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C ops in schools: It’s a contentious
issue in contemporary American
society. School administrators and
law-enforcement partners are

concerned about it. But other partners—
including teachers, counselors, other
school staff members, and parents—are
also thinking about the best ways to im-

prove school safety. Some people feel that
we desperately need to place a sworn,
local law-enforcement officer in schools,
in addition to regular school security offi-
cers. Others are wary that such appoint-
ments lead to increases in arrests, with a
disproportionate impact on students of
color and students with disabilities. If we

have law-enforcement officers in our
schools, how do we do it right?

Having worked at the nexus of educa-
tion and law enforcement for more than
30 years by training School Resource Offi-
cers (SROs) in crime, drug, violence, and
bullying prevention; and helping school ad-
ministrators to develop effective policies
and practices involving the use of law en-
forcement officers in schools, I have
formed some observations and guiding
questions that may help school and com-
munity leaders answer that question.
Based on my experience working with
some excellent SROs who really under-
stand crime prevention and who do not
want to arrest students, I believe police
officers can be an important addition to
our schools. From my experience training
many SROs around the country, I know
that we can establish the right climate of
safety that is conducive to learning—if we
employ well-trained officers who gen-
uinely like working with students.

As in any other field, we should be
using evidence-based programs and ap-
proaches when it comes to school-based
law enforcement. The problem is that
there isn’t a whole lot of rigorous re-
search to guide us. The federal National
Institute of Justice recently sponsored a
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Many communities have come to the conclusion that including law enforcement as a partner in schools is the
right approach for them. Other communities are examining or re-examining the question of whether law
enforcement should be in schools, and in what capacity. The following article was originally published in

Education Week--a national education newspaper that covers all education issues. The article was meant to
help those communities considering law enforcement's role in schools by taking a step back and looking at the

larger, basic issues. The article informs school/law enforcement/community partnerships about some of the
important questions to ask when deliberating the question about law enforcement's role in schools.
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number of studies that will inform our
practice, but that research is ongoing in-
volving studies over multiple years. How-
ever, we have had SROs in schools since
the 1950s and have learned important
things about how to do it right. Here’s
what we know:

� We must clearly define
roles. School Resource Officers per-
form many functions, including educa-
tor, mentor/informal counselor, and
law enforcement officer. These func-
tions vary by school environment and

community needs. But one role the
SRO should not play is that of enforc-
ing school discipline. An SRO is sworn
to uphold civil law, not enforce school
rules. Communities should carefully
consider how the role of the SRO
differs from and complements that of
the school security officer.

� We need to make sure that
we select the most appropri-
ate officers to work in our
schools. Recall that SROs work for
the local law-enforcement agency

from which they are assigned. They
are partners with the school district,
not the administrators’ personal 9-1-
1 officers.  We should therefore pay
close attention to candidates’ motiva-
tions to assume this role. Are they
volunteering for the job or have they
been assigned to it? Do they really
want to help students and keep them
out of trouble? School and commu-
nity members’ involvement in the
process of interviewing and selecting
the SROs can further clarify their
roles and expectations.

� We must make sure the
SROs are adequately pre-
pared to do their job. Anyone
who works in schools should receive
special training to better understand
today’s young people and the prob-
lems they face. School Resource Offi-
cers’ training must be thorough,
up-to-date, and go beyond standard
training as a law-enforcement officer. 

  In addition to having basic SRO
training, these officers should have ac-
cess to specialized training in accor-
dance with the specific expectations
of the local law-
enforcement/school/community part-
nership. That might include training in
adolescent brain development, de-es-
calating threatening situations, mental-
health awareness and how to make
referrals, understanding special needs,
or more. If the SRO is trained with
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members of the school community,
everyone can be on the same page.

� We should define policy for
a stronger partnership. What is
the policy that guides the partnership
between school districts and law en-
forcement? An official memorandum
of understanding (MOU) can clarify
the duties and responsibilities of
both the law enforcement and school
partners so that the entire commu-
nity understands the role of the
SROs. This policy should include a
clear statement that enforcing school
discipline is not part of their job.

� We must engage community
partners. Keeping schools safe is the
responsibility of more than just the ed-
ucation and law-enforcement partners.
School/law-enforcement partnerships
should identify and team up with other
community partners that care about
safe schools. For example, local mental-
health providers may be able to offer
supports to help students and their
families when needed.

The choice about whether to have
law-enforcement officers in schools is an
important local decision that should be
weighed by educators, law enforcement,
parents, and other community stakehold-

ers. Those collaborators should carefully
consider these lessons to guide them in
the process. In doing so, local communi-
ties can give our students the supports
they need to stay in school—and out of
the criminal-justice system. 

John Rosiak is an educator, trainer,
and facilitator who has supported
school/law-enforcement partnerships
around the country since the 1980s.
He is the founder and principal of
Prevention Partnerships,
www.rosiakassociates.com which
provides training and technical
assistance support to help school, law
enforcement, mental health, and juvenile justice partners
to break down silos to develop effective collaborative
efforts for safer and healthier communities. 

“School Resource Officers
perform many functions,

including educator, mentor/
informal counselor, and
law enforcement officer.
These functions vary by
school environment and

community needs. But one
role the SRO should not
play is that of enforcing

school discipline. An SRO is
sworn to uphold civil law,
not enforce school rules.”
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