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number of SROs over time given the drop 
in violence and reduced funding. This 
reduction concerns many who fear that a 
lack of SROs will mean more school vio-
lence. There is no doubt that SROs have 
saved lives. During the 2013 shooting at 
Arapahoe High School, in Colorado, the 
SRO saved many students after quickly 
encountering and facing off with the 
juvenile perpetrator, who died from a 
self-inflicted gunshot before being able to 
harm additional students. The presence of 
an SRO, however, does not guarantee stu-
dent safety. Some of the deadliest school 
shootings, such as Columbine, occurred 
in schools with SROs on site. One aspect 
often lost in this discussion, and contrary 
to media portrayals, is that a robust body 
of literature demonstrates that schools are 
among the safest places for youth.

Many applaud the role of SROs, but 
the feeling is not universal. Opponents 
argue that having armed officers in 
schools creates a negative atmosphere that is not conducive to learning. Others find that SROs 
result in more juveniles’ entering the juvenile justice system. Findings show that SROs make 
arrests for behavior that should be dealt with through school procedures versus the juvenile 
justice system.29 The use of the juvenile justice system to deal with minor infractions has 
fueled the “school-to-prison pipeline,” which diverts students from the educational system 
to the juvenile justice system to their detriment. Findings show that children of color and boys 
disproportionately suffer the consequences of this phenomenon. In one case, a 15-year-old 
boy engaged in a tug-of-war with a teacher. This resulted in detention and ultimately house 
arrest. In addition, this youth was expelled from all state public schools for a year. An impor-
tant element of the growth in the school-to-prison pipeline is zero-tolerance policies. Schools 
that have adopted the zero-tolerance approach have been castigated in the media, and in some 
cases these policies are being reconsidered. In one widely publicized case, ninth grader Tracy 
J was suspended from school for giving Tylenol to a classmate. The school operated under a 
zero-tolerance policy, which banned the possession or use of Tylenol. For her transgression, 
Tracy J was expelled and treated like a drug dealer. In another case, a 6-year-old boy was 
banned from school and labeled a sex offender for kissing the hand of a female classmate. That 
school operated under a zero-tolerance sexual harassment policy.

Court
The process in the juvenile justice system roughly mirrors the adult system but takes a 

more informal path (see Figure 13.4). As in the adult system, the steps through the juvenile 
justice system vary from jurisdiction to jurisdiction, although some similarities are found 
among systems. Remember, a youthful offender may be engaged in a status offense (e.g., 
truancy) or delinquency (e.g., property theft). Law enforcement generally makes the first 
decision to either divert a juvenile outside of the formal juvenile justice system or process 
the juvenile within it. Diversion decisions are generally based on information gathered from 
the victim of the act, the parents of the juvenile, the children involved, and a review of pre-
vious contacts. The goal of diversion is to keep low-risk youth offenders from entering into 
the more formal processing of the juvenile system. Community-based programs for diver-
sion include probation, treatment for medical or behavioral issues, education, drug and alco-
hol treatment, counseling (e.g., anger management), and restitution. About one quarter of 
juveniles arrested in 2009 were handled informally with law enforcement.30 The remainder 
entered the formal juvenile justice system.

Police officers are assigned to many schools to help ensure safety. In what ways 

are schools becoming more like prisons? How have new security measures been 

negative and/or positive?
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