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Re: Call to Divest from San Antonio ISD’s School Policing
To Whom it May Concern:

As members of the Safe & Supportive School Collaborative the undersigned social justice organizations write to
urge the San Antonio Independent School District (“SAISD”) to divest from school policing in the district. SAISD
likely faces a budget shortfall given the uncertainty of the district’s financial outlook amid the novel Coronavirus
pandemic. SAISD should prioritize divestment of the funds it spends on policing. Children’s Defense Fund Texas,
Disability Rights Texas, The Earl Carl Institute at Texas Southern University, and Texas Appleseed collaborate
to advocate for policies that make schools safe and supportive of all learners, including black and brown students
and those with disabilities. As our nation mourns the murder of George Floyd, we are reminded of the physical
and psychological harms of over policing on students from minority communities as well as those with
disabilities. In this moment of heightened awareness of the trauma experienced by so many at the hands of police
officers, SAISD should follow in the footsteps of other districts, like Portland Public Schools® and Minneapolis
Public Schools,? by divesting in school policing. Students in New York City and Phoenix are also demanding
these changes.®

This push for no police on school campuses is not new for SAISD. In 2016, protesters and parents sent this very
message after a cell phone video went viral showing a SAISD police officer slamming a 12-year-old female
student to the ground at Rhodes Middle School.* This officer also failed to properly report this incident as required
by SAISD policy.® SAISD students also adopted a student Bill of Rights® for equitable discipline practices, but
during a February school board meeting this year, students asked the board for even less police involvement with
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school discipline because of ongoing in-school suspension and police intervention practices, rather than what was
outlined in the document.’

For most of American history, schools did not maintain their own law enforcement departments.® Schools once
relied instead on natural and educational interventions and discipline practices. Schools should continue to rely
on tiered interventions systems as part of discipline practices. Schools can, like in the past, make calls to outside
police in rare emergencies that necessitate law enforcement involvement.

However, reports show SAISD police officers are repeatedly in cases that aren’t rare emergencies. One SAISD
parent shared with us a story about how D.G., a tenth grader, was handcuffed by SAISD police and taken to the
Bexar County Juvenile Detention Center after he and his friends posed for a selfie on top of a police officer’s
vehicle. In January of this year, thirteen (13) students were arrested at Davis Middle School after a “disturbance”
tied to incidents of fighting.® SAISD increased police presence as a response.l® SAISD police officers also
responded to a twelve (12) year old female student playfully pushing and accidentally hurting another student by
arresting her, charging her with assault, and taking her away in a police van.!* The mother of this sixth grade
Harris Academy student did not receive a phone call from the school principal until close to the end of the school
day.?

Last year, a SAISD mother claimed SAISD police officers threw her son onto the ground, arrested him off
campus, and took him to the Bexar County Detention Center when he didn’t hear the officers trying to get his
attention as he was leaving campus.'® The student suffered a concussion.!* Though district officials addressed it
as a school safety issue because he was cursing at faculty and getting aggressive towards officers, these behaviors
do not rise to the level of an emergency and SAISD officers didn’t need to slam him and arrest him.%°

School-based policing is one of the fastest growing areas of law enforcement.'® While there is no official count
of school resource officers (“SROs”), there are over 14,000 officers alone in only thirty (30) percent of our
nation’s schools.!’ Yet there is no evidence to show that adding SROs actually results in safer schools, according
to the Justice Policy Institute.*® In fact, adding SROs to campuses tend to specifically harm certain student
demographics like students of color and students with disabilities.

Students of color, particularly Black and Hispanic students, are overrepresented in law enforcement referrals for
offenses. In fact, Black students are referred for offenses like exhibition of firearms and terroristic threat at twice
the rate of all other students.®
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Students with disabilities represent only twelve (12) percent of student enrollment nationwide yet
disproportionately make up twenty eight (28) percent of students referred to law enforcement.?’ These students
face an increased likelihood of harm when interacting with SROs. In a 2015 court filing, The U.S. Department of
Justice explained that “SROs should not enforce the school code of conduct or engage in routine discipline of
students.”?* However, the data shows SROs respond to outbursts from students with disabilities with escalated
practices, without regard to whether these students pose actual threats.

There is a breadth of examples involving students with disabilites:

e SAISD officers were caught on video in 2019 carrying a seven (7) year old student diagnosed with Autism
and a mood disorder out of school in handcuffs after an outburst.??

e a fourteen-year (14) old student in Houston ISD was restrained, handcuffed, and pepper sprayed by an
SRO after allegedly throwing a single item of food during lunch?;

e aseventeen-year (17) old student in Katy ISD was tased six times by an SRO after leaving the classroom
where he was being bullied?*;

e aseven-year (7) old in Dallas ISD was tased and handcuffed by an SRO after a verbal outburst in the
classroom?;

e aten-year (10) old in Denton ISD was handcuffed and pinned on the floor face down by an SRO?;

e an eight-year (8) old in Southlake, Texas was secluded and mocked by an SRO, escalating an already
upsetting outburst?’,

Students can face expulsion or suspension when referred to law enforcement. In fact, when law enforcement
charges students, they are almost always also suspended or expelled. Students with disabilities are four times as
likely to be suspended from school than students without.?® Black and Hispanic students are suspended from
school at a disproportionate rate t00.2® Within SAISD, black SAISD students made up seven (7) percent of the
district population, but accounted for fourteen (14) percent of suspended students.® Students in special education
accounted for nearly twenty-one (21) percent of students who were suspended, but made up less than thirteen (13)
percent of the district’s population.®® When a student is suspended or expelled, that student misses out on
relationship development that promotes pro-social growth and positive life outcomes.®? By maintaining SROs or
other law enforcement mechanisms, districts are placing students with disabilities at a distinct disadvantage.

This is why we urge SAISD to divest from school policing. The district will not only protect students but also
save resources. Of the cases even referred to police, only twenty-five (25) percent even result in a guilty plea or
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verdict; a majority of the cases are dismissed or adjudicated.®® Last year, the reported student-to-counselor ratio
at SAISD was one counselor for every 370 students.® The American School Counselor Association recommends
a 1to 250 ratio.*®

SAISD must take a stand against school policing for the sake of its students. We urge SAISD to divest from
school policing and allocate any available resources instead to hire and train mental health counselors and social
workers to handle instances of bullying, harassment, disruptiveness, vandalism, drug and alcohol abuse, and other
non-violent incidents. In order for this to work, SAISD must adequately fund these additional positions and
programs.

In solidarity,

[ al7a

Patrick Bresette

Executive Director

Children’s Defense Fund Texas
pbresette@childrensdefense.org

Robert Winterode
Attorney

Disability Rights Texas
rwinterode@drtx.org

Andrew Hairston

Director, School-to-Prison Pipeline Project
Texas Appleseed
ahairston@texasappleseed.net

Sarah Guidry

Executive Director

The Earl Carl Institute at Texas Southern University
Sarah.Guidry@tmslaw.tsu.edu

CC: SAISD Trustees
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