June 8, 2020

Dr. Grenita Lathan
Superintendent
Houston Independent School District
4400 West 18th Street
Houston, Texas 77092-8501
Re: Call to Divest from HISD’s School Policing
To Whom it May Concern:
As members of the Safe & Supportive School Collaborative the undersigned social justice organizations write to
urge the Houston Independent School District (“HISD”) to divest from school policing in the district. HISD faces
a budget shortfall given the uncertainty of the district’s financial outlook amid the novel Coronavirus pandemic.
During the 2016-2017 year alone, HISD allocated $18,173,064.00 to policing.1 HISD should prioritize divestment
of the $18 million it spends on policing. Children’s Defense Fund Texas, Disability Rights Texas, The Earl Carl
Institute at Texas Southern University, ONE Houston, and Texas Appleseed collaborate to advocate for policies
that make schools safe and supportive of all learners, including black and brown students and those with
disabilities. As our nation mourns the murder of Houston ISD alumni George Floyd, we are reminded of the
physical and psychological harms of over policing on students from minority communities as well as those with
disabilities. In this moment of heightened awareness of the trauma experienced by so many at the hands of police
officers, HISD should follow in the footsteps of other districts, like Portland Public Schools2 and Minneapolis
Public Schools,3 by divesting in school policing.
In the May 10th all district correspondence celebrating National Police Week, Dr. Lathan said “Our HISD police
officers play a key role in not only the safety of our students, but their academic achievement as well. Each day,
I see first-hand their efforts to create safe and healthy learning environments by building meaningful relationships
with students and staff.” We do not doubt that some individual officers are carrying out their duties as you
describe, but the reality is that many students of color in particular actually feel less safe when officers are
assigned to their campuses.4
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For most of American history, schools did not maintain their own law enforcement departments.5 Schools once
relied instead on natural and educational interventions and discipline practices. Schools should continue to rely
on tiered interventions systems as part of discipline practices. Schools can, like in the past, make calls to outside
police in rare emergencies that necessitate law enforcement involvement.
School-based policing is one of the fastest growing areas of law enforcement.6 While there is no official count of
school resource officers (“SROs”), there are over 14,000 officers alone in only thirty (30) percent of our nation’s
schools.7 Yet there is no evidence to show that adding SROs actually results in safer schools, according to the
Justice Policy Institute.8 In fact, adding SROs to campuses tend to specifically harm certain student demographics
like students of color and students with disabilities.
Students of color, particularly Black and Hispanic students, are overrepresented in law enforcement referrals for
offenses. In fact, Black students are referred for offenses like exhibition of firearms and terroristic threat at twice
the rate of all other students. 9 Houston ISD has the highest number of school-based referrals in Texas for
terroristic threats—a misdemeanor.10
Students with disabilities represent only twelve (12) percent of student enrollment nationwide yet
disproportionately make up twenty eight (28) percent of students referred to law enforcement.11 These students
face an increased likelihood of harm when interacting with SROs. The data shows SROs respond to outbursts
from students with disabilities with escalated practices, without regard to whether these students pose actual
threats.
There is a breadth of examples:
 a fourteen-year (14) old student in Houston ISD—this district—was restrained, handcuffed, and pepper
sprayed by an SRO after allegedly throwing a single item of food during lunch12;
 a seventeen-year (17) old student in Katy ISD was tased six times by an SRO after leaving the classroom
where he was being bullied13;
 a seven-year (7) old in Dallas ISD was tased and handcuffed by an SRO after a verbal outburst in the
classroom14;
 a ten-year (10) old in Denton ISD was handcuffed and pinned on the floor face down by an SRO15;
 an eight-year (8) old in Southlake, Texas was secluded and mocked by an SRO, escalating an already
upsetting outburst16.
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All incidents were related to the students’ disabilities. SROs are entangled in a long history of abusive uses of
force that leave students with disabilities suffering from harmful, lasting effects. This pattern is no different in
HISD.
Students can face expulsion or suspension when referred to law enforcement. In fact, when law enforcement
charges students, they are almost always also suspended or expelled. Students with disabilities are four times as
likely to be suspended from school than students without.17 Black and Hispanic students are suspended from
school at a disproportionate rate too. 18 When a student is suspended or expelled, that student misses out on
relationship development that promotes pro-social growth and positive life outcomes.19 By maintaining SROs or
other law enforcement mechanisms, districts are placing students with disabilities at a distinct disadvantage.
This is why we urge HISD to divest from school policing. The district will not only protect students but also save
resources. Of the cases even referred to police, only twenty-five (25) percent even result in a guilty plea or verdict;
a majority of the cases are dismissed or adjudicated.20 HISD spends money on military style equipment – tear
gas, rubber bullets, and battering rams. These are unnecessary tools for an educational environment. Meanwhile,
Houston ISD has among the worst ratios for mental health counselors to students, with one counselor for every
1,111 students.21 The American School Counselor Association recommends a 1 to 250 ratio.22
HISD must take a stand against school-policing for the sake of its students. We urge HISD to divest from school
policing and allocate any available resources instead to hire and train mental health counselors and social workers
to handle instances of bullying, harassment, disruptiveness, vandalism, drug and alcohol abuse, and other nonviolent incidents. In order to for this to work, HISD must adequately fund these additional positions and programs.
In solidarity,
Patrick Bresette
Executive Director
Children’s Defense Fund Texas
pbresette@childrensdefense.org

Darren Dubose
Educator and Leadership Team Member
ONE Houston
dldubose20@gmail.com

Karmel Willis
Attorney
Disability Rights Texas
Kwillis@drtx.org

Andrew Hairston
Director, School-to-Prison Pipeline Project
Texas Appleseed
ahairston@texasappleseed.net

Sarah Guidry
Executive Director
The Earl Carl Institute at Texas Southern University
Sarah.Guidry@tmslaw.tsu.edu
CC: HISD Trustees
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