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The $746 Million a Year
School-to-Prison Pipeline

The Ineffective, Discriminatory,
and Costly Process of Criminalizing
New York City Students
Executive Summary
Since the start of the 2013–2014 school year, tens of thousands of New York City’s (NYC) students
have been arrested, suspended, or given a summons at school. NYC public schools’ continued
reliance on punitive school climate strategies—in-school police presence and alarmingly high
suspensions rates—are ineffective, harm students and exacerbate existing inequities along lines of
race and disability. These strategies also drain public funds that could be used to help ensure that all
young people receive the support, resources, and access to opportunities they need to thrive.
Harsh disciplinary policies, executed by both police and school personnel, lead to high rates of
permanent dropout as well as ongoing, and often escalating, entanglements in the criminal legal
system.* This pattern is widely referred to as the “school-to-prison pipeline.”1 NYC’s school-to-prison
pipeline is rooted in a history of racial segregation and the punitive treatment of Black and Latinx**
children in our public schools.2 More recently, officials have imbedded Broken Windows policing
strategies in schools by directing resources toward criminal punishment for low-level infractions and
continue the practice of criminalizing normal youthful behavior.3 For years, youth-led organizations and
other advocates have organized to transform approaches to school culture from punitive discipline
that push students out of school to restorative practices that facilitate improved environments and
provide social and emotional supports. These efforts have resulted in some changes, but students
still experience high rates of exclusionary discipline and disparities remain deeply entrenched within
the school system.

Supportive Schools are Safer than Punitive Schools:
NYC Chooses a Punitive Approach
The school-to-prison pipeline is enabled by the Department of Education (DOE) and the New York
City Police Department (NYPD).

* 	This report uses “criminal legal system” rather than “criminal justice system” to acknowledge the many forms of systematic
injustice which are reproduced and entrenched by policing practices, courts, and prisons.
** Latinx is a gender-neutral alternative to Latino/Latina.
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■■

The NYPD currently assigns 5,511 personnel to the School Safety Division (SSD), including
190 armed officers and 4,692 School Safety Agents (SSA). Many of the officers and agents
within this division are empowered to detain, arrest, and issue court summonses to students.
In 2016, law enforcement, including NYPD officers and SSAs made 1,263 arrests, and issued
907 summonses and 922 juvenile reports to students in public schools.4

■■

In the 2015–2016 school year, the Department of Education removed students from class
11,943 times, suspended students for five days or less 27,122 times, and suspended students
for five to 180 days 10,525 times.5 Suspensions led to children missing a minimum of 316,104
days of school in the 2015–2016 school year; the equivalent of 1,756 school years.6 In that
amount of time, a single student could attend a four-year college 439 times over.7

Suspensions, arrests, and interactions with police have a negative impact on school climate and
academic performance. An analysis of patterns of arrest and dropout in Chicago public schools
suggests that students arrested in the 9th or 10th grade are significantly more likely to drop out of high
school than non-arrested students with similar socioeconomic backgrounds.8 Suspensions increase
the likelihood that students will drop out by 15 percent, and significantly increase their chances of
interacting with the criminal legal system.9 Over time, these harsh and punitive systems of discipline
also generate “collateral damage” which “negatively affects the academic
achievement of non-suspended students in punitive contexts.”10
The presence of police in schools, along with the harsh discipline policies
implemented by school officials, have been justified as necessary for
ensuring safe learning environments in schools with predominantly Black
and Latinx populations. However, there is no clear evidence to support
the argument that punitive policies create safer learning environments.11
In fact, schools that adopt these policies are no more safe or orderly even
after years of punitive enforcement.12 By contrast, research demonstrates
that investment in strong and supportive relationships between staff
and students is the greatest predictor of school safety.13 Despite this

Compared to 5,511
NYPD School Safety
Division personnel,
there are only 2,800
full-time guidance
counselors and
1,252 full-time social
workers employed
to support the city’s
1.1 million students.

evidence, NYC still employs far more NYPD personnel than social workers
and guidance counselors. Compared to 5,511 NYPD School Safety Division personnel, there are only
2,800 full-time guidance counselors and 1,252 full-time social workers employed to support the city’s
1.1 million students.14

The Impact of NYC’s Harsh Policies on Black and Latinx
Students and Students with Disabilities
The school-to-prison pipeline deepens the stark disparities in NYC schools, particularly along lines of
race and disability. Research shows that Black and Latinx students do not misbehave more frequently
or more severely than White students yet are disproportionately policed, as indicated by the most
recent data from the NYPD:15
■■

Compared to White students, police are 8.3 times more likely to intervene in a disciplinary
situation if a student is Black, and 4.4 times more likely to intervene if a student is Latinx.16

■■

Black and Latinx youth make up 92 percent of all arrests, 91.7 percent of all summonses, and
91.4 percent of all juvenile reports, highly disproportionate to their presence in the school
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population, which is 67.1 percent.17
■■

These policies have an especially harsh impact on immigrant students, which is compounded
by the current federal administration’s commitment to deporting undocumented individuals
who have committed any chargeable offense, no matter how small.18

The DOE’s practice of exclusionary discipline has similarly disparate racial impacts.19 The DOE’s most
recent data show that:
■■

Black students make up 27 percent of the student population but account for 54 percent of
students receiving long-term suspensions and 48 percent of students receiving suspensions
up to five days.***20

■■

While students with disabilities are only 18.7 percent of the student population, they account
for 42.7 percent of students receiving long-term suspensions, 37 percent of those receiving
suspensions lasting up to five days, and 40 percent of students removed from a class.21

$746 Million a Year: The Economic Impact of Ineffective,
Harsh, and Discriminatory Policies
We have known for years that these criminalizing and exclusionary practices are discriminatory, but
they are also expensive. Each year, the school-to-prison pipeline in NYC costs more than $746.8
million. This figure includes a minimum of $397.6 million in direct investments through the
city budget and $349.1 million in social costs, which include $108 million in lost tax revenue.22
While astonishing, these figures still vastly undercount many of the direct costs of this system which
are obscured by a lack of data. These unknown costs include the use of metal detectors and cameras,
as well as the costs of litigation and incarceration. In addition, while the School Safety Division budget
is more than $357.1 million, its personnel execute less than 12 percent of all the arrests, summonses,
juvenile reports and other interventions in schools, leaving much of the personnel and administrative
costs unknown.23

The Young People’s School Justice Agenda
Young people are at the forefront of a growing movement demanding that New York City divest
from punitive, ineffective, costly, and discriminatory disciplinary policies, and instead invest in
creating schools that respond to student needs and provide all students with access to opportunities
necessary to thrive in school and beyond. The Young People’s School Justice Agenda, developed by
youth leaders, highlights the vision for supportive and inclusive schools.

The Young People’s School Justice Agenda Calls on New York City to:
■■

Divest from over-policing young people by removing police officers and metal detectors;
ending arrests, summonses, and juvenile reports for all non-criminal violations and misdemeanors;
and creating alternatives to arrests and incarceration for students charged with felonies.

*** This report uses “long-term suspensions” to refer to Superintendent Suspensions, which are between five and 180 days.
“Suspensions lasting up to five days” refers to Principal Suspensions.
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■■

Invest in supportive programs by implementing restorative practices citywide; 24 creating a
mental health service continuum; increasing the number of trained and supervised guidance
counselors and social workers; and providing culturally responsive education.

■■

Invest in opportunities for students to thrive by creating a universal youth jobs program;
providing reduced-fare MetroCards for all low-income residents, and free unlimited MetroCards
for students; supporting College Access programs; and providing free, high-quality public
higher education at CUNY.

■■

Change policies to help create safe and inclusive schools by expunging students’
criminal and discipline records; clearing outstanding warrants from summonses; eliminating
suspensions for defying authority; mandating guidance interventions before the use of
suspensions; limiting long-term suspension to 20 days; and fulfilling a ban on suspending
students in Kindergarten through third grade.

New York City’s divestment from the School-to-Prison
Pipeline, would provide at a minimum $397,646,303 that
could be re-invested in:
Supportive
Programs

Opportunities for
Students to Thrive

Restorative Practices
$66,000,000

Universal Youth Jobs
$163,000,000

Mental Health Service Continuum
$7,725,000

Reduced-fare MetroCards for
Low-Income New Yorkers
$115,000,000

Culturally Responsive Education
$60,000,000
Guidance Counselors
and Social Workers

College Access Programs
$15,000,000
Free, High-Quality Public Higher
Education at CUNY
Free Unlimited MetroCards
for Students

Me
tro
Car
d

4

The Ineffective, Discriminatory, and Costly Process of Criminalizing New York City Students

Introduction
In her sophomore year of high school, Ari was outgoing and had already begun
to plan for her future. Her work with a community organization helped shape
her vision. With this group, she fought against forms of oppression faced by
youth of color, youth with disabilities, and those who identify as LGBTQ. In the
fall of her sophomore year, Ari was close to securing an internship with a local
afterschool program in her East New York neighborhood and was working hard
to steadily improve her grades. At the same time, Ari struggled with leaving
her family home and transitioning into foster care. Like so many New York City
youth, she was full of both promise and vulnerability, in need of compassion
and encouragement.
But, on a fall day, tension between her friend and another student began to
bubble over. A verbal argument started in the hallway. Ari intervened, hoping to
de-escalate the situation and remove her friend. Yet the situation escalated; the
verbal argument turned physical and Ari found herself right in the middle of it.
Teachers pulled the students apart before anyone was hurt and brought them
to the Administrator’s office.
Ari was ready to take responsibility for her role in the fight, but she was not
prepared for her school’s reaction. Her school recommended a long-term
suspension of 60 days.
Just when Ari most needed school staff trained to support her through the
challenging transition to foster care, the school system pushed her away.
Her school became a site of hostility and rejection rather than engagement.
More than a year after her suspension, Ari still struggles to keep
up in school. The supportive relationships that she had built have not
been repaired. 25
Ari’s experience is a common one for Black and Latinx students throughout New York City (NYC)
public schools. These punitive policies are ineffective, harm students, exacerbate inequities along
lines of race and disability, and are a waste of precious public resources that could be invested in
more effective restorative practices. Instead of criminalizing and excluding students, NYC schools
should fully embrace community-building practices and social, emotional, and mental health supports
to put more young people on the path towards graduation and living wage jobs.
The Department of Education (DOE) and the New York City Police Department (NYPD) share
responsibility for NYC’s punitive approach to student discipline. The DOE enforces harsh discipline
policies that push students out of schools through nearly 50,000 classroom removals and
suspensions per year.26 As noted below, this front-line reliance on student removal dramatically
increases the likelihood that students will permanently drop out and that students will have recurring
involvement in the criminal legal system. Reinforcing and exacerbating the negative impacts of DOE
policies, the NYPD is also involved in punishing students for misbehavior, meting out thousands of
arrests and criminal court summonses yearly, often for behavior that is not actually considered a
5
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“crime” under city or state law.27 Because these harsh disciplinary and policing practices so often lead
to permanent dropout and ongoing entanglement with the criminal legal system, advocates refer to
this process as the “school-to-prison pipeline.”28
The crisis in school discipline reflects a history of racial segregation in our schools through which Black
and Latinx children have been denied full access to an education.29 However, the intentional embedding
of the criminal legal system in school discipline in NYC can be traced to 1998 when then-Mayor
Rudolph Giuliani moved responsibility for school security from the Board of Education to the NYPD as
part of his broader “law and order” campaign.30 This invasion of police into public schools continued in
2003 when then-Mayor Michael Bloomberg’s administration promised to bring down the full force of
the NYPD on schoolchildren through enhancing invasive security measures, increasing the presence
of NYPD School Safety Agents, doubling the number of permanently assigned uniformed and armed
police officers in certain schools, and policing common youthful behaviors such as cursing.31 This
approach explicitly brought Broken Windows enforcement—a form of policing which prioritizes criminal
punishment for low-level infractions—from the streets into the classroom.32 The city implemented
Broken Windows primarily in Black and Latinx communities.33
This form of policing came at the beginning of a wave of school closings and mergers concentrated in
communities of color that began in 2002.34 As schools began the process of closing through “phase
outs,” many students lost access to academic opportunities including—core classes, electives, and
advanced placement courses.35 They also lost vital support staff including school aides and parent
coordinators as the Department of Education under Bloomberg laid off hundreds of employees after
slashing education funding.36
Experiencing this time of intensified policing and harsh school discipline while neighborhood schools
were closed without community input, in 2004, UYC’s youth leaders expanded their local organizing
efforts to build a citywide movement to dismantle NYC’s school-to-prison pipeline. UYC joined
with intergenerational allies including, parents, educators, and legal and civil rights advocates. The
experiences of young people created the foundation for the movement. Recognizing the need to
paint an indisputable picture of the impact of punitive practices, advocates formed the Student Safety
Coalition in 2007 and came together to push for the passage of the Student Safety Act. This act was
one of the nation’s most comprehensive transparency bills on school policing, requiring public reporting
on a quarterly basis by the DOE and NYPD providing a demographic breakdown by race, gender,
disability status, and grade for students suspended, and a demographic breakdown of race, gender,
and age for students receiving criminal summonses, and being arrested in schools.37 In 2011, after a
five-year effort, the Student Safety Act passed into law.
During these years, as youth and their allies organized for change, Black and Latinx youth across
the City, including UYC members, faced daily harassment, oppression, arrests, summonses, and
suspensions, while trying to access their education. The number of students suspended annually more
than doubled from the time then-Mayor Bloomberg took office to the 2008-09 school year from over
31,000 to almost 74,000.38 In addition, police presence grew by more than 2,300 agents between
the terms of Mayor Giuliani and Mayor Bloomberg.39 The discriminatory impact of this approach was
severe. Between 2011 and 2013, 90 percent of school arrests involved Black and Latinx students, and
students with disabilities were disproportionately suspended.40
Youth leaders worked with educators in some schools to reform their discipline approaches. In the
Bronx and Brooklyn, students and educators developed the capacity for schools to practice restorative
6
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approaches.41 Some of the processes implemented at these schools to build strong community
relationships, respond to the needs of all parties involved in a conflict, and hold students and staff
accountable to uphold the values and principles of school communities included Restorative Justice
Committees, Fairness Committees, Peer Mediation, and Conflict Resolution.42 Despite their promise,
these initiatives were not funded to expand citywide.
To disrupt the school-to-prison pipeline, the city needed to adopt a districtwide approach. Along with
their partners in the Dignity in Schools Campaign-New York (DSC-NY), young people helped lead
efforts to revise the School Discipline Code to limit the use and length of suspensions and encourage
alternatives to exclusionary discipline.43 DSC-NY called for Bloomberg’s Department of Education to
revise the Discipline Code to eliminate the use of suspensions for minor behaviors; require schools to
use positive interventions before suspending a student; end long term suspensions and fund school-wide
approaches to discipline in ten high need schools.44 When Mayor Bloomberg’s final term ended in 2013,
system reforms, implemented in the wake of organizing campaigns by DSC-NY and others, resulted in a
23 percent decrease in suspensions.45 While this represented progress, New York City still issued more
than 50,000 suspensions that year and regularly arrested students for normal youthful behavior.46
Despite policy changes, racial disparities remained alarmingly high in New York City schools. For
example, in 2014 Black girls in middle school were nearly 8 times more likely to be suspended two
or more times than White girls, and Black students were 4 times more likely to be suspended.47
New York City had more severe racial disparities in suspensions than the national average.48 Black
and Latinx youth also made up over 90 percent of all students involved in school arrests.49 This data
showed that the city continued to treat Black and Latinx children as disposable and unworthy of
continuing their education.
Mayor Bill de Blasio’s inauguration in 2014 ushered in new opportunities for creating fair approaches
to school discipline. In February 2015, the City announced school climate reforms, including requiring
authorization from the Office of School Safety and Youth Development before suspending students
for defying authority—a subjective infraction that schools disproportionately apply to students of
color.50 The Los Angeles, Oakland, and San Francisco school districts have banned suspensions
for similar infractions, while the state of California has prohibited its application to students in
kindergarten through third grade.51 New York City schools saw an 81 percent decrease in suspensions
for this particular offense the year after requiring authorization, but it remains a suspendable offense.52
In addition to limiting suspensions for insubordination, the DOE revised the Discipline Code to cap the
length of suspensions for minor physical altercations to five days and piloted a Warning Card program
as an alternative to criminal summons for disorderly conduct and possession of small amounts of
marijuana.53 The Warning Card program was developed by a partnership between the New Settlement
Parent Action Committee, the School Safety Division and the Department of Education to stem the
high numbers of young people criminalized in South Bronx schools.54 In 2017, the Mayor’s office
announced the program’s expansion to a total of 71 city schools.55
In 2015, the City Council passed amendments to strengthen the Student Safety Act. The amendments
required the NYPD and DOE to report demographic data for students being handcuffed and restrained;
inappropriate use of emergency services for behavior-related incidents; students being suspended
multiple times; and, policing activity carried out by local precinct officers.56
Following the new discipline reforms, the Mayor created the New York City School Climate Leadership
Team to develop strategies to address disparities based on race and disability in arrests, summonses,
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and suspensions and expand and adopt best practices in positive climate strategies citywide.57 The
creation of a citywide Leadership Team to address the persistent racial gap in school discipline was
recommended by the Judge Judith Kaye School-Justice Partnership Task Force in 2012. Judge Kaye
convened stakeholders to study connections between schools and the criminal legal system and create
strategies and solutions for keeping youth engaged in school and out of the courts.58 The NYC School
Climate Leadership Team included representatives from multiple city agencies, legal, civil rights, and
disability rights organizations, higher education institutions, unions, parent groups, educators, and youth.
As the NYC School Climate Leadership Team met to design recommendations for the Mayor, City
Council members, including Speaker Melissa Mark-Viverito, Finance Committee Chair Julissa FerrerasCopeland, and Education Committee Chair Daniel Dromm, worked with Dignity in Schools CampaignNew York to allocate $2.4 million in the 2016 City Council budget for Restorative Justice.59 The Council
initiative created partnerships with local Community Based Organizations and brought Restorative
Justice Coordinators to schools to help develop climate plans that incorporate community based
practices to keep students engaged in school. The City Council investment was celebrated by Mayor
de Blasio who funded restorative justice programs including $862,000 to provide restorative training
for all schools in one high needs district, and $5.3 million for other high needs schools to increase
restorative and mental health supports.60
Mayor de Blasio’s administration has fostered public dialogue around school discipline and begun
to explore a system-wide approach grounded in age appropriate responses and more restorative
practices which create safer schools. From 2013-14 school year to the 2015-16 school year,
suspensions have gone down by nearly 30 percent.61 While 2016 was the first year of complete arrest
information, it appears that the number of student arrests have also gone down.62 At the same time,
schools are safer. Between 2011 and 2016, the incidence of felonies committed in New York City
schools has decreased by 35 percent.63
While the overall number of arrests and suspensions have gone down, unfortunately, disparities have
not decreased. Dismantling the system that plagues Black and Latinx students will be impossible if
the City continues to criminalize youthful behavior and fails to end Broken Windows-style policies and
budget priorities. By sending young people through the criminal legal system rather than supporting
them in schools, the City criminalizes normal youthful behavior. Often the conduct that sends a young
person to court is minor—nearly 70 percent of all arrests and juvenile reports executed in schools
during 2016 were for misdemeanors and non-criminal violations.64 Since Mayor de Blasio’s first budget
in 2014, he has also increased NYPD School Safety Division personnel by nearly 400.65 These results
align with Mayor de Blasio’s expressed support for Broken Windows policing across the city calling
it, “the right approach” and “a formula that works.”66 In contrast, an analysis of six years of data by
the NYPD Office of the Inspector General found “no empirical evidence” clearly linking an increase in
summons and misdemeanor arrests and a related drop in felony crime in the city.67
The continuation of harsh punishments and over-policing has further entrenched the stark racial
inequities in school discipline: Black and Latinx students currently represent 92 percent of all students
who are arrested and 91.7 percent of all students who receive a criminal summons.68 There appear
to be two different discipline systems in place in New York City—one for Black and Latinx youth that
still justifies criminal consequences for normal youthful behavior, and one for White students that
recognizes their humanity.
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The damage to students and the long-term cost to our communities due to these ineffective and
unequal practices are staggering. For years, advocates have been highlighting that this approach is
unproductive and discriminatory—trends which, on their own, create a moral imperative for reform.69
Now we can also begin to quantify the enormous fiscal cost of this ineffective system. Each year, the
school-to-prison pipeline in NYC costs more than $746.8 million. This includes a minimum of
$397.6 million in direct investments through the city budget and $349.1 million in social costs, which
include $108 million in lost tax revenue.70
Young people are at the forefront of a growing movement demanding that New York City divest
from punitive, ineffective, costly, and discriminatory disciplinary policies, and instead invest in
creating schools that respond to student needs and provide all students with access to opportunities
necessary to thrive in school and beyond. Young people, organized through the Urban Youth
Collaborative with members from Make the Road New York, Sistas and Brothas United, and Future of
Tomorrow, have created “The Young People’s School Justice Agenda” to articulate these goals.

The Young People’s School Justice Agenda
calls on New York City to:
■■

Divest from over-policing young people by removing police officers and metal detectors;
ending arrests, summonses, and juvenile reports for all non-criminal violations and
misdemeanors; and creating alternatives to arrests and incarceration for students charged
with felonies.

■■

Invest in supportive programs by implementing restorative practices citywide; creating a
mental health service continuum; increasing the number of trained and supervised guidance
counselors and social workers; and providing culturally responsive education.

■■

Invest in opportunities for students to thrive by creating a universal youth jobs program;
providing reduced-fare MetroCards for all low-income residents, and free unlimited
MetroCards for students; supporting College Access programs; and providing free, highquality public higher education at CUNY.

■■

Change policies to help create safe and inclusive schools by expunging students’
criminal and discipline records; clearing outstanding warrants from summonses; eliminating
suspensions for defying authority; mandating guidance interventions before the use of
suspensions; limiting long-term suspension to 20 days; and fulfilling a ban on suspending
students in Kindergarten to third grade.
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Supportive Schools are Safer than Punitive
Schools: NYC Chooses a Punitive Approach
“My friends planned a peaceful walkout to oppose the school’s cellphone policy.
On the way out of school, a few of the students were making a lot of noise, so
the organizers and I talked with them to make sure everyone kept the peaceful
spirit of the protest—it was really important to us. As we were leaving school,
word got around that the NYPD team had been called, so everyone dispersed.
I went back to class, but about 30 minutes in someone removed me and
brought me to the School Security Agents’ office. They questioned me for
about an hour. While I was there, no one would call my mom. I really wanted
her to know what was happening.
During their hour long questioning, I told them that I use they/them/their
pronouns. But instead of respecting that, they kept calling me “he” when they
spoke to each other. It hurt, because I don’t go by he. I would correct them
every time they said it, but when I did they seemed to get really mad. Why
were they mad at me for not having a gender identity they understood? One
officer even told me I couldn’t go by “they” because that’s not how the English
language works. I couldn’t believe how they were treating me.
After correcting one of the officers about my gender pronouns, the officer
who seemed most angry snapped back by saying that I could get charged with
inciting a riot. How did I incite a riot? It was a peaceful walkout. An officer
from the precinct finally gave me a summons for disorderly conduct.
Once the officers released me, I was sent straight to the principal’s office
where I also got a suspension. It felt like I was getting punished all over again
for the same thing.
This all happened in September and my court date for the summons was in
December. It was hard for me to go to court, because I wanted my mom to be
there, but she is in a wheelchair. She came to support me, but it was a really
hard day. I had to miss school. When I got to court, they called me up. I stood up
there for a few minutes and the judge dismissed it all. I can’t believe I had to go
through all of this—police interrogation without my mom, being humiliated and
mis-gendered by the police, a scary court date, and a suspension—all because
my friends and I wanted to stand up to a policy that we didn’t think was fair.”
—IQ, 17 years old, member of Make the Road New York
Proponents of school policing and punitive disciplinary action cite student safety as their primary
justification. Yet there is no evidentiary support for the proposition that police presence in schools
and suspensions create safer learning environments.71 In fact, studies have shown that schools are
no safer, even after years of punitive policing and disciplinary measures, than before such policies
10
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The NYPD heavily police public schools. There are 5,511 NYPD School Safety Division personnel
including 190 armed officers and 4,692 School Safety Agents (SSA) assigned to the city’s public
schools.73 In 2016, police officials arrested 1,263 students, and issued 907 summonses and 922
juvenile reports to students in public schools.74 In cases of mental health emergencies in which the
NYPD responded, more than 92 percent involved Black or Latinx students. More than 98 percent
of these cases in which students ended up being handcuffed or restrained involved Black or Latinx
students.75 A large portion of in-school policing of students involves low-level infractions, including,
1,139 arrests and juvenile reports for misdemeanors and another 1,310 arrests, summonses, or
juvenile reports for non-criminal violations in 2016.76 Non-criminal violations include offenses such
as “trespassing” for being on the wrong floor of a multi-school building, or “disorderly conduct” for
using obscene language or participating in a peaceful protest.77 More than one third of NYC schools
have security cameras, an estimated 100,000 students pass through school-based metal detectors
daily, and thousands more pass through pop-up and roving metal detectors.78
Studies have shown that policing in schools does not reduce incidents of bullying or fighting.79 Rather
than reduce school violence, scholars have found that the presence of police merely criminalizes
typical adolescent behavior, such as disorderly conduct, even among similarly situated schools.80
Students often see officers’ presence as regulating them rather than protecting them.81 Even students
who have no history of being arrested or issued a summons perceive law enforcement officers as a
threat to their well-being rather than a source of protection.82 In fact, several studies have shown that
police presence makes students feel less safe than if there were no police in the school.83
Policing not only impedes the overall learning environment, it also hurts
individual student’s academic performance.84 One study found that
experiencing an arrest for the first time in high school nearly doubles
the odds of the student dropping out, and a court appearance nearly
quadruples the odds of the student dropping out.85
Police interactions also cause lasting psychological harm. Recent
research shows that over time, the mere presence of police may have a
compounding psychological effect on students’ “nervous and immune
systems that may result in anxiety, restlessness, lack of motivation,
inability to focus, social withdrawal, and aggressive behaviors.”86 After a

An arrest for the first
time in high school
nearly doubles the
odds of the student
dropping out, and
a court appearance
nearly quadruples
the odds of the
student dropping out.

negative interaction with police, students report that their perception of school as a learning environment
changed, and students saw the adults in school as adversaries rather than supporters.87 Community
studies suggest these adverse consequences are compounded when a person perceives that the
negative interaction is motivated by race. Racial discrimination can lead to generalized anxiety disorder,
post-traumatic stress disorder, and other mental health issues.88
Summonses for low level, non-criminal, offenses are particularly ineffective. During 2016, the NYPD
gave out 907 summonses to students in schools.89 As a whole, only 20 percent of summonses issued
citywide resulted in a finding of guilt, and one in four were so defective or legally insufficient as to
prevent the need for a court appearance.90 Advocates report that these numbers may be even more
striking for summonses given in school because police write them for breaking school rules, rather than
for illegal conduct.91 Adding to the waste of resources, warrants are issued for the arrest of students who
do not appear for their court dates (typically scheduled approximately two months after a minor incident)
because they forget, are too scared, do not understand the process, or lose the summons tickets.92 On
average, 36 percent of all summonses given across the city resulted in the issuance of a warrant, of
11
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which 60 percent were ultimately vacated.93 During this process, students miss school, often need their
parents to join them in court, and can be fined up to $250—all of which are particularly difficult for lowincome students and their families.94
The negative impacts of the school-to-prison pipeline are not limited to policing, but are also reflected
in the use of exclusionary discipline practices by school officials.95 In 2016, the DOE removed students
from class 11,943 times, suspended students for five days or less 27,122 times, and suspended
students for five to 180 days 10,525 times.96 Suspensions led to children missing a minimum of
316,104 days of school in the 2015-16 school year, the equivalent of 1,756 school years.97 In that
amount of time, a single student could attend a four-year college 439 times over.98
Removals, either from individual classes or through longer suspensions, have lasting negative impacts
on students. Students suspended once are more likely to be suspended again.99 High rates of
suspension increase the likelihood that students will drop out, and once suspended, students are more
likely to be arrested in the future and later incarcerated as adults.100
Research has also shown that the negative impacts reach beyond those students suspended,
ultimately hurting all students in the school community. Over time, high levels of exclusionary
discipline “generate collateral damage, negatively affecting the academic achievement of nonsuspended students in punitive contexts.”101
Racial disparities within these disciplinary practices also have broader psychological repercussions for
communities of color. A series of recent studies reveal that biased treatment caused youth of color
to lose more trust for school officials compared with their White peers, which was further correlated
with reduced college attendance.102
In contrast, positive school climates have been found to
be more effective at helping students address the root
causes of behavior, thus actually creating safer schools.
Positive school climates are fostered through respectful
relationships, quality teaching, social and emotional
learning, physical and emotional safety, and community
collaboration.103 Studies show that schools which follow
these practices are “associated with high levels of
academic achievement, healthy student development, …
teacher retention, [and]… safe learning environments.”104
One study revealed that “what defines a safe school most
strongly, even in areas of high crime and poverty, is ‘the
quality of relationships between staff and students and
between staff and parents.’”105
Inspired in part by this research, along with growing public
awareness of the harm done by discriminatory policies, a
movement has developed across the country to end these
policies. Restorative approaches are emerging as one of

“Instead of taking us out of
classes, they could have
made us do something
cooperative or do something
to benefit us. Taking us out of
classes just hurts us.
We should make it more
of a cooperative thing.
The students should learn
something. Being put out of
class doesn’t help anyone
figure out what he did wrong
or how it affects other people.”
—Justin, 14 years old,
member of Future of Tomorrow

the most effective methods of shifting school policies
toward creating nurturing, inclusive, and supportive schools. Restorative Justice is a philosophy and
a theory of justice which is inspired in part by indigenous values and is rooted in community building
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practices.106 These practices emphasize creating strong intergenerational relationships and holding each
other accountable through communal dialogue. In dealing with conflict, restorative justice aims to heal
relationships by bringing together everyone affected by wrongdoing and collectively considering the
needs and responsibilities of those involved.107 Fully embracing restorative approaches in schools offers
a more equitable and supportive approach to improving school climate. Restorative approaches help
students to thrive by creating a culture of connectivity where all members of the school community
feel valued and respected.108 Case studies from schools across the country show that this process
improves school climate and leads to a reduction of discipline infractions in schools.109 For example,
the implementation of various restorative practices in a Philadelphia school reduced violent and serious
incidents by more than 52 percent in the first year and an additional 40 percent the following year.110
Other schools have experienced “fewer fights and enjoyed a drop in overall violent and other antisocial
forms of conflict” after introducing restorative practices.111
Despite evidence supporting these approaches, NYC
prioritizes funding for policing and punitive practices rather
than supportive and restorative programs. For example,
NYC still employs far more NYPD personnel than social
workers and guidance counselors. Compared to 5,511
NYPD School Safety Division personnel, there are only
2,800 full-time guidance counselors and 1,252 full-time
social workers employed to support the city’s 1.1 million
students.112 The city also gives priority over physical school
space to the NYPD School Safety Division instead of
supportive programs. When SSAs are present in schools
they use various spaces to conduct searches, interrogate
students, and to change their clothes. These spaces are
already in high demand and could be better used to support
the expansion of positive programming such as mental
health clinics and other supports.

“School Safety Agents,
to me, are just there
to criminalize us with
their hand wands, metal
detectors, and always
giving out summonses. But
when you want to talk to a
counselor or someone like
that, you can’t talk with
them. They are always
busy.”
—Brandon, 15 years old,
member of Make the Road
New York

The Impact of NYC’s Harsh Policies on Black and
Latinx Students and Students with Disabilities
Not only are NYPD-driven and punitive school-based policies overwhelmingly counterproductive
for students and the school community, they are also discriminatorily applied. Troublingly, punitive
measures are meted out more aggressively on Black and Latinx students and students with
disabilities, thus reinforcing from an early age broader societal patterns of discrimination.
Research shows Black and Latinx students do not misbehave more frequently or in a more severe
manner than White students, yet they are disproportionately arrested and issued summonses.113
Despite overwhelmingly similar behavior patterns among White students and Black and Latinx
students, recent NYPD data show that:
■■

Compared to White students, police are 8.3 times more likely to intervene in a
disciplinary situation if a student is Black, and 3.4 times more likely to intervene if
a student is Latinx.114
13
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■■

Black and Latinx youth make up 92 percent of all students
arrested and 91.7 percent of students given summonses,
far out of proportion to their presence in the school
population, which is 67.1 percent.115

■■

While students who are Black make up only 27
percent of the student population, they account
for 61.7 percent of students arrested and 55.6 percent
of students given summonses.116

■■

The NYPD arrested 138 children 13 years old or
younger in 2016.117 Of those students, only one
was White non-Latinx.

118

Black and Latinx youth make up
92% of all students arrested

Harsh policing policies also disproportionately impact Black and Latinx students with disabilities.
Black and Latinx youth make up 92.6 percent of all mental health emergencies in which the NYPD
responded, and 98.3 percent of those in which the student ended up in handcuffs.119
Arrests and summonses for low-level offenses are strikingly at odds with NYC’s vaunted status as
a sanctuary city. By arresting or citing immigrant students for offenses like marijuana possession,
fighting, and disorderly conduct, NYPD places undocumented students, as well as lawful permanent
residents, at risk under the Trump administration’s aggressive deportation policies.120 Students who
are in the United States lawfully but are not American citizens may be subject to deportation if they
plead guilty to even minor charges levied against them in school.121 The New York City Council stated
that “[i]mmigrants, including lawful permanent residents, are automatically eligible for deportation if
they have two convictions for marijuana, even when charged as noncriminal municipal violations.”122
For undocumented students, the risk of deportation is compounded by the current federal
administration’s commitment to prioritize deporting individuals who have allegedly committed any
chargeable offense, regardless of seriousness or conviction.123
The discriminatory impacts of NYPD presence and policing in schools are reinforced by the DOE’s
practice of exclusionary discipline which relies primarily on classroom removals and suspensions.

“When I was 11 or 12, so two or three years ago, I was in the lunch line and there
was a kid cutting the line. He tried to cut me and I told him no, so he went to
the person in front of me and tried to cut him too. That person pushed him
and the kid who was cutting thought it was me, so he shoved me.
The school didn’t care who started it, so I was suspended. During the
suspension, I was moved around from class to class. I didn’t know what was
going on in my class and I had a whole different schedule. Some classes were
ahead of mine, some were behind, so it varied. I didn’t learn too much because
I was just moved around. If they wanted me in the school building, and in
classes, why wouldn’t they just let me go to my own class? All it did was keep
me from learning, so when I came back to my normal schedule I was all behind
even though I had been in school the whole time.
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I had a lot of catching up to do. I had a lot of homework to do. It took a lot of
time. I had to learn two weeks of math and science—I had to use weekends
and after school and any other time I had. It was hard. I caught up eventually,
but it didn’t have to be like that.
I don’t think getting suspended did anything. I don’t think I should be stopped
from learning. It felt like they didn’t want me to learn.”
—Justin, 14 years old, member of Future of Tomorrow
The most recent DOE data from the 2015-2016 school year show that:
■■

Black students are 27 percent of the student population, but are 54 percent of the students
who receive long-term suspensions and 47 percent of the students who receive suspensions
up to five days.124

■■

Black students were removed from the classroom through either short-term removals or
suspensions 24,530 times, Latinx students were removed 18,222 times, and White students
were removed 4,042 times.125

■■

Across the country, schools suspended Black students more frequently and for longer periods
of time for the same infractions as their White peers, especially for subjective actions such as
defying authority.126 Evidence shows that these troubling trends hold steady here in NYC.127

These policies also disproportionately impact students with disabilities.
■■

While students with disabilities are 18.7 percent

Students with disabilities

of the student population, they are 42.7 percent
of all those students who received long-term
suspensions, 37 percent of those receiving
suspensions lasting up to five days, and 40
percent of those students removed from class.128
■■

Students with disabilities were removed from
the classroom or through suspensions 19,257

Percent
of student
population

18.7%
42.7%

[ADD visual]

37%
40%

Percent of
long-term
suspensions
Percent of
suspensions
up to five days
Percent
removed
from class

times in just one school year.129
New York City does not keep policing or school discipline data regarding young people that identify
as LGBTQ or gender non-conforming. But, many students who identify as LGBTQ or gender nonconforming report feeling targeted for expressing their identity.130

“As an Afro-Latino young man, who is openly gay and has an IEP [Individualized
Education Plan for students with disabilities], according to the statistics, I was
expected to be suspended. All the stats were against me. And I have been
pushed out of school for being me. There was an incident where I felt targeted
for just being me. During Pride Week at my school, I came into school wearing
my rainbow bracelet. I was told to take it off by a staff member, that it was
against the dress code, but I know it wasn’t against any dress code. I told the staff
15
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member I wasn’t going to take it off because I wasn’t breaking any rules. The
staff member again demanded I take it off, saying it was against the school dress
code. I wouldn’t take it off, and the staff member kept pushing, and I became
upset because I felt attacked for showing my pride. I was threatened to take off
the bracelet or be suspended, but I refused to take off. I was suspended from
school for a week. After that incident, it just felt like I was a target in my school
and my school became a hostile place before I finally left without graduating.”
—Markeys, 20 years old, member of Make the Road New York
The demonstrated ineffectiveness of harsh in-school discipline and aggressive policing, coupled with
promising impacts of restorative approaches should compel a comprehensive transformation of NYC’s
Broken Windows approach to punishing students. The added evidence that Black and Latinx students,
students with disabilities, LGBTQ and gender non-conforming students are disproportionately
targeted, often with disastrous long-term consequences including potential separation from their
families and communities as well as possible impacts related to students’ immigration status, makes
reform a moral imperative.

$746 Million a Year: The Economic Impact of
Ineffective, Harsh, and Discriminatory Policies
In addition to the efficacy and justice arguments for revamping these punitive policies, they are also
extremely expensive. However, until now there has not been a comprehensive accounting of the
true cost, in public resources and lost revenue, of harsh school discipline and arrests. The public
investment in exclusionary policing and school policies is far greater than previously understood.
A comprehensive analysis of the costs of these punitive policies must include not only the direct
administrative and personnel costs, but also the long-term effects of cutting off the path to successful
futures for our young people which results in reduced wages and social service needs. The
discriminatory application of these policies further concentrates longer-term costs in communities of
color, where resources are often already strained.
Taking these factors into consideration, discriminatory disciplinary policies cost $746.8 million each
year. The cost of School Safety personnel, suspension centers and hearings, court fees, and other
direct investments in the system amount to approximately $397,646,303 per year, while the long-term
effects cost upwards of $349,156,784, including lost tax revenue of $108,076,197.
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During 2016 students in New York City public schools experienced:
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An arrest in high school nearly doubles the odds
and a court appearance nearly quadruples
the odds of a student dropping out.

In 1 school year, suspensions led to children
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the equivalent of 1,756 school years.
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Young People’s School Justice Agenda
Invest in Supportive Programs
Implement restorative practices citywide.
Create a mental health service continuum.
Increase the number of trained and supervised
guidance counselors and social workers.
Provide culturally responsive education.
■

■

■

■

Invest in Opportunities for Students to Thrive
Offer a Universal Youth Jobs Program.
Supply reduced-fare MetroCards to low-income
residents and unlimited MetroCards to youth.
Support College Access programs.
Provide free, high-quality public higher education
at CUNY.

■

■

■

■

Ending the School-to-Prison Pipeline Action Steps
Invest in the Young People's School Justice Agenda
Remove Police Officers and Metal Detectors from Schools
and Replace them with Restorative Practices
End Arrests and Summonses for Non-Criminal
Violations and Misdemeanors
Create Alternatives to Arrests for Felonies
Clear and Expunge Students’
Discipline and Criminal Records

B21
A22

SUSPENSIONS

End Suspensions for B21/A22 Defying Authority
Mandate Guidance Interventions Before Suspensions
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End Suspensions for K–3rd Grade
Limit Long-Term Suspensions to 20 days
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K-3rd

SUSPENSIONS
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The City’s Investment in Exclusionary Policies
The school-to-prison pipeline requires millions of dollars to cover the personnel and administrative
costs associated with arrests.
■■

In fiscal year 2017, NYC paid $357,190,809 to employ NYPD School Safety Division
personnel.131 Training School Safety Division personnel costs, at a minimum, an additional
$120,000.132

■■

Aside from initial budget allocations, the city also spends money on every arrest. Over
the course of 2016, the NYPD arrested 1,263 students in schools, which cost at least
$2,210,250.133

Harsh DOE disciplinary policies also create high costs for the city.
■■

To staff and maintain suspension hearing offices, the city spent $6,927,132 in the 2017
fiscal year.134

■■

When the DOE sustains a child’s long-term suspension, the student often attends an
alternative learning center. These cost the city $31,198,112, in the 2017 fiscal year.135

In all, these direct costs total $397,646,303.

“If you spend more money on policing people and locking them up, then you
end up policing people and locking them up. It’s simple.
They take all this money and spend it on an unwanted and unneeded criminal
legal system instead of education.”
—Brandon, 15 years old, member of Make the Road New York
While this figure is astonishing, it vastly undercounts even the direct costs of this system, many of
which are obscured by a lack of data as to which portion of known additional costs are attributable to
the school-to-prison pipeline. Among these expenses are the costs of:
■■

NYPD precinct officers policing in schools and other city personnel intervention. Of the
5,833 times police intervened with a student during 2016, including arrests, summonses,
and juvenile reports, only 698 interventions were executed by SSAs amounting to just 11.9
percent. By contrast 2,167 police interventions, or 37 percent, were executed by traditional
patrol officers and the remainder were carried out by various other personnel including transit,
housing, and education officials.136 While the School Safety Division budget is more than
$357.1 million, the figure excludes the additional personnel and administrative costs
associated with more than 88 percent of all interventions.

■■

Jailing young people due to incidents which occur in school. It costs the city 12 times
more to incarcerate children than it costs to educate them.137 Reports reveal that 95
percent of youth in NYC jails are Black and Latinx.138 However, with the current data available
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it is impossible to determine with precision the number of young people detained due to an
incident at school.
■■

Running the juvenile justice educational programs, Passages and East River Academy at
Riker’s Island.139 Operating these two NYC facilities costs $12,128,270 and $13,652,792
respectively.140 Data does not disaggregate how many students are incarcerated and
therefore in these programs because of school-based incidents. While young people currently
incarcerated need access to robust and high-quality educational services, the city should be
doing more to prevent their incarceration.

■■

Operating over 20,000 cameras that surveille over one-third of the city’s schools.141

■■

Buying, installing, operating, and maintaining metal detectors in schools. In 1992, it cost
approximately $20,000,000 to install metal detectors, x-ray scanners, and electromagnetic
doors at 40 schools.142 Now, more than twenty years later, at least 80 school buildings, which
house 400 schools, have some of this technology installed and the NYPD regularly deploys
roving metal detectors that are dispatched to select public schools.143

■■

Litigating and settling lawsuits against SSAs and police officers for their conduct in schools.
In 2016, an average of more than one complaint per school day was lodged against
police officers and SSAs for force, abuse of authority, discourtesy, or offensive language in
schools.144 Data is not available on how many of these complaints end in litigation, but at least
one student’s case settled for more than $24,000.145 Extensive litigation that carries on over
years can be far costlier.

■■

Using EMS transfers for students in crisis. In the 2015-2016 school year, NYC schools
transferred 1,447 students from school to the hospital for emotional or psychological
conditions.146 Depending on the situation, these costs may be covered by the city or they may
be billed to students’ families. If a fire department ambulance is used, which is likely the least
expensive option, each transport costs $704.147 The cost of an emergency hospital visit is likely
an additional $1,200 per incident, though advocates predict that the cost is much higher.148

■■

NYPD precinct officers and School Safety Division personnel conduct resource intensive
truancy enforcement efforts, including “sweeps” throughout the school year. NYPD pursues
a “zero-tolerance” policy for young people they label as truants. Once picked up by the NYPD,
young people are brought to tracking centers. Among the costs of this program are the NYPD
officers’ and agents’ personnel costs, the truancy vans, and the operating costs of the various
tracking centers.149

The policy of issuing summonses for low-level non-criminal violations also involves steep but hidden
costs for the city, including:
■■

Criminal court operating expenses. The criminal court, which processes summonses, has a
total budget of $83,998,571, although the portion spent on summons court is not isolated.150
In addition to base operating expenses, prosecutors, public defenders, and other personnel all
have separate costs associated with summons enforcement.
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■■

The summons enforcement unit. The citywide budget for this unit, which arrests individuals
who do not appear for their court date, is $75,277,097.151 Current data does not allow for an
analysis of which portion of this cost can be attributed to summonses received in school.

“There was an incident at the school that got really out of hand. I had been
having arguments with a girl at the school. The school had tried to do a
mediation with our parents, but things had still been tense between us. One
day someone from school came and asked me to leave my classroom since
the girl was coming back to the class. I asked why I was the one who was
supposed to leave. I refused to leave the class. I was very upset. It felt like
every time anything happened it was always my fault and people were always
targeting me. Being an Afro-Latino LGBTQ man with a disability, I’m often
targeted. I had been really stressed out lately since my mom had been talking
about moving to Pennsylvania and just leaving me by myself. Maybe that is
why I got so upset that day.
When I continued to refuse to leave my class, the teacher called the School
Safety Agent up to the room. When I saw them it made me even angrier. I still
refused to leave. The school then called EMS. EMS arrived as well as police
from the local precinct. At that point, I felt surrounded by police. That made
me even more agitated. One put their hand on my arm and I screamed that
no one should touch me. I was then handcuffed and taken to the hospital for a
psych evaluation. It was really messed up.
After this, I was immediately put on suspension and had to go to a
Superintendent’s Suspension hearing. The school was threatening to suspend
me for a year. I couldn’t believe it. I went to the hearing and the lawyer helped
me to get immediately reinstated at school. Especially for students with IEPs
and behavioral plans, like I have, these steps are not supposed to be taken by
a school.”
—Markeys, 20 years old, member of Make the Road New York
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Suspensions and Arrests Have a Financial Impact
of More than $349 Million Per Cohort
Aside from the more than $397.6 million the City pours directly into policing and exclusionary
discipline, these policies incur more than $349.1 million in social costs, including $108 million in lost
tax dollars for each cohort of graduating students.
A national study evaluated the economic impact of suspensions based on a conservative estimate of
how much suspensions increase the risk of failing to graduate and the resulting economic impact.152
The economic impacts are presented from two perspectives: (1) a social perspective that considers
the economic impact on the larger society, and (2) a fiscal impact that considers the economic impact
on federal, state, and local taxpayers. The first category, social costs, includes the “aggregated losses
personally incurred by students who dropout such as their lower income, diminished productivity,
and higher expenditures on health care due to poorer health.”153 Researchers describe the second
category, fiscal impact, as “a subset of the social costs and cover only the losses experienced by
federal, state, and local government due to lower income tax revenues and higher government
expenditures on health and social services, and on the criminal justice system.”154 The cost estimates
are expressed as the lifetime difference between those students who dropout and those who
graduate. The number of students who dropout due to suspensions was then multiplied by these
costs in order to quantify the economic impact of suspensions.
Using this methodology, the social economic impact and fiscal impact were calculated for each
cohort of New York City’s students who do not graduate high school due to suspensions.155 First,
we selected a cohort of students and calculated the number of students suspended from that
group.156 In New York City there were 6,742 suspensions in the 10th grade class, with 1,339 students
suspended at least twice.157 In the 2014–2015 school year, there were a total of 44,626 suspensions
imposed on 15,128 students citywide.158 This means that on average, each student received three
suspensions that year. Based on this, we estimate that the 1,339 students suspended at least twice
in the 2015–2016 school year were suspended approximately three times each. That would mean
around 4,064 students were suspended in the 10th grade class in 2015–2016.159 According to the
national study, suspended students graduated at a rate of around 15 percent below their classmates
who were not suspended.160 So for NYC, there are likely an additional 500 or so students who dropout
due to suspensions.161
The study calculated the estimated cost of each additional student who does not graduate as
$527,695 in social impact, including $163,340 in lost tax revenue.162 For NYC students, that yields
$263,847,500 in social costs, which includes $81,670,000 in annually lost tax revenue due to
school suspensions.163 This occurs for each cohort of students who are suspended from school.
After analyzing the economic impact of suspensions that lead to dropout, we analyzed the economic
impact of arrests in schools. There were 1,263 arrests of students in schools during 2016.164 If the
drop-out rate increases by the same percentage due to arrests as due to suspensions, we calculate
an additional 162 students will likely dropout of New York City public schools due to in-school arrests.
This is likely a severe underestimate as studies have shown a much higher percentage of students
drop out due to arrests than due to suspensions.165 Using the same economic impact numbers from
the national study— $527,695 in social impact, including $163,340 in lost tax revenue per student
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who drops out—our research found that the economic impact of dropouts caused by arrest is
$85,309,284 in social impact, which includes $26,406,197 in lost tax dollars.
Given the degree of racial disparity within rates of suspensions, there are two inferences drawn by
the authors of the national study, which can also be applied in the context of arrests. The first is
that the “economic burden of suspensions is currently harming Black children more than others.”166
Given that Black students represent 49.6 percent of the students suspended in NYC, they likely bear
49.6 percent of the economic hardship associated with suspensions and dropout.167 Similarly, Black
students represent 61.7 percent of the students arrested and therefore hold a proportional amount
of the economic burden.168 Some evidence of this is shown through the significant racial disparities
in graduation rates between Black and Latinx students and their White peers in NYC.169 The second
inference is that “greater economic benefits may be realized if efforts to reduce suspensions for
all students purposefully include efforts to reduce the racial school discipline gap between Black
and White students.”170 A reduction in the racial disparities in arrests would also encourage greater
economic benefits.

“So many students end up dropping out because of the police in schools and all
these suspensions. Students know that if they get suspended, they know there
are jail cells being built for them. The message is clear.”
—Estefany, 17 years old, member of Make the Road New York

25

The $746 Million a Year School-to-Prison Pipeline

The Young People’s School Justice Agenda
New evidence of the astronomical fiscal and social costs of New York’s school-to-prison pipeline
demand urgent action by policymakers. The young people who are most at risk of harm due to harsh
policing and disciplinary policies are uniquely situated to lead the dialogue about developing truly
safe and equitable learning environments. This report highlights the vision for safe, supportive, and
inclusive schools developed by these youth leaders.

Our Vision
We dream of schools that recognize and protect the
humanity and dignity of all young people. Schools that focus
on creating nurturing, inclusive, and supportive learning
environments for students who are Black, Latinx, Muslim,
Indigenous, LGBTQ, gender non-conforming, or who have
disabilities. When we envision nurturing, inclusive, and
supportive learning environments, we don’t see police
officers and metal detectors at the front door, we don’t
see police sweeps in hallways, we don’t see students with
mental health emergencies being handcuffed, and we don’t

Martin Luther King Jr.
once referred to budgets
as moral documents. We
believe our city’s funding
reflects its values—we
hope to see our city’s
funding change to end our
criminalization and increase
our opportunities to thrive.

feel us being pushed away when we need to be pulled in
closer. Our vision is for schools where school climate and safety is developed through open and
trusting relationships with students, educators, and staff trained in social, emotional, and mental
health practices. We see restorative justice being embraced to build community and hold each other
accountable for harm, without throwing away any young person. We see young people leading
positive school climate initiatives with educators. We see our guidance counselors’ doors always
open to receiving us and college access programs available to every student. We see educators and
supportive school staff able to create safe spaces for all young people and a curriculum that reflects
the history, beauty, and uniqueness of all our communities and cultures. We see schools that provide
young people with enriching job or internship opportunities. We see all young people being provided
with the access to support, resources, and opportunities we need to reach our full potential.

The Young People’s School Justice Agenda
calls on New York City to:
Divest from Over-Policing Young People
■■

Remove police officers from schools. Police do not create safer schools and the city’s
current policing system has deepened existing racial inequities. Disciplinary matters should
be handled within the school community, not through the criminal legal system.171 Should an
emergency occur, police can be dispatched to the school as needed, as they are dispatched to
different locations in the city.

■■

Remove metal detectors. Mayor de Blasio and Chancellor Fariña have acknowledged that
the use and placement of metal detectors needs to be reevaluated, but they have failed to
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present a clear process for removing them.172 Metal detectors create a flashpoint between
students and police and make students feel criminalized as soon as they enter the school
building. Removing these machines will reduce the cost of running schools, eliminate one of
the main mechanisms of racially discriminatory policing, and prevent the psychological harm
created when young people are made to feel systematically criminalized.
■■

End arrests, as well as the issuance of summonses and juvenile reports, for noncriminal violations and misdemeanors. Provide citywide alternatives to incarceration
for students charged with felonies in school. These policies will ensure that no student
is torn away from their family or community, thrown into the criminal legal system, or made
vulnerable to targeting for detainment and deportation by federal authorities.

“The spending on the criminal justice system has meant: more beds in jail for
black and brown bodies; an explosion of broken windows and abusive policing;
and schools that abound with police officers, while lacking the arts and
physical education, guidance counselors, college counselors, and restorative
justice programs we need.
New York must learn from its costly mistake and radically transform our
funding priorities. Reinvesting in our communities means we would have
an opportunity to grow up in healthy, sustainable environments full of love.
For young people like me, investing in our communities literally means the
difference between life and death.” 173
—Zion, 16 years old, member of Make the Road New York
Invest in Supportive Programs
■■

Implement restorative practices citywide. The
city government has shown an initial commitment to
restorative justice.174 Through its small pilot program,
schools have begun changing the way they approach
must be followed by a deep investment in expanding
restorative practices citywide.175 To implement
restorative practices in schools with particularly
high numbers of suspensions, the city should invest

■■

18%
RESTORATIVE JUSTICE

discipline to create safer schools. This pilot’s success

$66,000,000—a mere 18 percent of the NYPD’s

$66 Million

School Safety Division budget.176

Investing in Restorative Justice
would cost a mere 18% of the NYPD’s
School Safety Division budget.

Create a mental health service continuum. City

$357 Million

government should design a network of mental health
services to support students along a spectrum of mental health needs. This continuum would
connect in-school services with more intensive external services including existing hospitalbased mental health clinics.177 To begin this program requires an investment of $7,725,000.178
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■■

Increase the number of trained and supervised guidance counselors and social
workers. Social workers and guidance counselors provide vital supports to students, including
connecting students to school-based and community resources, college counseling, and
various mental health services. Many students currently have no access to social workers or
guidance counselors. The city should drastically increase the number of guidance counselors
and social workers in schools.179

■■

Provide culturally responsive education. A culturally responsive approach to teaching
acknowledges that students and families come from diverse backgrounds and treats this
diversity as a positive asset.180 This approach also aims to understand and address institutional,
personal, and instructional biases.181 Providing culturally responsive educational opportunities
can lead to safer communities for women, youth of color, LGBTQ students, and students of
different faiths. This program will require a $60,000,000 investment.182

Invest in Opportunities for Students to Thrive
■■

O ffer a Universal Youth Jobs program. The existing youth jobs program turned away half of
the young people who applied in 2015.183 Advocates have developed a comprehensive plan
to expand the youth jobs program to accommodate all young people who want to work.184
Youth employment creates safer communities, builds skills in young people, and helps develop
a workforce that can address many social needs which would otherwise go unfulfilled.185
To implement this program, NYC will need to fill a funding gap of $163,000,000.

“My sister works over the summer and then during the school year she can use
the money she earned for lunch and personal stuff. It helps her and it helps my
mom a lot because there are things my mom would have to pay for that she
doesn’t have to now because my sister can pay for it. It keeps my sister busy,
too. I think it would be good for everyone because people don’t want to rely
on their parents all the time—their parents are working so hard, but they don’t
always have it.”
—Justin, 14 years old, member of Future of Tomorrow
■■

Supply reduced-fare MetroCards to low-income residents and unlimited MetroCards to
youth. The city should provide reduced-fare MetroCards for low-income New Yorkers. At more
than 10 percent of NYC working poor families’ budgets, the cost of travel “is so burdensome
that many of the most vulnerable families must choose between spending on basic necessities
or important trips that connect them to the workforce and social supports.”186 This includes
parents attending meetings and events at their children’s schools and other activities which
facilitate students’ success. In addition, the availability of half-fare MetroCards to high school
graduates from low-income families will make commuting to colleges more affordable. This
reduced-fare program will cost approximately $115,000,000 in the first year, and $194,000,000
in the second year.187 In addition, students should be provided with unlimited MetroCards.
NYC provides some free and reduced-fare MetroCards to public school students which are
active during certain hours on school days. However, these limited MetroCards do not support
students’ additional needs, including accessing jobs and connecting with their community at
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other times of the day and week. The high cost of MetroCards combined with limited access
to youth employment means that many young people remain isolated. Funding priorities should
support NYC’s public transportation system as a means of connecting city residents and critical
services, including educational opportunities.
■■

Support College Access Programs. A mere 37 percent of NYC’s high school graduates
are college-ready, and only 12 percent of Black male graduates are college-ready.188 College
attendance is a key predictor of improved career outcomes and safer communities.189 Student
Success Centers and College Bridge programs help young people graduate high school
and prepare for college. These centers should be implemented in schools across the city,
especially in underserved communities of color. The city should invest $15,000,000 to support
existing Student Success Centers, to establish these centers in 40 new campuses (which
account for more than 100 schools), and to implement year-round College Bridge programs.190

■■

Provide free, high-quality public higher education at CUNY. College is a pathway to
higher wages and fulfilling jobs, but for too many young people the prospect of college is
unobtainable because of the financial burden. After tuition these costs also include books,
living expenses, and travel. Between 2008 and 2015, city funding for community colleges fell
by 13 percent when accounting for inflation.191 Instead of divesting from college access, the
city should invest in it to ensure that all young people can attend college, regardless of socioeconomic or immigration status.

“They’ve got the money; they just don’t use it correctly. It’s a matter of morals.
Where do they put the money? It goes to jails and police.”
—Donavon, 17 years old, member of Make the Road New York
Change Policies to Prevent Disparities
■■

Expunge students’ criminal and discipline records, and clear unanswered summonses.
Thousands of students already have criminal records because of previous NYPD interactions
in school, or discipline records due to overly-punitive suspension practices. The city should
expunge young people’s criminal and discipline records, particularly in recognition of the racial
inequities in school punishment and the serious long-term consequences that they impose on
students. In addition, the city should institute a process of clearing any warrants resulting from
unanswered summonses so that students are not needlessly arrested.

■■

Eliminate suspensions for defying authority (A22/B21). Research across the country
shows that Black and Latinx students are punished more harshly and more often for subjective
infractions such as “insubordination.”192 Last year the DOE implemented changes to the code
which required principals to seek approval from the DOE before suspending students for
discipline code violation B21, “defying authority.” After implementation, the DOE reported
a 75 percent decrease in suspension for this infraction.193 This reduction illustrates that the
infraction is unnecessary and should be eliminated entirely.194 Other districts such as Los
Angeles have successfully made similar changes.195

■■

Limit long-term suspensions to 20 days. Schools can suspend students up to an entire
school year, or 180 days.196 These long-term suspensions can be devastating to students’
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educational progress. While NYC works to implement a supportive system of school discipline
that can replace suspensions, long-term suspensions should be limited to 20 days. If that
policy had been in place during the 2015–16 school year, students would have been in school
for an additional 87,811 days, the equivalent of 487 school years.197
■■

Mandate guidance interventions before the use of suspensions. Research has clearly
demonstrated that guidance interventions are more likely to address the root causes of
disruptive behavior and are therefore more effective than suspensions.198 The city should
require guidance interventions before the DOE can impose a suspension on a student. Schools
currently use their discretion, which leads to an uneven application of these proven methods.
Some students are referred to a guidance counselor while others are given long-term
suspensions. These interventions must be mandatory across all schools.

■■

Eliminate Kindergaten-3rd grade suspensions. Mayor de Blasio has instituted restrictions
on suspensions for Kindergarten through 2nd grade students. Yet these restrictions come
with significant exceptions which continue to allow the DOE to regularly suspend very young
students.199 The city should, to the extent allowed by federal law, implement a city-wide ban on
suspensions for students from Kindergarten to 3rd grade. Had this policy been implemented
during the 2015–16 school year, the city’s youngest children would have been spared 1,258
suspensions.200

Conclusion
Young people have a vision for their future. They see a future filled with hope and powerful
contributions towards creating a just and thriving city for all communities. It is a future in which
their schools provide them safe-haven from discrimination and oppression based on race, gender,
religion, and sexual orientation. They envision schools that support their needs and provide them
with ample opportunities to thrive. Yet as thousands of students, particularly students who are
Black, Latinx, or have disabilities, are funneled each year from schools directly into the criminal legal
system, we are cutting those dreams short. Investments in heavily policing and punishing NYC
students should be re-directed to support a youth-driven vision for inclusive, supportive, safe and
successful schools.
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