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T here is a commonly held belief in present-day America
that if a community decides to place law enforcement of-
ficers in its schools, then more young people will be ar-
rested. Communities are right to be concerned about

arrests because research points out that when a young person
is involved in the juvenile justice system they are often nega-
tively impacted by that experience. Such involvement disrupts a
student’s education, raises the risk of harm to that young per-
son, and increases the risk that they will become involved in
adult criminal behavior later in life.  But school-law enforcement
partnerships are taking a hard look at how they set up and run
their School Resource Officer (SRO) programs so that is not
the result. 

In previous articles in this journal, I have outlined how SRO
programs can help keep students out of the juvenile justice sys-
tem when they do these four things:

� Define the roles the SRO will play.

� Use a thorough process to choose the SRO.

� Make sure the SROs are well-trained for how to divert
youth from the justice system. 

� Establish strong and clear policies related to supportive
school discipline and diversion. 

One of the strongest examples of an SRO program that em-
ploys these strategies with the aim of diversion comes from the
Cambridge (MA) Police Department. The department started
the Cambridge Safety Net Collaborative with service providers
in the community to “foster positive youth development, pro-
mote mental health, support a safe community and schools, and
limit youth involvement in the juvenile justice system through
coordinated services for Cambridge
youth and their families.” The police
department recognized the need to
work differently with youth in order
to reduce the number brought into
the justice system by recognizing
student needs and addressing them
with a community-based approach.
The Cambridge Police Department
participates in the Safety Net Col-
laborative by placing Youth Resource
Officers (YROs)—the name they
chose given the broader community
connections the officers have—in all
Cambridge public schools and city
youth programs, where they have
worked since 2007. 

The YROs carry out three pri-
mary strategies: 1) Prevention; 2)
Early intervention; and 3) Diversion.
The police department actively part-
ners with families, schools, mental
health providers, youth activity pro-
grams, and other social services
with the explicit aim to prevent and
reduce the risk factors associated
with juvenile delinquency. In short,

keeping youth in school and out of justice involvement is what
the collaborative is all about, and the results are borne out in
the data. Since the formation of the police department’s Youth
Family Services Unit—which includes the YROs—the agency
reports that there has been a 68 percent decrease in juvenile
arrests for criminal offenses. These positive results stem from
the leadership philosophy articulated by Lt. Leonard DiPietro,
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commander of the YROs, who asks: “Why arrest when you
don’t have to?  What is a better way for us to handle this prob-
lem as a community?”

Carrying Out the Diversion Role
Cambridge YROs carry out a variety of roles in the area of

prevention and early intervention, especially the
“counselor/mentor” role of the traditional triad functions of an
SRO. Officers spend most of their time in the public schools and
youth centers engaged in one of the most critical functions—

building positive relationships with young people. 
To help YROs to carry out their diversion roles, the Cam-

bridge Police Department has created a Youth and Family Serv-
ices process chart that guides the YROs on how to work with
their sergeant to handle situations where youth are referred to
the police department, and how to make referrals and connect a
student to services needed.  This process serves as a risk and
needs assessment where the officers and other community
partners look at the behavior of youth earlier on in their school
career, so that the right intervention can happen sooner. The
chart helps the YRO develop a Youth Service Plan (YSP) that de-
tails how they intend to work with the student.

Choosing the Right Officers
The Cambridge Collaborative puts a lot of effort in how

YROs are chosen. Officers volunteer for the assignment, and are
screened by the police department, schools, AND community
agencies. Members of the community collaborative form the in-
terview panel and ask questions of the officers. Lt. DiPietro ex-
plains how the community is involved: There is a general job
posting detailing police department requirements of the posi-
tion, but the questions relating to the individual officers’
thoughts and means of accomplishing the goals of the unit come
from the school and community partners, not the police execu-
tive staff. The community finds that having a school representa-
tive, as well as a psychologist, on the panel is very effective.  

Also, the representative from the Human Services Depart-
ment reminds the officers that their role is multi-disciplinary
and involves the broader community. Given this broader view, it
is easy to see why the officers are called “Youth Resource Offi-
cers” because their assignment is to serve youth not only in the
schools, but in the community as a whole.

Training for Diversion
YROs are trained to carry out the mentor/counselor role of

a resource officer, and ask what’s going on in the life of a stu-



dent. Officers ask a lot of questions to try to get to the bottom
of a student’s behavior and see if they may even have a mental
health issue. While the YROs refer youth to a range of other
professionals in the community, the officers do not just “hand
off” the young person. The police department encourages of-
fices to do “case management” and follow that student, for ex-
ample, by doing home visits where they say to parents, “I want
to work with you to keep your child out of trouble.”

YROs are trained to assume case management responsibili-
ties for troubled students they encounter. By following the cases
of different students officers can close the loop and help make
sure the youth are connected to services, and not fall through
the cracks. Because of the nature of the Collaborative’s cross-
sector work, YROs participate in cross training along with part-
ner agencies, where staff from the various agencies attend each
other’s training. 

YROs are trained in a variety of ways to support their diver-
sion work. The YROs participate in a 40-hour Crisis Intervention
Team (CIT) Training program designed to help officers become
more effective first-responders to incidents involving mental
health issues. Officers participate in Mental Health First Aid,
which teaches them how to offer appropriate support to indi-
viduals experiencing a mental health crisis. YROs train with the
Boston Emergency Services Team (BEST) where individuals in
need of emergency psychiatric help are assessed and treated by
mental health professionals.  

In addition to NASRO basic training, YROs participate in
many other trainings, including de-escalation techniques, adoles-
cent development, Policing the Teen Brain, mediation techniques,
case management, and updates on school discipline codes and
officers’ responsibilities.

Using Policies to Support Diversion 
Policy plays a critical role in diversion efforts. While the for-

mation of any policy often goes through a thorough process in a
community, policy is something that is endorsed and promoted
at the top of an organization. This is particularly evident in insti-
tutions like law enforcement. Cambridge’s approach began with
the vision of Police Commissioner Robert Haas to do things dif-
ferently, asking “What do we do with youth?” The commissioner
makes sure that everyone in the police department has the
same vision. All officers in the recruit academy, as well as every
officer in the department (via in-service training) are trained in
understanding and interacting with youth. 

The policy of the department is that YROs should work to
place youth who have committed a non-violent criminal offense
into a police diversion program, which is designed for youth to
take responsibility for their actions and make reparations to the
Cambridge community as an alternative to entering the juvenile
justice system. Because diversion policy is important to the po-
lice department, its leadership is at the table of the Middlesex
County (MA) Juvenile Detention Alternatives Initiative (JDAI), as
well as the School Pathways to the Juvenile Justice System Proj-
ect of the National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges.

Diversion is a
Community-wide Effort

The Cambridge Police Department is one of several part-
ners working in the Safety Net Collaborative working to pre-
vent problems among youth and to intervene early in the
process. The police department and the other community
partners understand that when law enforcement works with
schools and other youth programs to divert students FROM

involvement with the justice system, the broader community
needs to help by providing the alternatives TO which students
can be referred to hold young people accountable and pro-
vide them needed supports. It is this broader community ef-
fort that has driven down the number of juvenile arrests in
Cambridge, as well as resulted in a reduction of calls for serv-
ice for patrol officers coming to school. As YRO commander
Lt. DiPietro puts it, “Helping kids in the community, it’s the
right thing to do.”
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