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A N T R

Changing the Paradigm for School Safety

The School Safety and

Security Specialist

by Lisa H. Thurau and Jim Golden*

It is frequently noted that middle
ground is increasingly hard to find these
days. This is particularly true in the emo-
tionally charged debates about how to
keep schools safe.

On one side are those who argue that
school police—or School Resource Offi-
cers (SROs)—are necessary to keep
students and staff safe, particularly from
the horrific shootings that have become
altogether too commonplace.

On the other side are those who
maintain—borne out by data—that plac-
ing police in schools increases the num-
ber of students who are arrested, often for
relatively minor mishehaviors that should
be handled by the school. National data
indicate that students of color and stu-
dents with disabilities are disproportion-
ately represented among those subjected
to schoolbased arrests, putting them at

greater risk of dropping out of school and
becoming system-involved.
While the middle ground may be dif-

_ ficult to locate in many public policy

debates, itis in plain sight with respect to
safe schools: School Safety and Security
Specialists (“Specialists”) combine the
bestattributes of the SRO approach with-
out the well-documented weaknesses.
During a Policing the Teen Brain in School
training we recently facilitated for the
Columbus, Ohio public school system, we
saw the significant differences in orienta-
tion, training, and experience between
SROs and Specialists.

The deep knowledge of students held
by Specialists makes them a good answer
to the current questions facing those
charged with school safety.

See SCHOOL SAFETY, page 23

Missing or damaged issues?
Call Customer Service at 609-683-4450.

Reprints: Parties wishing to copy, reprint, distribute or adapt any material appearing in Juvenile Justice Update must obtain writ-
ten permission through the Copyright Clearance Center (CCC). Visit www.copyright.com and enter Juvenile Justice Update in
the “Find Title” field. You may also fax your request to 1-978-646-8700 or contact CCC at 1-978-646-2600 with your permission

request from 8:00 to 5:30 eastern time.

COPYRIGHT CLEARANCE CENTER




Fall 2019

Juvenile Justice Update 23

SCHOOL SAFETY, from page 24

There Is No “SRO” Model: Every
Situation Is Different

Although police have been deployed in
schools in record numbers since the 1990s,
the ways in which they work in schools dif-
fer dramatically from district to district,
even from school to school. In most cases,
SROs are sworn officers of municipal
police departments or sheriff’s offices.
They are assigned the “beat” of a school.

The way in which SROs interact with stu-
dents, teachers, administrators, and other
staff sometimes is determined by a Memo-
randum of Understanding (if one exists)
between a law enforcement agency and
the school district, as well as by the person-
alities of the SROs themselves. Most SROs
are not obligated to be trained to work in
schools and/or with youth, and they enjoy
considerable autonomy to define the job
as they see fit, and to designate what con-
stitutes an arrestable offense, often with
little guidance or oversight.

Over the last 20 years, studies have
repeatedly demonstrated that the pres-
ence of SROs increases the number of stu-
dent arrests and citations for “disorderly
conduct,” “insubordination,” and other
relatively minor offenses. The media
frequently report stories of students led
away in handcuffs for doodling on a
desk, throwing spitballs during a school
assembly, or getting into fights. Students
of color and students with disabilities are
often singled out for the harshest punish-
ments. Despite alack of evidence that the
presence of SROs actually prevents school
shootings, legislatures and school com-
mittees across the country have beefed up
the number of police who are deployed
in schools, often facing fierce opposition
from children’s and youth advocates.

“Social First Responders” Who Don’t
Wear a Uniform or Carry a Gun

The “School Safety and Security Special-
ist,” a term coined by Chris Ward, Direc-
tor of Safety and Security at Columbus
City Public Schools, describes profes-
sionals who, like SROs, work every day
in schools and are charged with keeping
everyone inside the building safe.

There are, however, critical differences
between these professionals and SROs.
For starters, Specialists are employees
of the schools, not of law enforcement.
They do not carry guns. In the Columbus
Public Schools, many Specialists are for-
mer teachers, coaches, counselors, and

probation or detention officers. They
know kids and they know them well.
They are “social first responders,” o, as
one described it, “emotional fixers” who
come to the emotional rescue. Specialists
have seen every kind of youthful behavior
and have developed thoughtful philoso-
phies about how to read youth and under-
stand the root causes of what troubles
youth. Many of the Specialists live where
the students live and see them in and out
of school and around the neighborhood.
Specialists have thick skins and big hearts.
They understand from experience and
training what psychologists have learned
from their research on youth: Behavior is
aform of communication. To understand
conduct, one must understand the under-
lying message that conduct is struggling

~ Specialists view themselves “as part of the

community, with the duty to protect and
keep that environmentsafe for everyone.”

Specialists are often contacted by admin-
istrators for help, to understand and “trans-
late” students’ conduct. In Columbus they
help bridge cultural, class, and gender
divides between schools and the students
they teach. Specialists are sought out by
school administrators and teachers for
insights into students and their families,
consulted about providing special one-on-
one attention for youth who pose the big-
gest behavioral challenges, and brought in
to navigate interactions with parents. “These
are our kids,” said one Specialist. “We know
them and their families and communities.”

The Specialist model is the direction
that schools should move toward. These

Most SROs enjoy considerable autonomy to define the job as
they see fit, and to designate what constitutes an arrestable
offense, often with little guidance or oversight.

to convey. Specialists represent a differ-
ent kind of “community policing” and
supervision within the school, one based
on creating a community of support and
anetwork of accountability.

The differences between the role of
SROs and School Safety and Security
Specialists are signified in the uniforms
they wear. School Safety Specialists in
Columbus wear blue golf shirts and plain
dark trousers, in contrast to the full police
uniforms worn by SROs. Specialists do
not wear badges or carry guns.

Building Relationships, Not Just
Enforcing Rules

We observed profound differences
in the ways that SROs and Specialists
approach their jobs. For example, SROs,
owing to their law enforcement training,
can more quickly and with less provoca-
tion fall into an “enforcementmode” than
Specialists, who see their primary purpose
as “the care and protection of children.”

Ward views Specialists’ chief goal as
“building strong relationships” with stu-
dents and has provided training for them
to reflect this orientation. Specialists are
taught about trauma, abuse, and the
effects of poverty and violence on stu-
dent behaviors. They receive instruction
in restorative approaches and Positive
Behavior Intervention and Supports
(PBIS). Ward believes it is important that

Specialists can more easily adapt to the
educational mission of a school than
SROs can, and youth can often connect
to them with less fear of being misun-
derstood and fewer legal consequences
during interactions. With Specialists
deployed on site, the armed law enforce-
ment officer can remain on the perim-
eter of school campuses—available and
ready when necessary, but not an integral
part of the school-based support team.

For many, Specialists strike the right
balance between keeping our schools safe
and supporting our students, allowing
schools to fulfill their mission to educate
and nurture the next generation of citi-
zens in a democratic society.

*Lasa H. Thuraw is Executive Director of Strate-
gies for Youth (SFY), a national nonprofit policy
and training organization dedicated to improv-
ing police/youth interactions and reducing
disproportionate minority contact. Jim Golden
18 SFY trainer/consultant, Senior Advisor and
Past President of the National Organization of
Black Law Enforcement Executives (NOBLE),

Partner with MB Rex and Associates, LLC,

which focuses on campus safety and security

training, and the former Chief Safety Lxecutive
Jor the School District of Philadelphia, where he
led move than 700 non-sworn civilians in creal-
g and sustaining safe learning environments
Jor students, faculty, and staff. ||
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