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Abstract

Purpose

Disruptive and violent behaviors are not a new problem that school administrators are dealing
with. Although, the method by which those behaviors are dealt with has evolved over time. The
implementation of exclusionary zero-tolerance policies has increased in recent years. This
practice has been found to be more detrimental to students and their learning. The adverse effects
of these policies may have also contributed to an increase in referrals to juvenile court services.
Students who become involved in juvenile court are less likely to maintain employment in the
future and more likely to become further involved in the justice system. Professionals in the field
have coined the term school-to-prison pipeline to describe this growing problem. As such, the
purpose of this research is to address the ways in which schools can intervene and manage fights

and violence at school, while reducing the short and long-term negative impacts on students.

Methods

This paper reviews research regarding school disciplinary policies and their effects, to include
the responses and methods that school administrators utilize when addressing fights and violence
between students. Insight into the impacts of the responses and methods are essential to
addressing the problems associated with the school-to-prison pipeline and alternative response

methods. Labeling and control theories are applied to help ground the recommendations offered.

Findings

The recommendations asserted in this paper are to modify the role of School Resource Officers
(SROs) and to implement early intervention programming. The modification of the SRO role is

recommended that a stronger emphasis be placed on the teaching and mentoring role that an



SRO plays in the school environment. The recommendation also states that SROs should only
become involved in incidents of extreme misconduct. The second recommendation made in this
paper is to implement early intervention programming to reduce the frequency of violent
behaviors in school. This implementation can assist students in using alternative prosocial
conflict resolution methods. These programs are implemented school-wide, so as to not single
out individual students for previous misconduct. The programs offer students the tools and skills

to avoid resorting to fighting or other violence.
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SECTION I: INTRODUCTION

Problem Statement

Fights or physical alterations in school settings is a problem that has plagued teachers and
administrators for ages. Not only is it a disruption to students’ learning, but it also is a threat to
the safety of all students. In a survey conducted by The National Center for Education Statistics,
there were 555,800 incidents of physical attacks or fights in U.S. schools during the 2021-2022
school year (Burr et al., 2024). Of those incidents, 191,500 of them occurred in middle schools
and 131,100 occurred in high schools. With so many instances of violence in schools, effective

methods of addressing it are integral to maintaining order.

One method that schools have used to address this problem has been zero-tolerance
policies. These policies seek to address violence in a uniform matter and often include
exclusionary punishments such as suspension or expulsions. While in theory, these policies seem
that they could effectively and consistently manage incidents of violence by removing the
students that are instigating the violence. Unfortunately, data seems to show that they have the
opposite effect. According to Skiba et al. (2014), a negative relationship exists between overall
school achievement and the use of suspension and expulsion as punishments. These methods
have also shown to not have any deterrent effect either. In fact, future rates of misbehavior and

suspension have been found to increase after a student has been previously suspended.

Another method of addressing violence in school is initiating criminal justice
involvement. This method may be used after previous exclusionary punishments have been
ineffective. With the introduction of zero-tolerance policies, school administrators have become

increasingly reliant on heightened security measures throughout the school. With increasing



severity of punishments, the number of referrals to juvenile court have increased as well (Skiba
et al., 2014). Longitudinal studies have found that students who received a suspension or
expulsion as a disciplinary measure are almost three times more likely to have contact with

juvenile court within the subsequent year (Fabelo et al., 2011).

The goal of school disciplinary policies should be to correct the behavior without
disrupting the student's education. The current method of approaching violence and fights in
school does not seem to be serving that goal. These types of policies and their relationship with
contacts with the juvenile justice system have been categorized recently as the school-to-prison
pipeline. While this relationship is complex, it can have detrimental effects on the students
within it. According to Verrecchia and Verrecchia (2024), for a student to be officially labeled as
a delinquent in juvenile court, the future responses of juvenile court increase and their rate of
employment decrease. The problem then becomes how schools should be addressing violence

and fights.

Methods of Approach

To best research and analyze the underlying problem of the school-to-prison pipeline,
previous research regarding school disciplinary policies will be reviewed. This research will
provide insight into the measures that school administrators are utilizing to address violence and
altercations between students. Insight into the impacts of those policies will also be vital to
properly address the problem at hand. Labeling and control theories will be used to help ground

recommendations.



Limitations

Because this study is reliant on the availability of secondary data, not every desired data
point or research question may be ascertainable. Due to the nature of researching topics about
children, many of the detailed records from schools and courts are confidential. However, data
about the general details and outcomes is available to the public and a significant amount of
research has been conducted previously in regard to violence in schools, referrals to juvenile

court, and long-term juvenile case outcomes.

Contribution to the Field

As a growing topic in juvenile justice, the school-to-prison pipeline is something that
requires the attention of professionals in the education field. This problem contradicts the goals
and intended outcomes of the field. To address the issue, collaboration between the juvenile
justice field and education professionals must occur. The goal of addressing this problem is to
reduce violence and disruption in schools and to divert youth from becoming increasingly

involved in the justice system.

As a society, there is a heavy emphasis on the protection and care of children.
Unfortunately, that emphasis is sometimes sullied when the child acts defiantly, especially during
adolescence. This may be due to an underlying belief that there is always specific malicious
intent when a teenager acts violently. Attitudes toward youth begin to shift once they reach
adolescence because they are perceived as having the rationality of an adult. Both children and
teenagers have little to no control over their circumstances. They do not have a choice over what
their life experiences have been thus far. They are entirely reliant on the adults in their lives.
Children cannot be expected to solve or address problems without the guidance or assistance of

their caretakers or other adult leaders. The responsibility of assisting and guiding children will
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always fall on the adults in their lives. While adolescent teens have the choice to obey that
guidance, the assistance of adults should continue regardless of their choice. It is the
responsibility of the juvenile justice system to innovate methods of guidance that can effectively
manage deviant behaviors. Without that innovation, the pipeline will continue and exacerbate an

already overburdened criminal justice system.



SECTION II: LITERATURE REVIEW

The following literature review begins by defining what violence in schools entails and
who are the most common perpetrators of this violence. This section then sets forth the methods
by which school administrators respond to these types of violent behaviors. When school staff
feel that the exhibited behaviors rise to the level of legal involvement, the youth is referred to
Juvenile Court Services (JCS) and the effects of that referral are discussed. Once youth are

involved with JCS, there are a multitude of outcomes that can ensue, which are also discussed.

Violence in Schools

According to Cohen (2021), violence has been defined as intentionally using physical
force, whether threatened or actual, against another person, group, or oneself, that results in a
high likelihood of injury, death, deprivation, or psychological harm. In the context of behaviors
in school, this would include physical fights, threats, or threatening behavior. A report published
by the Institute of Education Sciences in 2024 measured violent incidents in schools under four
different categories, physical attacks or fights with a weapon, physical attacks or fights without a
weapon, threats of physical attacks with a weapon, and threats of physical attacks without a
weapon. During the 2021-2022 school year, there were 857,500 violent incidents recorded,
which amounts to 18 violent incidents per 1,000 students (Burr et al., 2024). In comparison,
during the 2019-20 school year, there were 938,500 incidents of violence recorded, which is a
rate of 19.2 incidents per 1,000 students (Wang et al., 2022). Data has shown that over time,

violence in schools have actually decreased in their frequency.

Violence tends to differ in frequency significantly when comparing incidents in
elementary, middle, and high schools. One study compared threats and actual incidents of

violence against teachers between elementary (kindergarten through 6" grade) and secondary (7%



through 12 grade) and found that 7.6 percent of elementary school teachers had been threatened
with injury in the 2020-21 school year compared to only 3.9 percent of secondary school
teachers (Irwin et al., 2024). Further, 6.9 percent of elementary school teachers reported being
physically attacked and only 1.4 percent of secondary school teachers reported being physically
attacked. While this study covered the rates by which teachers were attacked by students, it
highlights some of the differences between the dynamics of varying age levels. Another study
found that rates of violence were higher in middle schools than elementary and high schools.
Burr et al. (2024) reported that violent incidents in middle schools in the 2021-22 school year
happened at a rate of 31.9 incidents per 1,000 students. Whereas elementary schools experienced
a rate of 14.7 incidents per 1,000 students and high schools experienced a rate of 14.2 incidents

per 1,000 students.

Another notable trend that appeared in the report published by Burr et al. (2024) was the
rates of violence in school and the percentage of the student population that is eligible for free or
reduced lunches. In the 2021-22 school year, schools where less than 25 percent of the students
were eligible for free or reduced lunches had an average rate of 7.7 incidents per 1,000 students.
This rate increases when the percentage of students eligible for free or reduced lunches increases.
For schools with 25 to 50 percent of the student population eligible, the average rate of violent
incidents was 15.3. Schools with 50 to 75 percent of students eligible had an average rate of 20.1
and schools with more than 75 percent of their students eligible, the average rate of violent
incidents was 25.3 per 1,000 students. This data indicates that there may be a relationship

between poverty and violent incidents in schools.

With the rate of violent incidents varying among schools, analysis of the school’s

attitudes and beliefs may shed light on its impact on those rates. According to Siller et al. (2021),



some of the key factors that influence this variability are school-climate, school composition, and
community composition. School climate relates to the attitudes and beliefs of both staft and
students. These attitudes and beliefs include awareness of problematic interpersonal behaviors,
willingness to intercede violent situations, and support from administration in regard to
prevention of aggressive behaviors. If school climate does not support these factors, violent
behaviors are fueled and intervening of those behaviors is not a priority. Research has found that
schools that have positive climates that promote commitment to the prevention of violence have
lowered rates of school violence (Siller et al., 2021). This data indicates that positive school
climates can possibly be a protective factor to decrease the frequency of violence among

students.

Not only does the school climate affect violent incident rates, but it also has other
detrimental effects on the rest of the student population. In a report on the indicators of school
crime and safety (Irwin et al., 2024), students aged 12 to 18 years old were asked about their
perceptions of personal safety when they are at school. This report found that about four percent
of students reported that they had been placed in fear of harm or an attack at school during the
2021-22 school year. This percentage was double that of the students that were in fear of an
attack or harm away from school. The effect of that fear has impacted students’ ability to learn.
In that same school year four percent of students reported that they avoided school activities or
classes out of fear that they may be attacked or hurt. An important caveat of some of this data is
that the source is partially self-reported by students. This must be taken into consideration when
reviewing these studies. Students who are surveyed about their involvement or fellow student’s

involvement in physical fights may minimize or under report to protect themselves or their peers.



Surveys such as these must be administered with great care and attention to detail, especially

when the subjects are minors.

Other factors such as cultural values may have important influences for violence in
schools. According to Hughes et al. (2022), some types of school violence may be due to
subcultures that condone and encourage violent responses to personal threats or slights. Within
these subcultures, violence was normative and expected in numerous contexts to the extent that
individuals will be punished by alienation or disrespect if they do not comply with those norms.
Typically found in areas of high community disorganization, subculture of violence infiltrates
schools by students attempting to stay even with or dominate their peers based on the area they
represent (Hughes et al., 2022). This subculture has the potential to govern students by the time
they reach fourth grade and supersede the school culture, resulting in the code becoming their
way of life at an early age. A recent study has found a positive association with students’
alignment with this subculture and risks for violence (Hughes et al., 2022). This was also found
to transcend time and location, indicating that adherence to this code is associated with violence

regardless of the generation of students and a school’s location.

Traumatic events and experiences that occur during childhood can have significant
impacts on the child’s future. The variance in those traumatic events and their impacts have
previously been difficult to deconstruct. A questionnaire was developed to dichotomize the
various significant types of traumatic experiences called Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs)
(King, 2021). The adverse experiences include exposure to domestic violence, physical abuse,
sexual abuse, mental illness in parents, and substance use by parents. This is scored by how
many of the experiences the person had before the age of 18. Having one or more ACEs can have

effects on an individual’s health and well-being both in childhood and well into adulthood (CDC,
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2024). ACEs studies have also found that the effects of adverse experiences increases with
cumulative aversities. For example, a study published by Anderson et al. (2022) compared ACE
counts and lifetime physical aggression and found that the developmental trajectory of physical
aggression is amplified by adverse childhood experiences. The strongest indicators of increased
lifetime aggression that was discovered was childhood physical abuse and childhood sexual
abuse. The experiences that are had in childhood, whether positive or negative, shape the person
that they will develop into. The way that society handles and treats children does matter. Because
their childhood experiences affect so much, children should not be treated in the same manner as

adults. This conclusion is what led to the development of the juvenile court system.

Responses to Violence in Schools

The method by which violence is dealt with in the school setting has evolved over time.
One shift in the disciplinary practices has been the implementation of zero-tolerance policies
which originated in the 1990s and was based on zero-tolerance drug enforcement practices at the
time (Skiba, 2008). During that time, an overarching message that was being preached to the
American public was to get tough on crime. This message and attitude followed the growing
crack cocaine epidemic across the nation. These types of strict enforcement practices began to
infiltrate schools as well. The philosophy of this method is to apply uniform and severe
interventions regardless of situational context, intent, or mitigating circumstances. While, at the
time, enforcement policies such as these may have made sense when punishing adults, it does not
translate into punishing children. How society treats children matters. They are not the same as
adults and the most important part of childhood is learning through experience. Allowing
children to make mistakes and learn from them is vital to their development and becoming

successful adults. These policies are implemented under the assumption that removing students
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for their disruptive behavior will deter students from engaging in that behavior and improve the
learning environment for the remaining students. While this assumption makes sense in theory,

the reality of these policies do not reflect that.

Harsh punishments that remove students from the classroom, such as suspension and
expulsion, seem like they should have a deterrent effect. According to Skiba et al. (2014),
students who are suspended from school seem to have higher rates of future misbehavior and
additional suspensions. The use of this punishment has also had a moderate association with an
increased likelihood of school dropout and delayed graduation. This study also indicated that
there is a negative relationship between the use of suspension and expulsion as punishments and
overall academic achievement, despite controlling for demographics like socioeconomic status.
Rather than having a deterrent effect, exclusionary punishments, instead, may exacerbate the

problem.

Creating a positive and safe learning environment is one of the pivotal goals for school
administrators. A logical solution to violent disruptions is to remove the student causing those
disruptions. For this to be true, data would need to show that schools who are using exclusionary
discipline policies have high satisfactory school climates and strong academic achievement.
Research data regarding these factors show that the opposite effect is occurring. For schools that
have high rates of suspension and expulsion, decreased satisfaction for the school climate and
decreased overall school academic achievement are associated (Skiba et al., 2014). Despite the

ideology behind zero-tolerance policies being logical, the data does not support that logic.

The zero-tolerance discipline practices for violence in schools have also been found to
disproportionately affect students of color. In a report published by the U.S. Government

Accountability Office, K-12 students of color received a significantly disproportionate amount of
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disciplinary action (Dutil, 2020). Further, another study found that the number of black male
students had been suspended previously (48.3 percent) was more than double their Hispanic
(22.6 percent) and White (21.4 percent) counterparts. Other research has also found that Black
students are less likely to receive mild disciplinary sanctions and more likely to be given severe
punishments compared to their White counterparts for similar offenses (Skiba et al., 2014). These
policies seem as though they may have increased the use of profiling by school staff. In an effort
to predict and deter, staff may enforce stricter punishments on students who appear to be similar
to other students that are suspended frequently. This unfair standard is hurtful and discriminatory

to all students.

While zero-tolerance disciplinary practices are somewhat common, other school districts
have utilized other approaches. For example, in the Dubuque (IA) Community School District
(DCSD), the policy is to approach discipline in escalating responses. In their policy regarding the
discipline of students who threaten or cause violence, they break down both the grade level of
the offender (PreK -2 grade, 3%- 5™ grade, 6'- 8™ grade, and 9™- 12% grade) and level of
escalation (one through three) (DCSD, 2024). In all grades, level one consists of detention,
parent or guardian conference with staff, mental health counseling when appropriate, and
restitution or restorative justice. As the levels move up, the more serious the punishments
become. Because the grade of the student is considered, the sanctions seem as though they aim to
be age appropriate in their escalation. For example, in-school suspension is a level two response
for grades PreK through 8" grade and a level one response in 9™ through 12 grade. This type of
disciplinary method allows administrators to use their discretion when considering the

circumstances of the incident and the offender’s needs. The only caveat to this structure is with
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so much discretion, there may be a door open to differential applications that could target

marginalized populations.

School resource officers (SROs) are law enforcement officers that are assigned to work
within a school, tasked with three main roles (Engle & Panahon, 2024). First is an educator about
topics such as substance abuse, conflict resolution, and mitigating violence. Their second role is
to be a mentor to students. The goal is to build positive relationships with students so that they
feel comfortable coming to law enforcement when they need to. Finally, their third role is to be a
law enforcement officer that addresses school-based crimes, patrols school grounds, and makes
arrests. Although these roles should have a healthy balance, studies have found that SROs may
overemphasize their third role. According to Connery (2020), numerous studies have found that
having an SRO present in the school is associated with higher rates of exclusionary discipline
usage. Another finding was that in a survey of SROs, 77 percent reported arresting a student for
the purpose of calming them down. In that same survey, 55 percent of SROs reported arresting a
student on minor offenses only because the teacher requested it. Connery’s (2020) report asserts
that the presence of SROs are positively associated with school arrests, further accelerating the

school-to-prison pipeline by introducing more and more students to the justice system.

In March of 2020, a global pandemic ensued, causing massive shutdowns and quarantine.
These global-wide shutdowns included schools, forcing nearly every school in the U.S. to switch
to virtual instruction. Students of all grades attended school over video meeting platforms,
completely changing the dynamic of the classroom. The removal of the in-person school
environment was very difficult for both students and teachers. Throughout childhood, attending
school is a proximal process that is significant in their development. When it is removed, the

potential for adverse effects increases. During the 2022-23 school year, around 87 percent of

14



public schools reported that behavioral and socioemotional development was stunted due to the
COVID-19 pandemic (NCES, 2024). In that same survey, 32 percent of educators reported that
physical attacks or fights between students increased due to the pandemic. Other effects of the
pandemic that have been reported by teachers included changes in academic motivation (59
percent), social behavior changes (48 percent), and emotional behavior changes (38 percent)
(Brockmeier et al., 2024). Some of the specific social behavior changes reported were increases
in violence and increased peer conflict. Such a significant global event such as the COVID-19
pandemic was bound to have serious effects on those closely impacted by shutdowns, such as
children and educators. When analyzing school violence and assaults over the last decade, it is

crucial to take an event of this magnitude into consideration.

Schools and Juvenile Court

When schools feel that an incident of violence, such as a fight or assault, has risen to a
level of seriousness to warrant legal intervention or if they feel that they are not adequately
equipped to handle the incident, they may refer the student to JCS. This decision gives
significant discretion to school administrators. Sometimes that discretion may be misused, and
students are referred to JCS for more minor offences that would not rise to a criminal level. It is
also possible that schools are not capable of handling fights or assaults within the school setting.
According to a study completed by Verrecchia and Verrecchia (2024), it was discovered that
around 20 percent of the referrals to juvenile court were summary offenses, which were defined
as acts that were violations of school rules but did not rise to the level of a misdemeanor offense.
Legally, there is no valid reason for these types of acts to be referred. School administrators may
be relying on the juvenile justice system to handle student behaviors when their existing

disciplinary policies are ineffective at controlling it.
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When youth are referred to JCS, the case can be handled formally, meaning that a petition
is filed with the juvenile courts informally, meaning that no petition was filed but the youth is
supervised by a juvenile court officer, or the referral could be dismissed altogether. The study by
Verrecchia and Verrecchia (2024) found that over half of the referrals to juvenile court stemming
from a school-based incident were handled formally. Of those referrals, most were non-felony
offenses (74 percent), did not involve weapons (81 percent) and the youth were categorized as
low or moderate risk (89 percent). Students of color who were referred to juvenile court were
more likely to have their case handled formally. This study found that being a non-white student
impacted the likelihood of their case being handled formally almost as much as the seriousness
of their crime. Students of color are not only profiled, but they also are not afforded the same

opportunities for improvement and change as their peers.

This overall shift in attitudes and approach of school discipline came around similar
timing of changes in federal regulations that impacted funding requirements. The implementation
of high stakes testing that was introduced after the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, coupled
with budget cuts to urban school districts had created an adverse environment for low-income
and underperforming students (Aull, 2012). The No Child Left Behind Act implemented
requirements for public schools to achieve 100 percent proficiency in reading and math for all
students regardless of potentially divisive demographic factors such as poverty levels or race
(Aronson & Ginsburg, 2016). The purpose of this act was to hold schools accountable for the
quality of education that they provide to their students. If schools did not meet the quality
standards that are set out in this act, portions of their funding is withheld. To avoid having
funding withheld, some schools have narrowed their curriculum to focus only on what is

included in required standardized tests, as well as finding methods to have low-performing
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students to leave their district (Aronson & Ginsburg, 2016). The confluence of these changes in
federal regulations and the shift in disciplinary approach may be funneling these students away
from school and into the criminal justice system. This dynamic is what professionals in the field

have noted as the school-to-prison pipeline.

Involvement with Juvenile Court

The governing body that oversees JCS is the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency
Prevention (OJJDP). Their priorities are clearly stated on their website and are broken down into
three categories, to treat children as children, serve children at home, with their families, in their
communities, and to open up opportunities for system-involved youth (OJJDP, 2022). To treat
children as children, they state that youth do not belong in the adult criminal justice system, as
well as youth who are waived into adult court have higher recidivism rates and are more likely to
be rearrested than youth who remain in juvenile court. Children have the unique privilege of
brain plasticity which makes them more capable of rehabilitation and change. To not afford
children the opportunity to learn and change from their mistakes would be a disservice to them

and the criminal justice system as a whole.

When students initially become involved with JCS, they first are given a risk assessment.
The tool most often used in this context is the risk-need-responsivity (RNR) model which aims
to identify an individual’s risks and needs to determine the most appropriate intervention (NIC,
2024). The risks identified in this assessment refer to the likelihood of a juvenile committing
additional offenses. The factors that influence that risk include static factors such as the age of
their first arrest and history of arrests. The dynamic factors that influence risk include antisocial
attitudes, substance use, and aggression. Needs that are identified in this tool refer to the specific

criminogenic needs of the individual (Dyck, 2018). Examples of these needs include pro-
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criminal thought patterns, family dysfunction, and impulsivity. Finally, the responsivity portion
focuses on the methods of intervention that may be most appropriate for the individual being
assessed. These methods would typically include cognitive-behavioral skill building derived

from theories of social learning tailored specifically to the individual.

Once risks and needs are assessed, an appropriate corresponding approach may be
applied to the juvenile to reduce their risk and assist in their needs. These methods are laid out in
an approach continuum comprised of five forms of escalating interventions, universal
approaches, selected approaches, booster sessions, indicated approaches, and second-chance
approaches (McWhirter et al., 2013). A universal approach refers to methods that would be
appropriate for all children, not just those who may be at risk. Selected approaches, on the other
hand, focuses on groups of juveniles with similar characteristics that may develop similar
problems in the future. These approaches are more targeted to the specific needs of the group’s
characteristics. Booster sessions are an additional prevention method that may be used once the
initial approaches are completed. These sessions focus on reviving concepts previously learned
in other approaches, helping to solidify their concepts into the treatment group. The remaining
approaches focus on repeat offenders and are mostly irrelevant to the topics in this paper. These
approaches are placed on a continuum to mitigate the effects of institutionalization of juveniles.
The concept of deinstitutionalization of juveniles is a pillar of the juvenile court system and
refers to the efforts focused on keeping youth out of detention facilities or other restrictive
environments (Bates & Swan, 2013). By using the least restrictive methods of treatment, youth

are afforded opportunities to be rehabilitated without system escalation.

The OJJDP collects JCS statistics on case processing, juvenile demographics, and

frequency of offenses handled. In the context of this research, they define simple assault as an
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unlawful intentional infliction or attempted infliction of less than serious bodily injury without a
dangerous or deadly weapon (OJJDP, 2023). If a juvenile was arrested for a physical altercation
or fight at school, they would likely be charged with simple assault, barring any serious injuries.
In 2021, JCS processed 95,000 simple assault delinquency cases. Of those cases 49,700 were not
petitioned by the court and 45,300 were petitioned, meaning they were handled formally by JCS
and the court. Of the cases that were petitioned by the court, 18,700 were adjudicated delinquent.
4,400 youth that were adjudicated on charges of simple assault were placed in a detention facility
or ordered to residential treatment. While the majority of simple assault cases were handled
formally, 48 percent of them were petitioned by the court and immersing the juvenile into the
juvenile court system. One promising finding from the data trends over time is that total simple
assault cases hit its peak in 2005 at 277,700 cases and has been decreasing every year since.
Additionally, the number of overall delinquency cases in the juvenile court system saw its peak
in 1997 with 1,855,800 cases and has gone down about 77 percent to 437,300 total delinquency

cases in 2021.

Upon the information that unnecessary involvement with JCS may have detrimental
effects on students involved in physical altercations and fights at school, a need for alternative
methods of intervention has been established. To best approach this need, the source of the
problem must be addressed through criminological theories. The implementation of evidence-
based prevention and early intervention strategies may have promising effects on target

populations, which should include middle and early high school students.
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SECTION III: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The following section reviews various applicable criminological theories that could explain the
dynamics of the school-to-prison pipeline. The theories being examined are labeling theory and

control theories.

Labeling theory

Labeling theory, sometimes called social reaction theory, asserts that the way that
authority figures or society labels an individual has a heavy influence on how that individual’s
personal identity (Tibbetts & Hemmens, 2014). Under this theory, people who are labeled as
offenders will conform to the role that society assigns them. When people are assigned a label
such as a criminal or juvenile delinquent, they may be ostracized by peer groups or society as a
whole. Edwin Lemert, a contributor to this theory, provided a possible causal relationship that is
important in the context of youth in this theory (Tibbetts & Hemmens, 2014). He claimed that
when someone commits a primary deviance, meaning an offense that is not serious or frequent,
they are caught and ultimately labeled as a delinquent, that they are affected by the stigma, and
they begin to perceive themselves as delinquents and associate themselves with other
delinquents. Lemert also said that individual is likely to commit a secondary deviance which is

more serious and frequent, highlighting a possible cause sequence.

As applied to the topic of this paper, labeling theory would not lend support to policies
that focus on zero tolerance or law enforcement involvement as these youth may be subjected to
harsh disciplinary policies, which could have detrimental effects. For youth who have previously
not been violent and have not had other disciplinary actions but are involved in a fight at school
and are given an out of school suspension and referred to JCS, they may feel the effects of

labeling theory. These youth are labeled as delinquent and may be ostracized by their peers. They
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may also internalize that label and alter their self-image to a delinquent one. The effects of a

delinquent label have the potential to disrupt an individual's life course.

Due to the stigmatizing nature of being labeled a delinquent, youth who are referred to
JCS may have to shift their peer groups to ones that are more sympathetic to their new label. In a
study conducted by Rowan et al. (2023), it was found that after being formally processed by JCS,
youth had a significantly increased rate of new peers that are also delinquent added to their
network of friends, compared to informally processed youth. They also found that formally
processed youth are significantly less likely to add peers who are not delinquent to their friend
network. The reason for this may be that the similarly delinquent peers have a mutual

understanding of each other’s situation and may offer sympathy towards them.

Control Theory

Control theories in criminology are typically focused on the reasons that people chose not
to commit crimes or why people chose not to act on their impulses. One version of control theory
that immerged was Nye’s theory of control which concerns a spectrum of controls and how they
affect deviant behavior (Tibbetts & Hemmens, 2014). The general focus was on parental controls
but can also be considered for other authorities in a child’s life. Nye claimed that there must be a
proper balance between complete control and complete freedom. He said that at each end of the
spectrum of controls (either too much freedom or no freedom at all) there is a high likelihood of
chronic delinquency. Furthermore, if children are not given the resources and care that they need,

they will resort to their natural impulses in order to protect themselves.

When it comes to fights in the school environment, they typically stem from some type of

peer conflict. Problem-solving skills are not inherent and are learned throughout childhood. If a
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child is not exposed to healthy conflict resolution techniques or do not have the social skills to
navigate those conflicts, they may resort to impulsive behaviors such as fighting. These
situations must be met with an adequate balance of control. If too much control is implemented,
such as zero-tolerance policies or hyper surveillance, there is a low likelihood that the problem
will be controlled. If there is too much freedom, such as not enough discipline or intervention,
the problem will likely continue as students may feel that the behavior is tolerated. One way to
combat an over assertion of control is to provide students with the resources necessary to learn

and strengthen pro-social conflict resolution skills.

Another control theory that would support this would be Hirschi’s social bonding theory,
which is comprised of four main social bonds that affect an individual’s commitment to
conformity (Tibbetts & Hemmens, 2014). The four bonds that are laid out in this theory include
attachment, commitment, involvement, and belief. The first bond, attachment, refers to an
individual’s social relationships with the people closest to them, such as their family and friends.
The second bond, commitment, refers to the investment that someone has in conventional social
norms, or someone’s perceived losses by committing delinquent acts. The third bond,
involvement, explains the frequency of an individual’s participation in conventional activities,
such as extracurriculars or other prosocial activities. The final bond, belief, is someone’s moral

beliefs and how they relate to the rules, laws, and norms of society.

According to this theory, the lack of strong bonds or weakened bonds indicate a higher
likelihood of an individual engaging in delinquent behavior. Youth who are raised in families
with weak attachment bonds may be more likely to engage in delinquent behavior. According to
a study conducted by Nowakowski and Mattern (2014), children who are exposed to violence at

home or have parents who are detached or disengaged from them are more likely to exhibit
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violent behavior. Their research explored the characteristics that may inhibit youth from
completing violence diversion programs. The results of their study found that broad, complex
intervention models that are community based have been found to be the most effective because
they address multiple areas of bonds. They cite that treatments are effective when they address
multiple determinates of deviancy in the individual’s natural, daily setting. By supporting and
healing multiple areas of needs and bonds, a youth may feel less driven to participate in anti-

social behavior or criminal activity.
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SECTION IV: EFFECTIVE PROGRAM MODELS

The following programs address peer conflicts and fights through early intervention and

prevention. Both program models are implemented in school settings.

School-wide Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports

The School-wide Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (SWPBIS) model is a
universally applied prevention program that seeks to introduce a social culture among students
that reinforces peer expectations and supports appropriate behavior (NIJ, 2015). The purpose of
this is to create consistent, safe, and positive school environments. The components of this
program include a team of staff members and some administrators that receive specialized
training on violence and misconduct at school, formulate an action plan and implementation
materials, and meet bi-weekly to discuss ongoing issues and school-wide behavioral
management procedures. A third-party behavioral support professional is also included in this
team and assists in consultation and technical assistance at school. The content of the program
that is presented to students involves defining clear expectations in age-appropriate language and
providing visual reminders throughout the school. Some of the lessons about expected behaviors
are taught in the classroom, some are also taught in various social settings such as the cafeteria,
hallways, and on the bus. Positive reinforcement is used when students behave appropriately,
such as high-fives or prizes. For students who do engage in misconduct or violence, they are
disciplined in a consistent manner across all classrooms. Both students and teachers are aware of

what behavior will constitute an office referral or will be dealt with in the classroom.

The results of the implementations of this model have shown to significantly decrease the
number of school suspensions when compared to the control schools who did not implement the

model (N1J, 2015). Another study of this program found that it had a significant effect on the
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overall perceptions of school safety. That study showed that schools who had implemented
SWPBIS had improved perceptions of school safety, compared to schools who did not actually
were found to have decreased perceptions of school safety. This program model was shown to be

effective by more than one randomized controlled studies.

The basis for this program would be supported by both Nye’s control theory and Hirschi’s
theory of social bonds. This program seeks to activate higher levels of peer social control, while
decreasing the assertion of control by school staff. Students are given the tools and skills to
support each other and manage one another’s behavior by teaching pro-social skills. This
program is also supported by social bonds theory by increasing the attachment bonds between
students. It also aims to support student’s bonds to commitment by increasing peer

accountability.

This program model was examined by two independent studies, with one being a high-
quality randomized control trial (N1J, 2015). The most notable findings of these studies included
a statistically significant decrease in the percentage of students who received school suspensions,
when compared to the control group. Another important finding is the perception of school
safety. For schools that received the SWPBIS program, a statistically significant increase in the
perception of school safety was found. For schools that did not receive the program, there was a
decline in the perceptions of school safety. As a result of these findings, this program has been
determined to be effective through two separate studies. This rating indicates that implementing

this program model is likely to result in the intended outcomes of this model.
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Promoting Alternative Thinking Strategies

The Promoting Alternative Thinking Strategies (PATHS) program is concentrated on
supporting social and emotional competencies while also reducing aggressive tendencies in
children (N1J, 2011). Used as a prevention program, the curriculum consists of comprehensive
lessons to build skills and knowledge on self-control, feelings and relationships, and problem-
solving with peers. This program is administered at school by teachers who receive specialized
training and regularly meet with a curriculum consultant. The purpose of this program is to teach
children healthy coping skills and pro-social conflict resolution techniques so that when they
inevitably have a conflict with a peer, they have the proper resources to navigate the situation

effectively and without violence.

While this program is universally delivered, the target population to receive the
curriculum are children who have been exposed to violence (N1J, 2011). Because it is universally
delivered, the nuances of labeling theory are mitigated. The treatment is applied to all students,
without singling-out or removing certain students who require the treatment from the classroom.
The content PATHS can be adjusted based on the age and development of the students. The age
range for this program is 3 to 12 years old. The techniques that are used change based on the
students’ age. For example, for younger students, a turtle analogy is used to illustrate impulse
control and stopping to think before acting. For older students, they utilize a control signals
poster to identify when they need to pause before acting. Along with the three main topics of the
curriculum, the lessons also cover topics like verbal and nonverbal communication, self-

awareness, and positive classroom climate.

This program model was evaluated through three separate studies, all finding statistically

significant results in areas that the model seeks to address (N1J, 2011). Some of the notable
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findings of these evaluations included peer-rated aggression. In one study, researchers found that
children who were in the PATHS program rated their peers as less aggressive in the posttest
when compared to the control group. The difference between these groups were statistically
significant. Another notable finding was the differences in nonconfrontational solutions. In the
second study, those who were in the PATHS program were more likely to utilize
nonconfrontational solutions to conflicts when compared to the control group in a three-year
follow-up test. This finding was also statistically significant. Along with other statistically
significant findings in these studies, this program model was determined to have an effective
rating based on more than one study (NIJ, 2011). This rating implies that the utilization of the

program model is likely to result in the intended outcomes set out by the model.

27



SECTION V: RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

Fights at school are not a new problem. The way that fights are delt with has evolved
over time. During the get tough on crime era in the 1990s, policies like zero-tolerance and
exclusion became a normalized practice for many school districts around the United States. Once
evidence of their inefficacy was found, these practices evolved to utilize an escalating method of
discipline, which has been implemented in some school districts. While this method kept more
students in the classroom, very little was being done to prevent these violent behaviors from
occurring in the first place. The review of research highlighted in Section II, showed that harsh,
exclusionary discipline policies were not only ineffective, but counter-productive to the mission
of JCS to divert youth from the justice system. The school-to-prison pipeline is a concept that
explains how certain school disciplinary policies result in more students being referred to JCS,
becoming further involved in the criminal justice system. A child’s brain is developing from the
time they begin preschool to when they graduate from high school. As such, children need to be
treated differently and with different methodologies than adults. Some possible recommendations
that could be applied include modifying the role of SROs and implementing evidence-based

early intervention programming.

Modify the role of SROs

When SROs were introduced to the school setting, their purpose was to improve school
safety, which is very broad and vague. Since their introduction, their role has expanded to
include the management of student misbehavior (Engle & Panahon, 2024). SROs are most often
employed by a local law enforcement agency and are assigned to one or more schools in the area.
Although their purpose is to improve school safety, several studies have found that when an SRO

is employed in a school, the rates of student misconduct increase. According to Engle and
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Panahon (2024), middle schools who employed an SRO through federal grants saw a 6 percent
increase in the use of exclusionary discipline practices. They also found that schools with SROs

had 3.5 times more arrests than schools without an SRO.

Because of the lack of clarity for the official role of an SRO, school administrators need
to collaborate with law enforcement agencies to establish a memorandum of understanding
(MOQOU). The purpose of an MOU is to clearly identify and explain the particulars of the position
of an SRO. By creating a mutual agreement of what the expectations are, the likelihood of an
SRO overstepping their role will be reduced. This agreement will also remove uncertainty for

SROs of when they should intervene in student incidents.

Another method to modify the role of an SRO is to place more emphasis on their
engagement and relationships with students. One of the three main roles of SROs is to be a
mentor for students and foster positive relationships with them. When a school’s SRO is busy
responding and handling student misconduct, this role is often the first to be put aside. By
modifying their role, an SRO is given more opportunities to perform their roles that do not
include behavior management (Engle & Panahon, 2024). To emphasize their connection with
students, SROs can guest lecture in the classroom, get involved in activities or programs that are

relevant to their role, or foster positive relationships between students and law enforcement.

Modifying the role of an SRO may result in a few different effects. One of those effects
may be a reduction in the number of student arrests and suspensions. With less students being
arrested or excluded from the classroom, there would be less students that are labeled as
delinquents. As labeling theory explained, assigning an individual a delinquent label can set them

on a path to conform with that label while becoming ostracized from the rest of society. By only
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involving SROs in extreme cases of school discipline, there may be less students who are labeled

as delinquents and may result in better relationships between SROs and students.

Further, when only including SROs in extreme cases of misconduct, the perception of
school climate regarding discipline may improve as well. Through this exclusion, coupled with
other modifications to discipline practices, the perception of an over assertion of controls may
decrease. Nye’s control theory explained that both over and under assertions of control can lead
to increases in deviant behavior (Tibbetts & Hemmens, 2014). To cope with their problems
effectively, student’s must be provided with the resources to do so. When they feel that an
authority’s control is overstated and they are developmentally incapable of solving their
problems on their own, youth will choose the easiest method to solve their problem, which may
not be prosocial. By modifying the role of an SRO to assert less control and increase their
commitment to engagement with students, a decrease in referrals to JCS and improvement of the

perception of the school’s climate may result.

Implement evidence-based prevention programming

Humans are not born with the innate ability to resolve peer conflict in a prosocial way.
The unique environment of a school brings students from diverse backgrounds. For this reason,
healthy social skills are integral to learn in this environment. Many of these skills are built into
the structure of the school day. The first few years of elementary school are spent teaching
students how to conduct themselves in the classroom. Skills such as not interrupting and
respecting others are a strong focus. Students learn that they must raise their hand before
speaking or must ask to use the bathroom before just walking out of the classroom. These social
skills are the foundation for creating healthy peer relationships for children. As their brains

develop, peer relationships become more complex, leading to inevitable and healthy conflicts.
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Without being given the necessary resources to handle those complexities and conflicts, children

will turn to their internal impulses which may include antisocial behavior, or violence.

Programs that teach prosocial skills have the capability to provide youth with the tools
that they need to navigate difficult peer interactions. As explained by Nye’s control theory, if
students are not given the adequate resources to handle their problem, they will resort to their
natural impulses (Tibbetts & Hemmens, 2014). By providing preventative social skills education,
the natural impulses that a child feels may be replaced by prosocial skills. Acting proactively
instead of reactively to school violence and fights, there is a potential to reduce the frequency of

harsh disciplinary sanctions.

A few evaluated programs that address these types of skills have been found to be
effective at reducing the number of students who are suspended or referred to JCS. Those
programs include the PATHS model and the SWPBIS model, as outlined in the previous section.
Both programs are implemented school or grade-wide in elementary and middle schools to teach
students important skills and emotional intelligence while also creating peer accountability by
universally implementing the treatment program. The students that are exhibiting the behaviors
are not the only ones learning these skills. The information is provided to all students so that
expectations for one another are clear and understood by all. Students may feel more capable of
policing one another because the expectations and prosocial behaviors are clearly defined,

reducing the need for school faculty to intervene.

Program models like PATHS and SWPBIS not only teach integral skills, they also can
help to strengthen a student's social bonds. According to Hirschi’s social bonding theory, when
an individual has strengthened bonds to their peers, social norms, and belief in those norms, they

are less likely to engage in deviant behavior (Tibbetts & Hemmens, 2014). Programs such as
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these help to strengthen the commitment to following school rules, the belief in the importance
of those rules, and possibly their bonds with other students. Through social skills learning,
students learn the benefits of having prosocial relationships. They are able to see the value in
following the school’s rules and resolving conflicts in healthy ways. By seeing these benefits,
students may be more likely to utilize what they learned and set themselves on a path that does
not involve violence or fighting. While not every student may internalize all of the information
provided to them in these programs, they at least provide them with the knowledge and tools to

better themselves and their peers.

Conclusion

The ways in which fights at school are handled has evolved and changed. In the United
States, how children are treated is given significant emphasis. The foundation of JCS is rooted in
treating children differently than adults. The plasticity of children’s brain gives them a unique
opportunity to make life-long changes from skills they learn in childhood. Because of their age
and development, they are afforded more opportunities for learning, change, and rehabilitation.
During the school year, children spend more time at school than they do with their families.
Creating a school climate that promotes positive reinforcement, commitment to one another, and

empathetic attitudes is something that is beneficial for all stakeholders.

Changing how school administrators and teachers approach discipline can change the
long-term trajectory of the lives of their students. Giving students the tools and opportunities to
improve themselves and those around them can create an environment that is conducive to
personal growth and learning. There is significant value in supporting these efforts for school
faculty, students, families, and the criminal justice system as a whole. With less students being

funneled into the juvenile justice system, less of a strain is placed on the criminal justice system.
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