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Stop Flushing Money Down the Pipeline:

Many schools and districts currently spend money on 
school policing programs with the help of federal funding, 
but no federal law requires schools to hire school police 
officers. And in fact, students across the country report 
that school police officers often do not make them feel 
safe. Instead, police presence in schools leads to increased 
exclusion from the classroom and criminalization of 
students, especially those of color. Black girls, in particular, 
are disproportionately impacted by police in schools. In the 
2017-2018 school year, Black girls were three times more 
likely to be referred to law enforcement and four times more 
likely to be arrested in school than white girls. When schools 
rely on school police, they contribute to school pushout 
and the school-to-prison pipeline as well as create an 
overall negative learning environment. Also, school police 
officers too often discipline students in discriminatory ways. 
Under federal civil rights laws, students have a right to an 
education that is free from discrimination on the basis of 
characteristics such as race, sex, and disability. These laws 
are enforced by the U.S. Department of Education (ED) 
and, in some cases, the U.S. Department of Justice (DOJ). 
Schools that violate these rights can lose federal funding 
and face other penalties. 

Every student deserves to feel safe, supported, and included 
in their learning environment. Instead of investing in school

Police in schools can lead to the following:

• Decreases in graduation and college 
enrollment rates;1  

• Increased student reports of a negative 
learning environment;2 

• Higher rates of suspensions, expulsions, 
and other exclusionary discipline;3

• Higher rates of discriminatory discipline 
against Black students, LGBTQ students, 
and students with disabilities;4

• Increased police harassment and 
violence;5 and 

• Increased student incarceration and 
referrals to family court and the juvenile 
legal system.6 
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policing, schools can recognize these basic student rights 
and keep students safe by investing in resources like mental 
health services, trauma-informed and evidence-based 
programs, and ongoing trainings for educators. 

How Do Federal School Policing and 
Security Grants Work?
In the context of school policing and surveillance, Congress 
generally gives authority to the Department of Justice (DOJ) 
to award grant money to states and local governments 
that apply for it. If DOJ determines that the government 
applicant has met all requirements for the grant, it will 
award the money to the government applicant. In recent 
years, the major sources of federal funding for school 
policing and surveillance programs have been provided 
through two major sectors of DOJ: the Office of Community 
Oriented Policing Services (COPS) and the Bureau of 
Justice Assistance (BJA). These programs encourage 
states and school districts to increase measures that 
criminalize students and promote harsh, punitive learning 
environments—especially for students of color.

School district participation in grant programs like these 
is voluntary; no school, school district, or state is required 
to seek these funds and use them to hire school police. 
Moreover, the major sources of federal funding that schools 
have used to hire police do not actually require hiring or 
contracting with law enforcement agencies, except for the 
COPS Hiring Program.

The COPS Hiring Program (CHP)
The COPS Office of DOJ is the single largest source of 
federal funding for school police programs.7 Over the years, 
the COPS Office has funneled nearly $1 billion in federal 
grants to state and local governments to increase school 
policing, hardening, and militarization.8

For the 2021 fiscal year, the COPS Office plans to distribute 
$50 million9 through the COPS Hiring Program (CHP), which 
allows schools to pay for “full-time, entry-level salaries and 
fringe benefits of newly hired or rehired sworn career law 
enforcement officers.”10  

DID YOU KNOW?

Schools planning to use the CHP funds to hire school police 
officers, also called school resource officers (SROs), must 
promise that the roles of the SROs will include “information 
sharing.”11

• Under a CHP agreement between the school and the law 
enforcement agency, the school must outline the types 
of information that it is allowed and willing to share with 
SROs.12 

• Information sharing between schools and SROs can lead 
to inappropriate and sometimes illegal use of private 
student information. For example, the Pasco County 
school district in Florida had an agreement with the 
county sheriff’s office, allowing SROs access to students’ 
education records.13 The sheriff’s office used its access 
to education records to create a list of “at-risk youth who 
are destined to a life of crime.”14 Students made it onto 
the list for things like getting a “D” in a class, receiving 
one discipline referral during a school quarter, and 
having experienced certain childhood traumas.15 A list 
of students who may be future criminals unfairly targets 
students who have not done anything wrong and can be 
particularly harmful for students of color, who are already 
disproportionately surveilled and disciplined by school 
administrators and police.

• An SRO’s access to student records and information 
can also create a threat of detention or deportation for 
students who are undocumented or have undocumented 
family members. In some cases, the U.S. Immigration 
and Customs Enforcement (ICE) office may enter 
agreements with local law enforcement, including SROs.16 
These agreements may give SROs certain immigration 
enforcement powers, which would allow them to share 
some student information with ICE. Such partnerships 
between local law enforcement and ICE have led to 
massive displacement of Latinx students from their 
schools.17

The COPS Office will give extra consideration to grant 
applicants from areas “with persistent poverty.”18 

• SROs are overwhelmingly placed in schools whose 
student populations significantly consist of low-income 
students of color.19 

• Research shows that in schools with the highest poverty 
rates, SRO presence increased the probability of student 
arrest by 402%.20 
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The COPS School Violence Prevention 
Program (SVPP)
The COPS Office School Violence Prevention Program 
(SVPP) provides funding to state, local, and tribal units 
of government to increase security measures on school 
grounds. In 2020, the COPS Office distributed about $50 
million in SVPP grants.21 In the 2021 fiscal year, the COPS 
Office plans to distribute $53 million in SVPP grants.22

DID YOU KNOW?

Among other allowable uses, schools may use SVPP grant 
funds to train local law enforcement officers on school 
safety.23 But implementing training in order to keep police in 
schools is a poor use of funds.

• Studies show that initiatives to increase training for SROs 
have been ineffective, as studies show that 50% of SROs 
fail to apply their training and positively engage with 
children in practice.24 

• Even when training is mandated for police generally, 
available data show that this training does not correct the 
racial imbalances in arrests.25

SVPP grant funds may also be used to buy equipment and 
technology, such as metal detectors and other “deterrent 
measures.”26 These technologies are often used to target 
students of color and can convey to students that they are 
seen primarily as criminals, rather than kids, teens, and 
young adults.

• A 2018 study found that schools where students of color 
made up more than 50% of the school population were 
2 to 18 times more likely to use a mix of metal detectors, 
school police and security guards, locked gates, and 
random sweeps than schools where students of color 
made up less than 20% of the student population.27

• When asked about how school surveillance and 
equipment like metal detectors make students feel, 
they report feeling anxious, fearful, stifled, powerless, 
embarrassed, less motivated to learn, and like they are in 
jail.28

The BJA Students, Teachers, and 
Officers (STOP) School Violence 
Program
The DOJ also provides funding through the Bureau of Justice 
Assistance (BJA), Student, Teachers, and Officers Preventing 
(STOP) School Violence Program. In 2020, BJA distributed 
over $78 million in grants through the STOP School Violence 

Program.29 In the 2021 fiscal year, the BJA plans to grant up 
to $74 million for the STOP School Violence Program.30

DID YOU KNOW?

The STOP School Violence Program funds can be used to 
support policies that allow law enforcement officers, such 
as SROs, to access student record information “when such 
disclosure is necessary to protect the health or safety of the 
student or other individuals. . . .”31

• Although these policies are only meant to apply in limited 
situations, the grant program language is quite broad. It 
gives SROs broad authority to define what is “necessary” 
to access student records. When SROs are given such 
discretion in school activities, students of color are most 
negatively impacted. Studies show that the bias of SROs 
and other school administrators causes them to discipline 
Black and brown students more harshly than white 
students,32 especially when they have broad authority to 
decide whether and how a student should be punished.

• This sort of broad authority also raises similar concerns 
as those with the CHP, when schools share student 
information with SROs. Access to student records can be 
a violation of students’ privacy rights and can particularly 
threaten students who are at risk for immigration-related 
consequences.

Alternatively and far more helpfully, STOP School Violence 
Program funds can also be used to train school officials to 
respond to mental health crises,33 to involve mental health 
professionals,34 and to increase access to mental health 
services and social and emotional learning programs.35

• Investing in mental health and other trainings is a great 
use of funds through this grant and can be particularly 
helpful for girls of color. For example, nearly 50% of all 
Latina high school girls in the U.S. in 2017 experienced 
long-lasting sadness or hopelessness.36 Research also 
showed that more than one in five Latina high school girls 
considered and more than one in ten attempted suicide.37

• However, data show that millions of students attend 
schools with law enforcement officers, such as SROs, 
but no support staff likes counselors, nurses, school 
psychologists, or social workers.38 Such support staff 
roles are largely underfunded, meaning schools cannot 
hire an adequate number of school counselors or nurses 
or pay a livable wage to those hired. Schools, districts, 
and states should advocate to the federal government to 
create funding streams focused on student care instead 
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of criminalization. Such funding streams can be used for 
hiring mental health professionals and other support staff 
as well as school staff trainings on addressing student 
health needs.

There Are Better Ways for Schools to 
Increase School Safety
Money spent on SROs and other criminalization mechanisms 
has meant that mostly Black and brown students attend 
schools that underinvest in mental health and other student 
supports. Mental health resources allow students the social 
and emotional wellbeing to focus on and benefit from their 
classes. Such resources became even more crucial to help 
students address the trauma of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
especially for students from disproportionately impacted 
Black and brown communities. 

There are other ways to fund “school safety” that do not 
prioritize criminalizing students like the DOJ grant programs 
described above. Here are some better resources schools 
can use to secure funding for mental health services and 
other student support programs:

1. TAKE ADVANTAGE OF FEDERAL STIMULUS FUNDS

Between March 2020 and March 2021, Congress passed 
the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) 
Act,39 the Coronavirus Response and Relief Supplemental 
Appropriations (CRRSA),40 and the American Rescue Plan 
Elementary and Secondary School Emergency Relief Fund 
(ARP).41 These federal stimulus packages were passed to 
support state and local governments as they dealt with the 
effects of the coronavirus pandemic. They provided historic 
amounts of funding for education, totaling about $200 
billion.42 

Under the ARP alone, Congress allocated $122 billion for 
elementary and secondary school emergency relief.43  
Schools are to use ARP funds to make up for learning 
loss, improve sanitation and school facilities, and address 
trauma students and school staff are experiencing from 
the pandemic. Specifically, ARP funds can be used to 
provide students and educators “mental health services 
and supports, including through the implementation of 
evidence-based full-service community schools and the 
hiring of counselors.”44 Funds can also be used to directly 
address the needs of “children from low-income families, 
children with disabilities, English learners, racial and ethnic 
minorities, students experiencing homelessness, and foster 
care youth.”45 

These funds acknowledge students’ need for care and 
address the huge gaps in counselors and other student 
supports. Rather than apply for DOJ school policing 
funds, schools should coordinate with their districts and 
state education offices to secure funds for these types of 
student supports under the federal stimulus packages and 
implement programs using these resources.

2. TAKE ADVANTAGE OF STUDENT SUPPORT AND 
ACADEMIC ENRICHMENT GRANTS

Although the federal stimulus packages of 2020 and 2021 
provided schools with an extraordinary amount of money, 
they were created to be one-time supports in response 
to the COVID-19 pandemic. Schools should also take 
advantage of ongoing federal resources to support student 
safety and wellbeing, such as the Student Support and 
Academic Enrichment (SSAE) Grants. The SSAE grants are 
provided through the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA),46  
a law meant to prepare every child to graduate from high 
school and succeed in college and life after school ends.47  
States, districts, and schools that receive an SSAE grant 
must use at least 20% of the grant money on “activities to 
support safe and healthy students.”48

Under ESSA, schools may spend SSAE grants on a variety 
of resources, including providing school-based mental 
health services and counseling; using tools and strategies 
to reduce discipline practices that remove students 
from the classroom; creating bullying and harassment 
prevention programs; and promoting community and parent 
involvement in schools.49

In the 2021 fiscal year, Congress set aside $1.2 billion for 
the SSAE grants.50 This grant program is an ongoing federal 
resource that states, districts, and schools should be aware 
of and prioritize over grants that criminalize students.

3. SUPPORT LAWS THAT END FEDERAL FUNDING FOR 
SCHOOL POLICE AND PROVIDE MORE FUNDING 
FOR SCHOOL COUNSELORS AND OTHER STUDENT 
SERVICES AND PROGRAMS

Imagine a world where legislators dedicate significant 
resources to programs, services, staff, curricula, and 
activities that support students’ academic and social 
growth. That world could be a reality if Congress passed 
laws that end federal funding for school police and other 
mechanisms that criminalize students and reinvested that 
money into student supports.
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To end federal funding for school policing, Congress should:

• Include language in annual appropriations that prevents 
DOJ from awarding COPS Hiring Program grants to state 
and local educational agencies (and eventually end the 
COPS in Schools program entirely).

• Zero out funding for the School Violence Prevention 
Program.

• Restrict the use of STOP School Violence Program funds 
solely to providing mental health supports in schools.

Congress should also pass a comprehensive suite of bills 
targeted at ending harmful practices that push children out 
of school and provide schools the resources to care for and 
support students. These bills include:

• The Counseling Not Criminalization in Schools Act 
(S.2125 /H.R.4011):

• Makes it illegal for schools to use money given by the 
federal government to hire school police.

• Provides grants to schools to hire nurses, counselors, 
and other mental health professionals if they end their 
contracts with police.

• The Ending Punitive, Unfair, School-based Harm that 
is Overt and Unresponsive to Trauma (PUSHOUT) Act 
(H.R.2248):

• Provides grants to schools to hire counselors and 
other mental health professionals and train teachers 
on implicit bias and restorative practices, especially to 
provide support for Black and brown girls.

• Restricts schools that receive the grant from hiring 
school police.

• The Protecting Our Students in Schools Act (S.2029/
H.R.3836):

• Makes it illegal for schools to receive money from the 
federal government if they use corporal punishment on 
students.

• Gives money for schools to improve learning 
environments and reduce exclusionary discipline.

• The Keeping All Students Safe Act (S.1858/H.R.3474):

• Makes it illegal for schools to receive money from the 
federal government if they place students in prison-like 
isolation or seclusion rooms.51 

• Prohibits schools from using practices that physically 
restrain students (e.g., tying or handcuffing children to 
school equipment) or restrict students’ breathing.

Instead of relying on federal grant programs that encourage 
spending millions of dollars on school policing programs 
that create negative, fearful, or even violent learning 
environments, schools can keep students safe (and uphold 
federal civil rights laws) by investing in resources that 
support all students academically, socially, and emotionally.

Here are some ways proven to help all 
students feel safe and thrive in school:

• Establishing and implementing police-
free school models, such as restorative 
practices and programs.

• Using culturally relevant, inclusive, and 
sustaining curriculum, supports, and 
resources.

• Hiring school-based mental health 
staff, such as counselors, social 
workers, psychologists, and restorative 
practitioners.

• Providing supportive measures to students 
who report sexual harassment that do not 
require referrals to police.

• Using evidence-based and trauma-
informed practices.

• Allowing impacted students, families, and 
communities to join policy conversations 
and provide input on school safety.

https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/2125/text?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22%5C%22Counseling+Not+Criminalization+in+Schools+Act%5C%22%22%5D%7D&r=1&s=1
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/4011/text
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/2248/text?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22ending+pushout+act%22%5D%7D&r=1&s=2
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/2029/text?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22protecting+our+students+in+schools+act%22%5D%7D&r=1&s=5
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/3836/text
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/1858/text?r=2&s=2
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/3474/text
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