing a little bit more to make 

sure that I was okay. So I don’t know if they had the conversation. … It made me focus a 

little bit harder. I felt loved; like, I’m noticed. I’m not just one of the hundreds of people 

in the building.” — Student

Significantly, girls felt that SROs’ failure to interact with them on an informal, positive basis made them 

feel less safe in school. 

“They have to show us respect in order to get respect.” — Student

“People think that in school you’re safe. You’re really not. You’re open to a wide range of 

kids from different homes. The only time officers really get involved is when something 

gets blown out of proportion. I’ve never really seen an officer go up to a child on a daily 

basis and say, ‘Hey, what’s up with you?’ They keep their heads straight. Now, if a situa-

tion pops up, then they step in.” — Student

“Treat us fairly. … School is the first place we start. If we get introduced to drugs, it’s not 

on the streets. I promise you, it’s in schools. The first time a girl has sex, it’s going to be 

with a boy she met in school. … Very few adults take the time to say, I’m going to have 

a relationship with my student, I’m going to make sure everything is okay with them. … 

They do not do that. … [But] we’re just children.” — Student

Participants agreed that when officers instead serve as a caring presence, students are more likely to 

positively respond. 

“If police officers really care about us, and not only the drama that we get into, then they 

would check up on us on a daily basis, instead of popping up every time we get into 

trouble.” — Student
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Other girls, however, rejected the idea that officers should be involved with them beyond the limits of 

criminal behavior. 

“[The SRO] ain’t my daddy. [He] can’t tell me what to do.” — Student

Girls of color recognized that many of their tense interactions with SROs stemmed from a failure to 

establish meaningful communication, which should include processes and opportunities for SROs to 

listen to them and understand their perspectives.

“Can they understand where we’re coming from?” — Student

Overall, girls of color sought respect from SROs and responsiveness to them as young people with 

diverse experiences. This was an important element of the meaning of safety for the participants in  

this study.

 “They say that words don’t hurt people, but they do.” — Student

 “I wish they knew how we felt; our feelings. Some people want to express their feelings, 

but the police make you feel like you can’t do it.” — Student

Participants noted that SROs fail to recognize underlying structural factors and issues in their families or 

broader community, resulting in inappropriately punitive responses to their behavior. 

“Black people, period, have been through a lot. … [S]ome Black people have it really 

good too, but not unless you’re rapping or singing. …  Caucasian girls get treated way 

different from  African-American females. … I see it almost every day.” — Student

 “[I wish SROs would] see us, greet us, not judge a book by its cover. If you get into a 

fight, they’ll think you’re the baddest kid in the world, they won’t talk to you; but they 

don’t know what’s going on with you, what’s going on at your mama’s house.” — Student

Research Findings  |  TOOLKIT ABOUT SROs & GIRLS OF COLOR

FINDING 3: 

Girls of color suggest that communication with SROs is key to their sense of safety.

FINDING 4: 

Girls of color attribute some of punitive responses to broader external factors that 
they believe SROs do not fully recognize. 
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RACE AND GENDER TENSION: BEYOND SROs
Our discussions with students revealed observations about teachers that 
were similar to their reports about SROs. 

“Teachers don’t always take into consideration what’s going on in your 
life. So when you kind of — kind of get too stressed out, you kind of find 
yourself getting into trouble that you don’t need to be in. … Being an Afri-
can-American female is hard, because she’s like one of the only — she’s 
probably outnumbered by the other different cultures. And so sometimes 
they’ll say things, like, that make her feel like she doesn’t belong, and so 
she’ll do things to kind of get in trouble.” — Student

SRO participants also noticed racial tensions between teachers and Black 
girls. 

“But [teachers] look down on our Black girls, and it’s sad to see. And they 
say things like, you need to get where I am, or you’re not on my level, 
things like that.” — School Resource Officer

These gaps in awareness and understanding can lead educators to inappro-
priately rely on SRO involvement. Students who participated in our re-
search noted that they would feel a greater sense of belonging if educators 
more fully understood the root of their identities and behaviors, and sug-
gested that fewer conflicts would result. Training on culturally competent, 
trauma-informed practices can help improve relationships with students 
and classroom management and defuse educators’ inaccurate perceptions 
of threat. 
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Student participants perceived that racial bias negatively influences SROs’ interactions with them — 

especially African-American girls. 

“They [SROs] expect us to do bad … [Society] expects us to do bad … Certain people 

expect more Black people to be pregnant than other races.”  —  Student

“Sometimes I feel like the police in my school don’t do much, or they be rude. … Like,  

us Black girls, like if anybody say something wrong to us, we’re going to go off. …  

Sometimes we’re not given a chance because of how we’ll argue automatically. If an 

officer comes to a Black female, they automatically have this strong tone of voice. … 

They automatically think we’ll have an attitude. Black people just get treated differently, 

period.” — Student

 “There’s an officer … she’s really rude. She’s a Caucasian lady. I don’t have a problem 

with Caucasian people, but I feel like if she come up and talk to me any old kind of way, 

I’m going to think that [she’s] talking to me like that because I’m Black.” —  Student

African-American girls also expressed the sense that when they were involved in an altercation or dis-

agreement with a white girl, SROs automatically responded more favorably to the white girl.

“They’re quick to run to the rescue, but they’re quick to hear the [white girl’s] side of the 

story instead of yours. When they hear her side of the story, they’re quick to put you like 

you did something wrong first … [even if the white girl] started it first.” —  Student

African-American girls sensed that racial tensions interfered with relationship-building with SROs.

“Most Black girls are talked to so wrong … so, so wrong, and we need mentors. But … a 

white person, they don’t get in as much trouble. Police officers go and talk to them. I’ve 

seen it happen before … sit down and have a full conversation with them while they’re 

standing in line at the store. They don’t do that with us.” —  Student

Some of the perceptions of SROs’ racial bias were informed by girls’ relationships with local police, 

since students typically did not differentiate between the two kinds of officers. Black girls described 

feeling targeted in their communities on the basis of their race, which they generalized to all officers, 

including SROs. 

“And so I was walking, I had a book bag and it was raining, so I had to put my hood 

on. … I’ve never been in trouble or anything, and I’ve never been afraid of the police, 

because, well, I always thought the school resource officer and the police officer were the 

same. So, I just always felt safe. So I was walking, and then the officer kind of got out 

of his car, … but I didn’t think anything of it. … And so the officer starts to come a little 

closer to me, and so I was like, I don’t know. I don’t have anything. I didn’t do anything. 

I’m still walking or whatever, and then he was like, ‘Turn around.’ … 
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FINDING 5: 

African-American girls identify racial bias as a factor in SROs’ decision-making  
process.
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“So I turned around, and then he was like, ‘What’s in your bag?’ And then I was like, ‘It’s 

a book bag.’ But I didn’t mean to say it in a disrespectful way or anything. And then he 

was like, ‘I need to check it for drugs’ and all that. 

 

“So I was like, ‘You need to check my bag for drugs?’ And then he was like, ‘Are you hesi-

tant?’ And I was like, ‘No, here’s the bag.’ And so he went through it, and he was like, 

‘You don’t have anything. Are you hiding anything in your clothes?’ And then I was like, 

‘Dude, am I doing something to make you suspect that I’m wrong?’ But … I thought it 

was okay to ask him that. 

“So I was like, ‘Did I do anything wrong?’ Like, am I walking away [and] I shouldn’t be 

walking or something? And then so the officer was like, ‘No.’ And then I was like, ‘Why 

are you searching me then?’ … So he was white, and he said, ‘You’re just another Black 

girl. I need to make sure you’re good.’ 

“I’ve never really I guess experienced like a racial situation or anything like this, so I 

didn’t really think anything of it. I thought maybe he like, had a bad morning or some-

thing. He was stressed. Because I know he wouldn’t have been talking to me crazy. …

“I felt abused in like many ways, and I was wondering, like is my bag not something I 

should carry? Is there something wrong?” — Student

Girls of color described interactions with SROs in which the officers reinforced mainstream cultural 

norms with respect to how girls should behave, how they should speak, and what they should wear. 

Specifically, girls of color described being guided by SROs to be “ladylike” or to present themselves in 

schools in traditionally defined professional and non-confrontational ways. 

“[Our SRO is] a father. So he tries to step in that role, [and say] ‘Don’t be doing that, 

because that’s not ladylike. … [Y]ou shouldn’t want to portray that about yourself, 

because you’re better than that. You can be a success in life.’” — Student 

In focus groups, girls of color discussed what being “ladylike” meant to them and whether it was desir-

able to be viewed as traditionally ladylike. The various tensions they felt about this issue were reflected 

in their discussions:

FINDING 6: 

Girls of color report that SROs attempt to modify their behavior and appearance to conform 
with mainstream cultural norms regarding gender roles and sexuality. 
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BLACK GIRLS’ PERCEPTIONS OF DIFFERENTIAL TREATMENT  
BY AUTHORITIES

Many girls who participated in our study expressed the perception that au-
thorities engage them differently than their white counterparts in ways that 
negatively affected their trust and the extent to which they were willing to 
participate in interventions designed to address student conflict. For exam-
ple, one participant related this anecdote:

“I got into an altercation with this Caucasian girl [in middle school]. … The 
police officer came in there and tried to talk to me and tried to talk to her. … 
But like, he asked me, ‘[W]hat did you say to her?’

“Why did it have to be ‘what did I say to her?’  Why couldn’t it be, ‘Who 
started it first?’ or ‘What’s going on? What happened?’ …

“So then I told him, ‘I’m not telling you nothing, because that’s not what 
you’re supposed to ask me.’

“So he said, ‘Okay, whatever.’ He went to talk to her, and [then] they’re 
sitting there talking! They’re having a full conversation! So, I got up and left 
because that was messed up. That was really wrong. You don’t sit there and 
have a conversation with her and then come over here and ask me one little 
dumb question. 

“If he would have come in and was like, ‘Okay, what happened? How did it 
start off?’ I would have been proud to sit there and tell him, ‘She came at 
me rudely,’ etc. ‘That’s how it happened.’ 

“But he didn’t do that, so I got mad and was like, get out of my face. … Go 
over there and talk to her, because you don’t come at me like that.”  
 —  Student
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“My definition for ladylike, I feel like it differs from each person, each girl. Some girls 

want to be, let’s say, a ‘girly girl.’ Other girls like to be tomboys. So some girls may feel 

like they can hang with the boys or whatever, and some girls may like to just stay pre-

dominantly around girls. So the term ‘ladylike,’ I feel like it shouldn’t — like there’s no 

such thing as saying like you’re not acting ladylike, because some girls don’t want to 

be the one that wears dresses and has earrings in and wears heels. Some like to wear 

tennis shoes, jeans, maybe just a shirt or something like that.” — Student

“To be honest, I think it doesn’t matter if you’re tomboyish or if you’re a girly girl. It’s 

just how you present yourself — If you’re not acting disrespectful. You’re showing the 

world that somebody can be respectful and still have a good life and be successful, with-

out being violent. … That’s being ladylike.” — Student 

Girls of color also stated that some of the tensions experienced with SROs are attributable to officers’ 

interpreting their style of communication as combative or as an affront to the authority of SROs in a 

way that is inconsistent with traditional feminine norms.

 “Sometimes [police] come at you so wrong — we’re children, and they’re police. They 

think that we [shouldn’t] voice our opinion. … [But] no, I’m going to say what I’m going 

to say! And you can’t do nothing about it. You cannot get mad if we do something that 

you don’t like. … When they have higher [authority], they go overboard.” — Student

 “[I wish they knew] … how you were raised. When someone hits me, I hit them back. 

It they don’t touch you, then I just leave it alone. But in many communities, if someone 

hits you, you have to fight back.”  — Student  

Girls of color also noted that on some occasions, in guiding them to be more “ladylike” or to comply 

with school rules, SROs informally but explicitly correct them — especially when officers believe girls’ 

attire may violate the school dress code.

“I think that it goes back to communication, and how it builds a strong relationship, 

because if they see a girl … [does not have] the appropriate attire, they’ll — more than 

likely, they’ll just pull them aside and tell them, well, I think you should not wear this, 

and this is why.” — Student

“We have a dress code, so sometimes they’ll just say, well, you know that’s not in dress 

code. Why do you have that on?” — Student

DISCUSSION

Our findings reveal that the student participants were accustomed to regular interactions with law 

enforcement in schools.65 Both SROs and girls of color perceived that the primary function of officers 

is to ensure the physical safety of students, a positive school environment, as well as motivation for 

students to succeed and stay in school. 

The nature of these interactions and girls’ perception of their safety was largely informed by the 

extent to which SROs had established effective relationships, trust, and communication. A consensus 
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emerged among both groups that relationships are stronger when SROs implement skill sets outside 

of punitive roles. The result is a platform for meaningful exchange, a sense of school safety, and mutual 

respect.

However, officers were hindered by the reported lack of training and information they receive to support 

girls of color. As a result, some officers draw on personal relationships and resources to help girls 

in need. The limitations inherent in this approach emerged when officers expressed concern about 

boundaries. One officer, for example, told us that he once sought to buy suitable interview clothes for 

a student, but asked a female officer to do so because he feared that if he made the purchase, his wife 

would misinterpret the credit card receipt as indicative of an inappropriate, intimate relationship. In 

addition, officers expressed concern that they would be vulnerable to sexual harassment claims if they 

interfered in girls’ physical disputes. Others suggested that girls who seek interference in such disputes 

were attempting to entrap them. Significantly, one officer suggested that SROs’ lack of training directly 

INTERNALIZED OPPRESSION 

Internalized gendered racial oppression is the process by which Black fe-
males absorb and accept the dominant culture’s distortions of Black femi-
nine identity (e.g. as less intelligent, hypersexual, loud, sassy, “ghetto,” or 
domestic) and oppressive patriarchal ideologies that undermine the healthy 
development of Black females.64 Our ethnographic method, which included 
interviews and focus groups with girls of color, revealed some degree of in-
ternalized biases about racial and gender identity: that is, some girls blamed 
themselves for negative behavior and interactions with SROs in ways that 
reinforced bias and stereotypes — for example, answering a question 
about why Black girls are disproportionately disciplined by stating “because 
they’re ignorant.” However, on further probing, the same girls offered more 
nuanced layers of analysis that reflected a greater degree of rigor and objec-
tivity, ultimately recognizing the influence that bias plays in their interactions 
with SROs. 
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contributed to the likelihood of arrest of girls of color.

Overall, girls of color expressed the desire to be understood and respected by SROs. They felt that 

improved communication would help reach that goal and improve their sense of safety by motivating 

them to do well and avoiding negative interactions. Girls felt that being precluded from opportunities to 

communicate with officers — especially, in their view, about incidents with white girls — prevents the 

development of trust and meaningful relationships that can improve discipline outcomes. 

Race and gender emerged as factors that significantly affected relationship-building. Girls’ observations 

that few females serve as SROs in their schools suggest that they found the gender gap significant. 

In addition, both girls and SROs discussed officers’ actions that were intended to reinforce or impose 

norms of mainstream femininity on girls of color, including attempts to help girls present themselves as 

more “respectable” and “ladylike.” The interplay between race and gender bias renders enforcement of 

such norms against girls of color more complicated.

Very few of the student participants questioned whether police officers were needed in schools. The 

majority of the girls could not envision a learning environment devoid of law enforcement. While this 

result may simply reflect the common presence of SROs, it may also suggest that girls remain afraid. 

To the extent that is the case, girls should be consulted about how such fears could be best alleviated. 

Some schools appear, in fact, to have stoked girls’ anxiety about threats and the consequent need for 

police by staging active-shooter drills. 

The girls who did question whether law enforcement is necessary stated that SROs should respect 

boundaries and not act as parents. Others noted that teachers, counselors, therapists, and other school 

system workers, rather than police officers, should ensure girls’ sense of safety. These views suggest 

that girls believe that safety can best be fostered by teachers who engage them “with respect to earn 

respect.” In the words of one girl, “Treat us the same way you’d treat your child. We ain’t no animal.”  

CONCLUSION

The findings of this study suggest that officers and girls of color agree that SROs can most effectively 

foster a safe school environment when they commit themselves to building mutual trust and inspiring 

academic success. Yet officers described a lack of clarity about the limitations on their role, and demon-

strated that they have not received sufficient training to implement culturally competent and gender-re-

sponsive approaches to girls of color. This gap presents a unique opportunity for SROs and girls of color 

to collaboratively create a definition of safety in schools through effective and respectful communica-

tion, trauma-informed and healing-centered66 responses, and punitive roles limited strictly to criminal 

law enforcement. 

These findings may be transferable to districts and schools that seek to improve the interactions 

between girls of color and SROs. They can also inform future research and reform efforts to improve 

school environment.

Guidance based on these findings is critical if we are to make real gains. The next section of this toolkit 

provides concrete strategies and recommendations to that end. 
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GUIDING PRINCIPLES AND 
POLICY RECOMMENDA-
TIONS FOR SCHOOLS AND 
SROs WORKING WITH 
GIRLS OF COLOR: WHAT 
CAN YOU DO TO IMPROVE 
DISCIPLINE OUTCOMES?
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It is critical to take concrete steps to actively reduce SROs’ negative interactions 

with girls of color immediately, given officers’ continued and even increasing 

presence in schools. This need was powerfully reflected recently when the  

President of the International Association of Chiefs of Police issued an apology 

that recognized “historical patterns of mistreatment against communities of  

color.” While some appreciated this gesture,67 representatives of the communi-

ties at issue as well as the Fraternal Order of Police asserted that apologies  

are inadequate if unaccompanied by action.68  This section presents principles 

and policy recommendations in the spirit of providing guidance to take such 

concrete steps. 

As stated above, this project should not be interpreted as endorsing the wide-

spread use of SROs, but is instead designed to help create safer learning 

spaces for girls of color given current practice. On that basis, this section of 

the toolkit presents guiding principles and policy recommendations based on 

our research findings. These recommendations are intended to improve rela-

tionships between girls of color and SROs and to highlight areas for further 

exploration and partnership with girls of color, who have not been at the center 

of previous efforts. Reform consistent with these principles can improve under-

standing, trust, and mutual respect between girls of color and SROs, which can 

in turn decrease disproportionate rates of school discipline and contact with the 

juvenile justice system. 
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The broad discretion exercised by SROs, as well as the lack of clarity about 

their roles our research uncovered, reveal the need for formal agreements 

between schools and police departments — known as memoranda of under-

standing (MOUs) — that clearly limit the role of law enforcement to responding 

to criminal activity and prohibit SROs from enforcing disciplinary policy.69 As 

one participant in our study noted, “[A] well-defined MOU and training … has 

helped to decrease confusion.” By creating clear boundaries for appropriate offi-

cer intervention, these terms can help avoid incidents in which minor violations 

escalate into conflicts with police and reduce the criminalization of disciplinary 

policies that disproportionately affect girls of color. 

SUPPORT FOR THIS PRINCIPLE: 

• Joint guidance issued by the U.S. Departments of Justice and Education in September 2016 stated 

that MOUs should “[i]nclude language that explicitly prohibits SROs from involvement in enforcing 

school codes of conduct or engaging school discipline, and clarify their role to ensure safety and 

security.”70 

• The U.S. Department of Justice endorsed the importance of such clarification in a fact sheet issued 

in 2013: 

 > Every jurisdiction with a school and law enforcement partnership should have an MOU 

that clearly defines roles and responsibilities of the individual partners involved … It should 

clearly indicate that SROs will not respond to or be responsible for requests to resolve 

routine discipline problems involving students … [which] is the responsibility of school 

administrators unless the violation or misbehavior involves criminal conduct.71 

• The COPS office of the U.S. Department of Justice requires that MOUs for federally funded SROs 

meet criteria regarding clarified roles.72

P R I N C I P L E  1 : 

CLEARLY RESTRICT LAW ENFORCEMENT ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES 
IN FORMAL AGREEMENTS WITH SCHOOLS
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• The National Association of School Resource Officers (NASRO) has described MOUs as “essential” 

and has emphasized: “An SRO is not a disciplinarian. This is strictly a responsibility for administra-

tors and should remain as such to not confuse the role of the SRO as a law enforcement officer.”73

• The Police Foundation has similarly endorsed the principle of clarity of roles.74    

RELATED EXAMPLES:

• Denver, CO Public Schools. Denver has a diverse student population.75 The MOU between the 

Denver Public Schools and Denver Police Department delineates roles and clarifies the disciplinary 

code to distinguish between behavior that requires handling by the school rather than SROs. Spe-

cifically, the MOU requires SROs to differentiate between disciplinary issues and crime problems 

and respond appropriately; de-escalate school-based incidents whenever possible; and understand 

the districts’ discipline policy that emphasizes the use of restorative approaches76 to address behav-

iors and minimize the use of law-enforcement intervention.77 

• Richmond, VA Public Schools. The MOU established between the Richmond Police Department 

(RPD) and Richmond Public Schools (RPD) states, “RPS and RPD agree that the involvement of the 

schools’ SROs should not be requested in situations that can be safely and appropriately handled 

by the school’s safety officer(s) and RPS disciplinary procedures.78 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS BASED ON THIS PRINCIPLE:

• School districts and police departments should enter into MOUs that clarify the role of SROs (and 

other law enforcement officers called to campus). Specifically, these MOUs should limit police 

action to criminal law enforcement and clarify that police should not enforce discipline policy.

• A school-based accountability team should convene periodic meetings that include school system 

leaders, educators, SROs, and law enforcement leadership. At these meetings, the team should 

review compliance with MOU terms and implement any necessary modifications as a result.

• MOUs should be updated and revised each year to account for changes in the demographics of the 

student population, respond to incidents that may arise during the school year, and accommodate 

shifts in political leadership and the school climate.
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Written protocols or other standards for responding to incidents can help  

improve interactions with girls of color. These instruments should be collabora-

tively created with input from community stakeholders, including counselors, 

service agencies, and health professionals who regularly work with girls of color. 

The goal is to develop a decision-making process for SROs that is grounded 

in the best available evidence from research and the field, while taking unique 

local factors into consideration and putting a special focus on race and gender. 

These protocols should be made public to increase transparency and hold  

police departments accountable. 

RELATED EXAMPLE:

• Clayton County, Georgia: Judge Steven Teske, Chief Judge of the Juvenile Court of Clayton County 

and a leader in advocating reform to shift SRO involvement away from noncriminal activity, has  

developed a model for decision-making and systems of accountability for the Clayton County Juve-

nile Detention Alternatives Initiative (JDAI) School-Justice Partnership Replication Team. The goal  

of this model is to reduce school-based referrals to the court.  

 Under this model, which centers on school-justice partnerships, cooperatively drafted agreements  

 outline key objectives for school-based law enforcement. The agreements clearly define  

 the behavior that requires officer intervention and accompanying actions to be taken along a  

 continuum of graduated sanctions, and establish a process to measure compliance and outcomes.  

 See Figure 1.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS BASED ON THIS PRINCIPLE:

• Schools and police departments should cooperatively draft decision-making tools and incident 

protocols with input from community stakeholders. The goal of such tools is to reduce unnecessary 

contact with SROs and the juvenile justice system. 

• Procedures and incidents should be routinely reviewed to identify problematic patterns.

• On the basis of such reviews, revisions should be implemented where identified as necessary.
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P R I N C I P L E  2 : 

DEVELOP INCIDENT PROTOCOLS AND DECISION-MAKING INSTRUMENTS 
FOR SROs
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FIGURE 1: ROLE CONFLICT AVOIDANCE DECISION-TREE 

This decision-tree is designed to aid school-justice 
partnerships with developing written guidelines 
that clearly distinguisgh the role of school police 
and school administrators to avoid role conflict that 
results in the unintended criminalizing of school 
rules. This process also aids in developing least 
restictive responses when the infraction is delin-
quent in nature. As suggested  in this process, 
SROs should be given discretion at every decision 
point to resolve delinquent acts using a prob-
lem-solving model if possible.

Is the conduct  

delinquent or a  

school infraction?

School Resource 

Officer Involved?
Is it a Focus Act?

No Law Enforcement 

Involvement

Response Applied by 

Officer as Set Forth in 

Graduated Response 

Matrix.

School Code Responses 

Applied by Administrator
Referral to  

Juvenile Court

Can It Be Resolved  

Using Problem- 

Oriented Approach?

NO

NO

NO

YES

YES

DELINQUENT

INFRACTION
YES

Source: Developed by Judge Steven Teske, Clayton County JDAI School-Justice Partnership Replication Team. Used by permission. Contact the Clayton 
County Juvenile Court for information about technical assistance.79
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Collecting and reviewing data can help police departments and schools more 

effectively improve interactions with girls of color and patterns of dispropor-

tionate contact. 

At a minimum, the following categories of data should be captured within relevant confidentiality and 

other legal constraints: the behavior at issue; strategies implemented to respond to the behavior; the 

final outcome of the incident; and the student’s age, race/ethnicity, gender, and disability status. 

On the basis of such information, schools and police departments can monitor compliance with pro-

tocols and applicable civil rights laws and determine necessary changes and the need for training.80 

Reviews should include input from female students of color and community stakeholders. The data 

review process should be transparent, in an effort to hold police departments and school districts 

accountable to the students and community they serve.

RELATED EXAMPLES:

• Broward County, Florida’s collective agreement on discipline requires the collection of data 

reflecting all school-based arrests, referrals to law enforcement, and filing of criminal complaints 

and disaggregated by location of arrest/school, charge, arresting agency, gender, age, race/ethnicity, 

disability and ESL status is collected by the School District and Department of Juvenile Justice.81

In addition, the agreement requires this data to be analyzed to monitor: 

[the] number of minor incidents being handled by the criminal justice system and reductions in 

racial disparities. … This data will also be reported to the public at the end of each semester to 

monitor whether there have been reductions in the overall number of minor incidents being han-

dled by the criminal justice system and reductions in racial disparities.

It further requires schools and police to meet at least twice annually to discuss the data and recom-

mend improvements.82 
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• Colorado: State law requires data collection on reports of student misconduct and punishments 

received, broken down by race and gender.83 It further requires the analysis of this data, disaggre-

gated by race and gender.84 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS BASED ON THIS PRINCIPLE:

• State and local jurisdictions should mandate data collection for incidents handled by SROs that 

capture the incident-related information listed above, which can be disaggregated by race and 

gender. Within relevant confidentiality and other legal constraints, the data should be made publicly 

available on a routine basis.

• Schools and police departments should regularly review and analyze data to determine patterns 

of contact between girls of color and school-based law enforcement and act on those analyses by 

identifying and addressing any disproportionate rates of interactions. 

• Agencies should collect and publish disaggregated data on the race and gender of SROs assigned 

to each school to better understand patterns of behavior and relationships, inform training develop-

ment, and establish greater diversity in officer assignments.
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School systems should implement approaches that are responsive to girls of 

color and account for students’ life experiences, including histories of trauma. 

Such approaches should include processes to resolve conflict, such as restor-

ative practices, which create an opportunity for productive dialogue and have 

been shown to reduce rates of exclusionary discipline. SROs must be trained to 

help successfully implement such approaches. 

Key objectives associated with trainings should include:

• Improved identification and response to survivors of gender-based and sexual violence and human 

trafficking/exploitation; 

• Improved understanding of the nature and effect of historical trauma on girls of color;

• Improved de-escalation techniques and communication skills with youth, especially those who are 

victims of violence, that minimize disruptions in learning and use of force;

• Greater understanding of effective intervention strategies for victims of violence that prioritize 

safety and minimize contact with the juvenile justice system; 

• Greater understanding of techniques to avoid actions and language that are likely to re-trigger 

trauma symptoms in girls of color.

RELATED EXAMPLES:

• Schools from Oakland, CA85 to Philadelphia, PA86 have implemented restorative justice programs 

that have helped reduce referrals for violent behavior, suspensions, and expulsions. Some jurisdic-

tions, such as Baltimore, MD, offer special trainings in restorative practice for SROs.87

• Broward County, FL has provided an alternative to imposing suspensions on students by instead 

referring them to a program that provides counseling and academic support for 2-9 days off campus 

before returning to school, with counselors monitoring progress for 6 weeks before reassessing 

the case. The school system also trained staff to address behavior without involving the police.88

• A high school in Walla Walla, WA was one of the first in the country to implement trauma-informed 

alternatives to discipline, which included the school’s SRO in its efforts. After the first year of imple-

mentation, the school reported significant drops in the number of suspensions and expulsions, 

which continued to decrease in subsequent years. The SRO who was assigned to the school during 

its transition year later wrote, “From the 2009-10 school year to the 2010-11 school year [the first 

year the trauma-informed approach was implemented], my police reports at Lincoln dropped from 

48 to 17!”89
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DEVELOP AND IMPLEMENT A CONTINUUM OF NON-PUNITIVE  
RESPONSES
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• The MOU created between the San Francisco Unified School District (SFUSD) and San Fran-

cisco Police Department specifically states, “SFUSD administrators shall prioritize alternatives to 

school removals and police involvement, such as the use of Restorative Practices.”90

• The National Association of School Psychologists — in partnership with the American School 

Counselor Association, the School Social Work Association of America, the National Association 

of School Resource Officers, and the National Associations of Elementary and Secondary School 

Principals — developed a framework for comprehensive school safety that provides guidelines 

designed to increase schools’ capacity to identify healing-centered approaches to students, includ-

ing an emphasis on providing “comprehensive school mental and behavioral health services” and 

“trauma sensitive supports” that promote a sense of safety.91

• Some states require SRO training on restorative practices and the harmful effects of school exclu-

sion and juvenile justice involvement, including:*

 > Illinois: 105 ill. comp. stat. 5/10-22.6 (2016) requires that schools “make reasonable 

efforts to provide ongoing professional development to … school resource officers … 

on adverse consequences of school exclusion and justice-system involvement, effective 

classroom management strategies, and developmentally appropriate disciplinary methods 

that promote positive and healthy school climates;” 

 > Utah: utah coDe ann. § 53A-11-1603(1), (3) (2017) requires that SROs receive training in 

restorative justice practices.

Although these examples are not specifically designed to address the needs of girls of color, they pro-

vide a strong foundation for reduced rates of police involvement and can be adapted to focus on issues 

relevant to girls of color. 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS BASED ON THIS PRINCIPLE:

• School districts should prioritize the development and implementation of trauma-informed 

approaches that include a robust array of mental and physical health services, within appropriate 

confidentiality safeguards. These approaches should offer culturally competent and gender-respon-

sive alternatives to punitive discipline; address the root causes of school-based misbehavior; guide 

girls of color to learn and heal from mistakes; and establish procedures to resolve conflict with 

minimal law enforcement involvement.

• School districts and police departments should be provided with training opportunities to learn 

about the effectiveness of trauma-informed, gender-responsive approaches in reducing dispro-

portionate contact between girls of color and the juvenile justice system, including meeting with 

leaders in jurisdictions that have implemented such approaches who can serve as resources to 

guide new efforts.

• Subject to appropriate exceptions, schools and police departments should implement collabora-

tively constructed graduated response systems to criminal student behavior that use diversion and 

restorative alternatives when possible and limit referrals to juvenile probation. 

• SROs should be offered training on trauma-informed, non-punitive responses to girls of color, con-

sistent with the guidance above.
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SRO training can improve interpretation of, and responses to, the behavior of 

girls of color by accounting for their layers of identity, including their race,  

ethnicity, gender identity, and sexual orientation. As NASRO has stated, “a 

commitment to proper training is the key to success in SRO programs. … ”92 

Given the current lack of training curricula specifically tailored to issues  

relevant to girls of color, professional development opportunities on these  

topics should be developed. 

Training should include the following elements:

• Race and Gender Bias. Key objectives associated with this training should include:

 > Improved understanding of race and gender bias against girls of color, including  

participants’ own potential biases, such as the potential to “adultify”* girls of color,  

and the effects those biases have on interactions with girls of color; 

 > Improved understanding of diversity in sexual orientation and gender identity among  

girls of color; 

 > Improved ability to interact with girls of color without unintentionally or intentionally  

imposing norms of behavior based on mainstream stereotypes of femininity.

• Culturally Competent Communication. Key objectives associated with this training should 

include:

 > Increased ability to engage in gender-responsive and culturally competent verbal and  

nonverbal communication; 

 > Improved understanding of verbal and nonverbal behavior by girls of color;

 > Increased language skill sets to better interact with girls of color; and

 > Improved language skills that build trust and mutual respect with girls of color.
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RELATED EXAMPLES: 

• Our research has not found any training programs that specifically address SROs’ responses to girls 

of color.

• Some state laws require general cultural responsiveness and diversity training, which could be 

adapted to include issues relevant to girls of color. These laws including the following:

 > Illinois: 105 ill. comp. stat. 5/10-22.6 (2016) requires that schools “make reasonable 

efforts to provide ongoing professional development to … school resource officers … on 

… culturally responsive discipline. …”  

 > Indiana: inD. coDe §§ 5-2-1-9; 20-26-18.2-1 (2017) requires that SROs be trained police 

officers, and police must undertake a “course of study on cultural diversity aware- 

ness,” which “must include an understanding of cultural issues related to race, 

religion, gender, age, domestic violence, national origin, and physical and mental 

disabilities.” 

 > Maryland: mD. coDe § 7-430 (2010) “encourage[s]” SROs to complete a cultural compe-

tency training curriculum.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS BASED ON THIS PRINCIPLE:

• Jurisdictions should develop and require SROs to participate in training on race and gender bias, 

including issues specifically relevant to girls of color as outlined above. These trainings should also 

cover the importance of building trust, resilience, and communication with girls of color to support 

their health and wellbeing.

• Jurisdictions should develop and require SROs to participate in periodic training on approaches to 

girls of color that are trauma-informed, gender-responsive, and culturally competent. A key goal 

of this training should be improved interpretation of the behavior or language of girls of color and 

avoiding unnecessary or inappropriate punitive responses.
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P R I N C I P L E  6 : 

REQUIRE SRO TRAINING ON CHILDREN’S AND ADOLESCENTS’ MENTAL 
HEALTH 

SROs should receive training from school-based counselors and information 

about community mental-health resources to improve their responses to girls 

of color. Such training can improve interdisciplinary team effectiveness. As 

the National Child Traumatic Stress Network (NCTSN) has recognized, “When 

police officers acquire a trauma perspective and work in concert with mental 

health providers and the community, families and children see them not simply 

as forces of order charged with enforcing the law, but as trusted advocates con-

cerned about their safety.”93 The COPS office has underscored the importance of 

officers’ being trained in juvenile mental-health issues.94

RELATED EXAMPLES:

• In Fall River, MA, all SROs are certified as Youth Mental Health First Aid Trainers. The training helps 

officers identify potential mental health issues in order to facilitate early detection and treatment by 

mental health care providers.95

• The Denver, CO MOU states that SROs must obtain and provide social service resources when 

necessary.96  

• The COPS Office has developed a list of organizations that provide mental-health training to 

SROs.97  

• The International Association of Chiefs of Police (IACP) and the Yale Child Study Center 

recently released a toolkit to assist police departments in responding to children who have experi-

enced trauma, with information targeted to leadership and frontline officers.98 

• Some states require or encourage childhood mental-health training and adolescent development for 

SROs, including:

 > Kansas: Kan. Ann. Regs. §§ 16-16-2; 16-16-3 (2016) requires SROs to take a skill-develop-

ment course on adolescent development and mental health.

 > Massachusetts: mass. Gen. laws 71 § 37P(b) (2015) allows preferential hiring for candi-

dates who have undergone “specialized training in child and adolescent development, 

de-escalation and conflict resolution techniques with children and adolescents, behavioral 

health disorders in children and adolescents, alternatives to arrest and other juvenile jus-

tice diversion strategies and behavioral threat assessment methods.”
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 > North Carolina: N.c. Gen. laws § 160A-288.4(a) (2013) requires that SROs receive training 

“on research into the social and cognitive development of elementary, middle, and high 

school children.” 

 > Texas: tex. occ. coDe ann. § 1701.262(c) (2015) requires SROs to undergo a training curric-

ulum that covers child development, positive behavioral intervention, conflict resolution, 

and mental-health crisis intervention. 

 > Utah: utah coDe ann. § 53A-11-1603(1), (3) (2016) suggests that SROs receive training on 

child development and age-appropriate responses to students.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS BASED ON THIS PRINCIPLE:

• Schools and police departments should develop training for SROs on children’s development and 

mental health, with a particular focus on issues relevant to girls of color and alternatives to punitive 

discipline when responding to children who have experienced trauma.

• Jurisdictions should require children’s mental-health training for active SROs.

• SROs should be trained to work in partnership with mental-health experts to divert students from 

the juvenile justice system where appropriate and provide them with responses and resources 

from mental-health professionals.
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P R I N C I P L E  7 : 

EMPHASIZE THE ‘R’ (RESOURCE) IN “SRO”: DEVELOP COMMUNITY  
RESOURCE LISTS TO SUPPORT DIVERSION AND TREATMENT 

Police departments and school systems should work with school-based mental 

health counselors, local stakeholders, experts in the field, and other communi-

ty members to develop a resource guide of local organizations that can provide 

alternatives to punitive responses where in-school resources are not available. 

The guide should include information about the population(s) served by each 

organization, the accessibility of the program/services (as determined by  

location, hours of operation, and/or cost), and other elements relevant to girls 

of color. 

RELATED EXAMPLES: 

• NASRO recommends that SROs become informed about community agencies that can offer assis-

tance to youths and their families and make appropriate referrals.99 

• Organizations such as Strategies for Youth and the National Council on Crime and Delinquency 

(NCCD) have developed matrices, worksheets, and guidelines to help law enforcement more easily 

refer youth to community-based resources. These lists, typically organized by area of impact (e.g. 

supervised engagement, youth leadership, education/tutoring, athletic engagement), include the 

following information:

 > Resource/name of agency

 > Location of services

 > Description of services

 > Eligibility for participation

 > Hours of operation

 > Languages spoken/served

 > Hours of location
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS BASED ON THIS PRINCIPLE:

• School systems and law enforcement agencies should cooperatively develop annotated lists of 

community resources, with input from counselors and community stakeholders. The goal of these 

lists is to equip SROs and educators with tools that provide appropriate referrals that strengthen 

the health and well-being of girls of color. To maximize the participation opportunities for girls of 

color, we recommend that these resource lists include the information suggested above, as well as 

the following information:

 > Costs (if any) associated with participation

 > Counselors and therapists on staff

 > Reproductive health services/referral processes in place

• School districts should regularly invite input from girls of color and the community about current 

gaps in resources and recommended improvements. 

TOOLKIT ABOUT SROs & GIRLS OF COLOR  |  Guiding Principles



54

P R I N C I P L E  8 : 

TRAIN EDUCATORS ON THE LIMITS ON SRO ACTIVITY AND HOW  
TO EFFECTIVELY HANDLE DISCIPLINARY ISSUES WITHOUT POLICE  
INVOLVEMENT

SROs who participated in our research stated that educators routinely request 

their involvement in discipline-related matters. To minimize conflation of roles, 

teachers should be trained to improve their response to non-criminal incidents 

without officer involvement. Implementing such skills can, in turn, create safer 

learning spaces. Educators should also recognize that SROs’ roles are limited 

to criminal law enforcement, as reflected in the terms of MOUs as suggested in 

Principle 1, and learn to distinguish the rare circumstances in which unlawful 

student behavior necessitates officer involvement. 

RELATED EXAMPLES:

• The Hickman Mills School District in Kansas City, MO implemented a series entitled “Coura-

geous Conversations” to educate teachers, administrators, and state troopers who respond to 

school incidents about racial and gender bias to decrease rates of unnecessary criminalization of 

students. These conversations, which include learning about promising practices, were conducted 

at annual events and during faculty development exercises. They emphasize learning to respond to 

students with fairness, equity, and empathy.

• An “empathic discipline” intervention developed at Stanford University revealed that when edu-

cators are trained to respond to root conditions underlying student behavior and prioritize student 

retention in the classroom, students show greater respect for the educator, and the use of exclu-

sionary discipline decreases.100

• A recent study revealed that involving teachers in the development of classroom alternatives to tra-

ditional discipline allowed them to express concerns and needs and resulted in better understand-

ing of their role in reducing exclusionary discipline and the urgent need for reform. Ultimately, the 

teachers collaboratively designed a discipline-decision tool that better served students.101 
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS BASED ON THIS PRINCIPLE:

• School districts should provide trainings to improve educators’ ability to handle disciplinary issues 

without police involvement. These approaches should be developed in consultation with educa-

tional and school-based mental health professionals using trauma-informed approaches. 

• School districts should work with educators to cooperatively create decision-making tools that 

focus on alternatives to traditional discipline that can reduce reliance on SROs and decrease the 

use of exclusionary discipline.102 

• School districts should train educators to appropriately distinguish between disciplinary violations 

and unlawful behavior. 
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P R I N C I P L E  9 : 

CREATE OPPORTUNITIES FOR POSITIVE NON-ENFORCEMENT INTERAC-
TIONS AMONG POLICE, GIRLS OF COLOR, AND THE COMMUNITY

On-duty opportunities for SROs to spend time with students can build stron-

ger, more positive relationships based on mutual understanding and respect. 

NASRO recommends this kind of involvement with students.103 

Some of these informal interactions should include meetings that are specifi-

cally focused on allowing girls of color to provide their perspectives on interac-

tions with SROs. Parents and members of the community should be invited to 

some of these meetings to increase mutual understanding and broaden sourc-

es of input. To maximize inclusivity of girls of color, girls should be consulted 

to determine the most accessible venue and subject matter that is of greatest 

interest to them.

RELATED EXAMPLES:

• In New York City, NY, the Department of Education and the New York Police Department (NYPD) 

have developed a program entitled Team Up! Tuesdays, in which NYPD officers participate in activ-

ities with students in public schools designed to build relationships. Activities, which include basket-

ball and dance contests, are part of a robust partnership that appears to have resulted in increased 

student referrals to restorative approaches and a diversionary warning-card program intended to 

reduce formal citations and arrests for low-level offenses. While the program has not yet been eval-

uated for net widening or alignment with research-based best practices, this partnership provides a 

powerful example of efforts to improve the relationships between law enforcement and students.104

• Further resources that provide basic principles for establishing relationships between police and 

the youths they serve are listed below. These strategies should be further tailored to the interests 

and needs of girls of color:

 > Julie Kleinman, Rhonda McKitten & Anthony Meeks, Strategies for Youth, How to Have an 

Effective Conversation with Youth about Your Police Department’s Practices (2012);105

 > Center for Applied Research in Human Development, University of Connecticut, Effective 

Police Interactions with Youth: Training Evaluation (March 2008);106
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 > Center for Court Innovation and U.S. Dep’t of Justice Office of Community-Oriented  

Policing, Police-Youth Dialogues Toolkit, Guide for Improving Relationships and Public  

Safety through Engagement and Conversation (2015);107

 > Police Foundation:  A Toolkit for California Law Enforcement: Policing Today’s Youth 

(2016).108 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS BASED ON THIS  

PRINCIPLE:

• Schools and law enforcement agencies should provide SROs with training on the importance  

of building trust, resilience, and communication with girls of color to support their health and  

wellbeing.

• Law enforcement agencies should allow the use of police department resources to develop SRO 

programs that help build informal relationships with girls of color and the community that build  

trust and mutual understanding. 

• Law enforcement agencies should provide opportunities for SROs and police leadership to meet 

regularly with community members, with special outreach to girls of color and their families,  

to receive feedback, build relationships, and increase mutual understanding of one another’s 

perspectives.

• SROs should participate in informal activities on campus in which girls of color are interested. 

To avoid increased and unnecessary contact with the juvenile justice system as a result of these 

interactions, SROs must approach them as relationship-building activities, and not utilize them to 

increase student surveillance.
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