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Executive Summary

SROs are a growing problem in lowa.

The increasing number of School Resource Officers
(SROs) haslong been a concern for the ACLU, both
nationally and in Iowa.

Between 2018 and 2021, the number of SROs
nationally at high schools, middle schools, and even
elementary schools has increased by 23 percent.

Nearly all SROs carry a gun. Most also carry a
taser, which is less lethal than a gun but still poses
significantly increased health risks for children.?

To get a better statewide picture of the current
state of SROs, the ACLU of Iowa conducted a study
to take a focused look at the growing number of
SROs in Iowa schools and the impact they are having
on safety and students.

While not comprehensive, this study found
that there are at least 130 SROs in 78 Iowa school
districts, about one-fourth of all Iowa school
districts.

About one-fourth of all lowa school
districts have atleast one SRO.

The core of the report is the data collected from
a total of 154 public records requests, both to
school districts and the corresponding local police
departments that employ the SROs.

To see the individual open records responses
from each school district and the corresponding law
enforcement agency, please click here.

The study also drew on data from hundreds of
Iowa school districts kept by the U.S. Department of
Education Office for Civil Rights (OCR), aswell as a
number of national academic studies.

We found that not all school districts reported
information about law enforcement interactions
with students to the OCR, even though the law
requires it. We also found that many districts
reported zero referrals or arrests. This may be the
case, but it would be inconsistent with overall trends
and may instead suggest inaccurate reporting to the

Office for Civil Rights.

To see what the school districts who responded to
the OCR reported (number of referrals and arrests,
broken down by race), click here.

Overall, our study found that SRO programs in
Iowa are highly concerning. They lack sufficient
guidance and oversight, which results in the over-
criminalization of students, particularly Black
students and students with disabilities (as defined
by federal law).

Key Findings

More specifically, this study found:

» There is no evidence that SROs make
students safe but there is evidence that they can
doharm.

Assurvey of national studies could not find a single
one that clearly demonstrated that having an SRO
keeps a school any safer than a school without an
SRO, including during tragic school mass shootings.

In fact, there is evidence that SROs can actually
create harm for students by escalating a minor
incident into an actual criminal offense that can
follow a young person their entire life. See page 8.

» SROs disproportionately discipline and
arrest Black students.

Black students in Iowa make up 7 percent of the
population but account for 13 percent of referrals
and 21 percent of arrests, even though national studies
indicate thar Black students do not actually misbehave or
commit cvimes in schools ar a higher rate.

This means that a Black student receives a referral
at twice the rate of other students. A Black student
is arrested at 3.7—nearly four times—the rate of
other students. See page 25.

» SROs also disproportionately discipline and
arrest students with disabilities.

Students with disabilities make up 13 percent of
the student population, but account for 27 percent
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of SRO referrals and 26 percent of arrests.

That means students with disabilities are either
referred or arrested at 2.3 times the rate of students
without disabilities. Page 25.

» SROs often discipline students, including
those in elementary school, for minor infractions
traditionally handled better by school officials.

For example, the study found that students being
caught vaping either nicotine or THC is by far the
most common reason for SRO intervention. Vaping
does not require an armed police officer to address.

The incident reports filed by SROs are likewise
filled with their involvement with students calling
each other names, pushing, spreading rumors, and
other minor offenses, including students being

“disrespectful” in class, and causing “drama with a
group of girls.” None of these violate any laws and do
not warrant law enforcement involvement.

Some examples:

In Perry, in two separate incidents, the SRO
was called in to handle a 7-year-old boy “who was
running through the hallway and becoming agitated
with staff” In another, the SRO intervened because
a 6-year-old was “trying to destroy a classroom” and

“being physically disruptive.”

In Pella, an SRO became involved in the

investigation of a 10-year-old boy kicking aball ata

9-year-old girl and shaking a climbing net she was on.

In Sioux City, a student taking a bag of popcorn on
his way out the door was investigated as theft.

Also in Sioux City, four 14-year-old boys egged
ahouse, not on school grounds. SRO records are
unclear, but indicate the boys were investigated and
possibly even charged with criminal mischief.

» SROs come at a considerable financial
expense to schools and communities.

The average district cost of employing an SRO
in Iowa is at least $98,000, which may or may
not include expenses and other costs. By way of
comparison, the base average wage for a school
counselor, who could potentially head off student
behavior problems before they start, is $70,015; the
average teacher wage is $66,655. Page 16.

Key Terms

A referral occurs when a school employee
reports a student to an SRO or other law
enforcement officer to address a perceived
problem on school grounds. It covers a wide
variety of interactions, everything from an
inquiry on the well-being of the student to
guestioning the student about their or others’
?c’ﬂons involving anything from vaping to a
ight.

A referral sometimes can lead to an SRO filing
an incident reﬁort, which is a public record
detailing what happened during the referral.

A referral also can result in a student having a
choice between being formally charged wit

a crime, such as criminal mischief or violation
of lowa’s underage smoking laws, or being
required to attend a diversion program.

Diversion programs can vary widely. Some
are focused on resolving the root problem
that led to the incident; some contain
religious components; and others are focused
primarily on self-improvement. Diversion
programs can be helpful for some students

in avoidin% the long-term consequences

of a juvenile delinquency or criminal case.
However, some programs may be problematic
for children if they are run by religious groups
that conflict with the student’s or parent’s
own beliefs, or if they shame or stigmatize
students.?

A referral can also lead to a citation, which
usually requires paying a fee or making a
court appearance, as with a traffic ticket. This
is acommon action taken when a student is
caught vaping.

A referral could, most seriously, lead to an
arrest, which is a detention and possible
formal charging of a student by law
enforcement at a}police department or
equivalent law enforcement facility.

» Police officers who are hired as SROs often
havelittle to no training in dealing with children
in a school environment.

The study found that 78 percent of school districts
do not have SRO training requirements.

And 58 percent of law enforcement agencies,
who provide the SROs to the school districts, have
no formal training requirement for these officers
entrusted with children. See page 17.

» Record-keeping on SRO referrals and arrests
is erratic and often minimal.

SRO reporting on arrests and referrals varied
widely. Some districts report absolutely no arrests
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or referrals and do not track by race. Some give few
or no details about the referrals and arrests their
SROs are making.

This is a major problem because if a school district
and law enforcement agency are not keeping good
records and not paying close attention to what SROs
are doing, they cannot address the harms inherent
with having law enforcement officers embedded in
their schools.

These reporting failures potentially violate federal
reporting requirements and SRO contracts. Page 8.

» The process for students or parents making a
complaint about an SRO is unclear.

None of the school districts studied produced an
SRO-specific policy on how students and parents
can complain about SRO conduct. See page 24.

» Too few policies exist to ensure that SROs are
informing students of their rights.

Only 3 percent of the school districts studied
required that students be informed of their rights
when interacting with an SRO.

And only 37 percent of the law enforcement
agencies employing them had SRO-specific policies
requiring that students be informed of their rights.
Page 18.

» Too few policies exist to make sure parents
and guardians are notified when their child is
questioned by an SRO.

Almost half—44 percent—of districts were
unable to produce a policy for notifying parents or
guardians when their child is expected to be or has
been questioned by an SRO.

Roughly a third of law enforcement agencies had
no parental notification policy. See page 22.

» The reasons districts have an SRO is either not
clearly stated or is problematic.

« Six school districts had no discernible stated
purpose for having an SRO program.

+ Some school districts said SROs were there to
serve as mentors or positive role models. Those are
roles that teachers, counselors, coaches, and other
staff already fill, without the potential negative
consequences of having law enforcement involved.

Other districts said SROs are there to help law
enforcement community relations, but it is not the
job of schools to provide public relations for police.
See page 14.

Key Recommendations for Action

This report also makes a number of policy
recommendations for schools, law enforcement, and
other leaders to take action. See page 29 for details.

» Eliminate SRO programs. First and foremost,
Iowa schools should follow the lead of other districts,
such as Des Moines and Ames, who have done away
with their SRO programs altogether because of the
many concerns spelled out in this report.

That said, if school and law enforcement insist
on continuing their SRO programs, they should
implement the following important changes:

» Stricter training requirements for SROs so
they are better equipped to deal with the special
requirements of dealing with children in a school
setting.

» More thorough reporting of SRO activities
is critical to make sure that SROs are interacting
with students appropriately, are not over-policing
students of color and students with disabilities, and
are not escalating minor behavior problems into
criminal offenses.

» Measurable goals for an SRO program with
regular monitoring and evaluation of those goals.

» Clear guidelines for SRO involvement,
determining when it is appropriate for an SRO to
become involved in a situation.

» Clear complaint procedures so that parents,
students, and others know how to express concerns
about an SRO program at their school.
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School Districts Included in This Study

The following public school districts were sent open records requests, submitted pursuant to Chapter 22 of
the Iowa Code, for information about their SRO programs. All but two responded. No response was received

from Central DeWitt or New London.

To see alisting of communities that were otherwise cited specifically in the report, click here.

To see a U.S. Department of Education listing, if the data is available, for each district for referrals and arrests

by race, click here.

Documents from each district showing their responses to our open records request can be found online here.

Adel De Soto Minburn East Mills Pella

AHSTW Estherville Lincoln Central Perry

Ames* Fort Dodge Pleasant Valley
Ankeny Fort Madison Riverside

Atlantic* Glenwood Sergeant Bluff-Luton
Ballard Humboldt Sidney

Benton IKM-Manning Sioux Center*
Bettendorf Indianola Sioux City
Bondurant-Farrar Johnston South Tama County
Boone Keokuk Southeast Polk
Boyden-Hull Knoxville Spencer

Burlington Le Mars Spirit Lake
Camanche Linn-Mar Storm Lake*
Cardinal Maquoketa Treynor

Carlisle Marion Tri-Center

Cedar Falls Marshalltown Underwood

Cedar Rapids Mediapolis Urbandale
Centerville* Monticello Van Meter

Central DeWitt Muscatine Vinton-Shellsburg
Central Lee New London Wapello

Cherokee Newton Waterloo

Clinton North Cedar* Waukee

College North Polk Waverly-Shell Rock*
Council Bluffs North Scott West Branch
Creston Norwalk West Des Moines
Dallas Center-Grimes Okoboji Wilton

Danville Oskaloosa Winfield-Mt. Union
Davenport Ottumwa

Dubuque Prairie City-Monroe * Reported not having an SRO
Durant Pekin
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National Overview of SROs

Police in schools present consistent problems across the country.

The spread and impact of SROs on schools in
Iowa has taken place in the context of troubling
nationwide trends.

National SRO data suggests that the number
of SROs in schools across the country continues
to increase, leading to more arrests and referrals.
However, there is not any empirical evidence that
this actually is making schools any safer.

Akey source of national data is from the U.S.
Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights
(OCR). Every other year, it conducts a survey of
all public local educational agencies (LEAs) and
schools that receive federal financial assistance
from the U.S. Department of Education.* The most
recent survey data released from the OCR covers
the 2021-22 school year and contains data from
98,000 schools across 17,000 school districts that
provide education services to more than 50 million
students.’

No independent study has found
statistically significant evidence that
demonstrates that police presence in
schools makes schools any safer.

Unfortunately, even though school districts are
legally required to respond to this OCR survey, some
donot.

Based on the data of those that did respond to
the OCR survey, there is a continued prevalence of
police presence in schools,® over-representation of
Black or African American students in disciplinary
actions,” and over-representation in suspension and
expulsion of students with disabilities.®

Hiring Police Instead of Counselors

This national data also highlights a concerning
prioritization to hire SROs over school counselors
in some school districts. Despite years of reporting

on the adolescent mental health crisis and lack of
desperately needed mental health staff in schools,’
there are still millions of students attending schools
with a sworn law enforcement officer or security
guard but without a counselor.™®

The normalization of police in schools arose in
response to increases in school shootings in the early
2000s.!"! Despite more police in schools, instances of
gun violence in schools have continued to rise, more
than doubling between 2018 and 2024."

Since the turn of the century, researchers have
been studying the effectiveness of school police
in reducing violence, but no independent study
has ever found statistically significant quantitative
evidence to demonstrate that police presence in
schools makes schools any safer.'®

It’s important to note that these police in schools
are armed. Almost 100 percent of sworn SROs
usually carried a firearm when working in their
primarily assigned school.™ Additionally, 65 percent
carry a taser.s

Despite decades of inconclusive evidence on
school police and safety, and a rate of school
shootings that continues to rise, police presence
in schools has continued to increase over the last
decade. SROs now are in more than 44 percent of
schools as of 2022,'¢ and there was a 23 percent
increase in the total number of SROs in schools from
2018t02021."7

SROs Do Not Keep Students Safer

Importantly, some evidence suggests that the
presence of SROs is correlated to an increase in
reports of safety-related problems at school.

Arecent study on the effects of SRO program
implementation in schools indicated that reported
weapon- and drug-related offenses increased
immediately after the employment of a new SRO.** It
also found that increased rates of weapon- and drug-
related offenses stayed at elevated levels even years
after the new SRO had been introduced.”
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Another study identified significant increases
in student arrests for disorderly conduct after
school police were placed in schools.?® The range of
conduct that can be considered “disorderly” is wide
and gives law enforcement significant discretion,
which has resulted in criminalization of what
may otherwise be considered standard student
misconduct.”

When an SRO is hired, the number
of student referrals and arrests
often increases compared to when a
school relied just on contacting local
law enforcement when there was a
problem.

What this national data clearly shows is that as the
number of SROs increases, the number of arrests
and referrals also often increases. Studies have
shown that this increase in arrests and referrals
is not the result of SROs detecting previously
undetected problems, but instead that SROs are

SROs In Iowa

becoming involved in low-level situations and
escalating them into a law enforcement matter,
sometimes with students as early as first grade.

An example of this can be found in Ankeny. The
school year before the district brought in an SRO,
it reported no cases of student behavior deemed
serious enough for a referral or arrest. But just a
fewyears later, in the 2021-2022 school year, the
district reported that the new SRO was involved in
85 referrals or arrests.

Ankeny: Before and After Its SRO
Program

Ankeny started its SRO program in 2018. The records
indicate that prior to that, student behavior did not
lead to law enforcement referrals or arrests. But just
a few years later, once the SRO program started, in
2021-2022, the amount of law enforcement referrals
and arrests for young people shot up significantly and
concerningly.

2017-2018 Arrests
and Referrals

2021-2022 Arrests
and Referrals

0 85

Statewide data is similarly troubling compared to national statistics.

Many of the same trends and problems seen
nationally with SROs are also occurring in Iowa.

For example, the data indicates that Black students
and students with disabilities in lowa are also
disproportionately being referred and arrested by
SROs.

Nationally, norms and perceptions about SROs
continue to change. In Iowa, the climate in Iowa
remains mixed.

Two large school districts that historically
maintained an SRO contract, the Ames Community
School District and the Des Moines Independent
Community School District, have opted to end their
contracts and remove SROs from their district.?? In

contrast, numerous smaller school districts without
a history of SRO employment have entered into new
SRO contracts.”

Recently, the Iowa Legislature pushed for a
statewide increase in SROs. In 2024, the Iowa
legislature passed House File 2586, a new law that
recommends that every school district in the state
employ at least one private security guard or SRO.*
It also requires that every school district with a
student population over 8,000 employ an SRO or
security officer at every school serving students in
grade nine or above, unless the school board for the
district affirmatively votes to opt out.?
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How Many SROs are in Iowa?

It is difficult to pin down the exact number of SROs
in the state, which is itself concerning because it
indicates too little monitoring and accountability for
SRO programs.

SROs: By the Numbers

» Estimates put the number of full-time SROs
in lowa at 130 employed in 78 districts.

» About one-fourth of all lowa school
districts have at least one SRO.

» About half of all lowa students attend school
in a district that uses SROs.

Data collected by the State of lowa shows only
55 school resource officers employed across the
entire state.?* However, the national data and data
collected for this report indicate that the numberis a
severe underreporting.

According to the national data released by the
OCR, as 0of 2022 there were around 175 full-time
law enforcement officers employed across lowa
schools.?” The data included in this report provides
a more accurate estimate for the 2025-26 school
year of at least 130 full-time SROs across 78 districts,
with these 78 districts accounting for 53 percent of
all students across the state.?®

SROs More Likely to Discipline Black
Students

The Iowa public school system serves more than
475,000 students across 327 school districts.? Since
2000, the racial and ethnic composition of the Iowa
public school student population has changed
significantly to become much more diverse.*

This report examines the available statistics on
how students are treated by SROs broken down by
race and ethnicity and also by disability.

Disturbingly, the report found a severe over-
policing of Black or African American students. This
is despite studies indicating that Black students do
not misbehave at a higher rate than other students.?

Our report also found that students with
disabilities were far more likely to receive referrals or
be arrested by SROs in Iowa schools.

Students of Color

As of 2024, students of color make up 28.5 percent
of students enrolled in Iowa public schools.*?

» White students account for 72 percent of the
student population, yet they make up only 65
percent of SRO disciplinary referrals and 56 percent
of SRO arrests.*?

» Black or African American students** make up
just 7 percent of the population but 13 percent of
referrals and 21 percent of arrests.

» Hispanic or Latino students make up 12
percent of the population, 12 percent of referrals,
and 9 percent of arrests.

» Asians account for 3 percent of the student
population, 2 percent of referrals, and 3 percent of
arrests.

» American Indian/Alaska native students make
up a tiny portion of the Iowa student population
at .35 percent; referrals for this group were at .86
percent and arrests at .64 percent.

» Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander students also
make up a small proportion of Iowa students at .39
percent, but their referrals were at 2.5 percent and
arrests at 2.12 percent.

Students With Disabilities

Students with disabilities are also over-policed in
Iowa, making up only 13 percent of the student
population but accounting for 27 percent of SRO
referrals and 26 percent of arrests. 3

Recent Trends in SRO Hiring in lowa

The ACLU of Iowa has long advocated for police-
free schools.? In response to the murder of George
Floyd in 2020, some school districts in Iowa devoted
new resources and attention to the critical issues of
racial bias and disparities in the justice system, and
how having armed police in schools creates some of
those same harms for students.*”

In 2021, both the Ames Community School
District and the Des Moines Independent School
District voted to end their SRO programs, citing
racial equity concerns. 3
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At that same time, the ACLU of Iowa’s Advocacy
and Community Engagement team began a multi-
year project, working with families and community
members statewide to keep Iowa’s students safe
from the dangers caused by armed police in schools.
In 2022, the ACLU of Iowa released a toolkit to
facilitate community advocacy for police-free
schools in Iowa.*

This issue is challenging and tragic on many fronts.

In 2024, the unthinkable happened in lowa in Perry
when a student committed a mass shooting at the
local high school, killing two and physically injuring
six others. This tragedy led to more Iowa schools
considering adding armed police officers,* and
was followed by a state law designed to increase
the presence of armed guards or law enforcement
personnel in schools.*!

While the creation of an SRO program might
be well-intentioned, the unfortunate truth is that
no evidence supports the claim that more law
enforcement personnel in schools creates a safer
environment for students. However, evidence
does show that putting police in schools creates a
pipeline to funnel kids into the juvenile delinquency
and criminal justice systems. **

The consequences for over-criminalizing the
behavior of children include significant and
often lifelong trauma, alienation, and stigma that
increase— rather than decrease—their risk of
becoming an adult who becomes involved in the
criminal justice system.*® It also decreases—rather
than increases—their likelihood of achieving

Disparities for Black Students &

Students with Disabilities

Black students in lowa make up 7 percent of the
population but account for 21 percent of arrests.

That means Black students are arrested at
nearly four times the rate of other students
even though studies show they do not misbehave
at a higher rate.

Students with disabilities make up 13 percent
of the student population, but account for 27
percent of SRO referrals and 26 percent of
arrests.

That means students with disabilities are
referred or arrested at 2.3 times the rate of a
student without a disability.

educational and career success.* These harms are
experienced at a disproportionate rate by Black kids
and kids with disabilities.*

For that reason, the ACLU of Iowa will continue
our ongoing efforts to protect students and to
protect their rights.

This report builds upon the invaluable body of
work from the ACLU of Iowa and juvenile justice
advocates across the state to curb the harmful
effects of law enforcement presence in schools. ¢

Rethinking School Safety in lowa: The Harms of School Resource Officers 1



Methodology for This Report

Open records requests were sent to a total of 154 school districts and

law enforcement agencies.

The core of this report is data collected from a series
of open records requests to selected schools and law
enforcement agencies throughout the state.
The ACLU of Iowa sent open records requests
for information related to SROs to 87 Iowa school
districts and 67 associated police departments.
Iowa law provides everyone with this right to
request, examine, copy, and publish public records
held in the custody of government bodies, including
schools and police departments.*’
Data collection was divided into two separate
“rounds” of open records requests, each with
different “waves” within each round.

School District Requests

School districts were the focus of the first round. In
that first round, the ACLU of Iowa sent open records
requests to 87 school districts across lowa. These
open records requests were sent in three waves and
used a standardized request letter.*

The first wave of 20 open records requests were
sent in October 2024. The districts in the first wave
were selected in consultation with the ACLU of
Iowa’s Advocacy and Community Engagement team
and primarily focused on districts that the team
identified during their prior SRO-related work in
2022. The second wave was sent in August 2025 to
22 additional districts that were again selected in
consultation with the ACE team.

The third wave of the remaining 45 requests were
sent in September 2025 and attempted to fill in the
gaps to ensure that all school districts in Iowa with
an SRO, no matter how large or small, had been
contacted. Those 45 districts were identified by

cross-referencing the list of districts that reported
in their 2021-2022 OCR submissions that they
employed at least one SRO with the list of districts
already contacted by the ACLU of Iowa in waves one
and two.

A standardized request letter was used for all 87
requests.®

Despite repeated attempts, two school districts
never replied to our open records request: Central
DeWitt and New London.

Law Enforcement Requests

Law enforcement was the focus of the second
round. That second round of requests was sent in
October and November 2025 to city and county

law enforcement agencies that contracted with the
school districts to provide SROs. The list of law
enforcement agencies was compiled from the SRO
Memorandums of Understanding (MOUs) provided
by the school districts in the first round of records
requests; 67 law enforcement agencies were con-
tacted using a standardized request letter.*

Four law enforcement agencies never responded
to our open records requests: the City of Adel, the
City of Carlisle, the City of Wilton, and the Mills
County Sherift’s Office.

Complete copies of all school district and law
enforcement agency responses are on file with the
ACLU of Iowa and are available online here.

The report also draws on a wealth of academic
studies related to SROs and publicly available
government data, particularly information collected
by the U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil
Rights (OCR).
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Problems With SRO Contracts

Schools are not following important state laws that make information
about SRO programs publicly available.

Iowa law requires that to create an SRO program,
a “28E agreement” between a school district and
alocal law enforcement agency must be filed with
the Secretary of State.*! These agreements must
be specific as to duration, purpose, costs, and
methods.>

As part of this requirement, school districts are
required to create a formalized agreement, such as a
memorandum of understanding (MOU), with their
contracted law enforcement agency.>?

However, this study found that many Iowa schools
are not following that law. That is concerning
because the process of filing these MOUs makes
them then available to the public. And if no MOU is
filed, the public is deprived of important insight into
how their local SRO program is operated, monitored,
and funded.

» Of the 78 school districts that replied to the
open records request, three school districts—
Bettendorf, Durant, and Keokuk—neither produced
aMOU or an equivalent agreement nor had they
filed one with the Secretary of State.

Over half the schools with SROs are not
in compliance with Iowa law requiring
SRO contracts to be filed with the state,
depriving the public of important
information.

In the case of Durant, the school did not produce a
contracting document, but a MOU was provided by
the Durant Police Department during a subsequent
open records request.

In the case of Keokuk, the district said its MOU
was lost. It was also unable to produce a copy of its
operating agreement. Eventually, the Keokuk police
department, after searching through its archive, was
able to produce a MOU, which has not been updated
since 2004.

In the case of Bettendorf, no MOU or an
equivalent agreement was ever obtained from the
district, the City of Bettendorf, or the Bettendorf
Police Department.

» One district, the Cedar Falls Community
School District, appears to be operating on an SRO
agreement that expired in 2014 and has not been
updated since.

In the absence of a MOU, it is unclear how
these districts have structured their employment
agreements for their SRO programs. None of these
districts provided any information or policy that
discussed the goals, role, or costs of their ongoing
SRO programs.

» Of the other 75 districts that replied to our
open records request, 15 have indefinite SRO
contracts. All of these contracts contain termination
provisions, but they are structured to renew annually
and perpetually without update or modification.
Some of these SRO agreements have not been
updated in more than two decades. Because
no renewal or update is required to sustain the
agreement, it is unfortunately unclear to what extent
the agreement is being monitored or followed.

» More than half of the school districts with SRO
contracts are not in compliance with their filing
requirements under lowa law: Of the 75 districts
that have up-to-date SRO agreements, only 35 have
filed their agreement with the Secretary of State.
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Inadequate SRO Program Stated Purposes

Districts are not clearly articulating their reasons for having an SRO.

In order for an SRO program to run effectively, it is
important for schools and law enforcement agencies
to have a clear, stated purpose for the program

and to establish measurable goals to evaluate the
program’s success.** But our report found this often
isn’t the case.

To understand each school district’s rationale for
its SRO program, our public records requests asked
each school district for all documents related to the
goals and review process for its SRO program.

After all, Iowa law requires that SRO program
MOUs explicitly state the purpose of the SRO
program being created.” This is important because
explicitly stating the intended purpose of the SRO
program provides benchmarks that can be used to
track the effectiveness and problems of the program,
atleast onits own terms.

There were six school districts that either
unhelpfully stated that the purpose of creating their
SRO program was to create an SRO program, or
stated no purpose at all in their MOU or any of the
other documents produced for this report. Those
schools were Burlington, Marshalltown, Okoboji,
North Polk, North Scott, and Pleasant Valley.

Stated Reasons for SRO Programs

Below are the most common reasons districts and local
law enforcement agencies gave for having an
SRO program.

Six districts studied state no purpose
for their SRO program.

When a purpose was stated, the two most
commonly stated purposes were the creation of
a safe learning environment or school safety (72
percent of districts) and law enforcement (53
percent of districts).>® Some of the other major
goals that districts set out for their programs were
providing educational services, increasing police
integration into the school district, and general
crime prevention.

Concerningly, for some districts a stated purpose
was for SROs to serve as student mentors and role
models. But as spelled out in our Recommendations
section, it’s highly problematic for students to

Number of
SRO Programs
Stated Reason Citing the
Reason
Create safe learning environment | 57
Provide law enforcement 43
Improve safety, performance, 21
well-being
Build community relationships 19
Provide educational resources 18
Prevent crime 17
Provide mentorship 14
Integration of school/community | 12
policing
Create atmosphere free from 8
intimidation
Increase sense of belonging/ 5
respectful environment
Deal with active shooter 3
Reduce substance abuse 2
Reduce incident liability/property | 1
damage
Solve problems in schools 1
Reduce truancy 1

confide in and form friendships with SROs. SROs
are sworn law enforcement officers with the power
to charge and arrest students, as well as their friends
and family members. Additionally, in some recent
cases in the media, lowa SROs have engaged in
inappropriate sexual behavior with students. 5’
Some districts stated that a purpose of their
SRO program was to improve law enforcement’s
community relationships and public perceptions.
But with recent trends in the erosion of public trust
in law enforcement, especially in communities
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A Case Study of Two Different SRO Program Review Processes

It’s important that SRO programs are monitored carefully, but that process varies widely in lowa. Here’s a side-by-side

comparison of two districts’ policies.

Inadequate: Cherokee Community School District

Better: College Community School District

The chief of police, in consultation with the
high school principal or designee, completes a
performance evaluation of the SRO annually.

The SRO supervisor, in consultation with the
superintendent and the school’s principal, completes
performance evaluations of each SRO during
November of each school year.

To facilitate that evaluation, the district provides
requested information and reports.

Thorough quarterly SRO meetings are held to assess
effectiveness and improvement mechanisms for the
SRO program.

that have historically been the victim of racially

or ethnically motivated violence and policing,®
schools are not the proper forum for attempting
to rehabilitate that image. For students who are
mistrustful of law enforcement generally, the
presence of armed law enforcement officers in
their schools can significantly reduce the students’
feelings of safety in school and also distract them

“Clearly defined key metrics” are maintained for
ongoing program evaluation. This includes Student
Interaction Data, interactions with SROs individually
and in classes or grade levels. It also includes the
results of those interactions, including ticketing,
mediation, referral to services, and arrests.

from learning,*® which directly contradicts the
district’s core purpose of education.

It is not the role of schools to bring in law
enforcement to help them with public relations
efforts. Public relations is an improper purpose for
an SRO program. Schools should instead focus on
education and student safety.

Inadequate SRO Program Review

Schools and law enforcement do a poor job of monitoring and

evaluating their SRO programs.

While the law requires schools to include an SRO
program’s intended purpose in their MOUs, it does
not require schools to engage in any process to
evaluate whether SRO programs are meeting those
goals. This is problematic because without requiring
areview process, there is no mechanism in place to
monitor how effective an SRO program may be.

» Our study found that 25 of the 78 districts have
no review process at all.

» Six districts have policies for routine evaluations
but make them optional.

» Three districts require an annual review but
defer entirely to the contracting law enforcement
agency to do so.
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» Two districts conduct monthly reviews of SRO
conduct and provide a more comprehensive review
on an annual basis.

» Another district does a comprehensive annual
review then provides incremental quarterly updates.

» In total, only 37 of the districts conduct
performance reviews of the SRO program on at least
an annual basis, though the detail and focus of these
performance reviews vary widely from district to
district.

SRO Programs Are Expensive

SRO programs can be pricey for both schools and the community.

The average cost of employing an SRO in Iowa is
atleast $98,000,%° based on the figures received
from school districts for this report. That might not
include benefits and other expenses. As a point of
comparison, the average teacher wage in Iowa is
$66,655,°" and the average school counselor wage is
$70,015.5>

The cost of an SRO program is almost always split
between the district and the law enforcement agency
as part of a joint contract between a law enforcement
agency and the school district.

The average cost of employing an
SRO is $98,000. The average wage of a
school counselor, who can potentially
prevent student behavior problems
before they even happen, is $70,015.

Some school districts bear as much as 87 percent
of the funding burden,® while some other districts
rely on the employing law enforcement agency to
pay for the entire program.**

On average, school districts foot the bill for around
58 percent of the total cost of the SRO program,
including the cost of salary, benefits, equipment,
and training. This nets out to school districts paying

$57,005 on average per SRO. Many SRO programs
receive government subsidies when they are started,
but after those subsidies stop, SRO programs often
end up being expensive for school districts.

Some districts rely on federal grant funding to
subsidize their SRO program. The most prominent
example of SRO grant funding is the COPS
(Community Oriented Policing Services) Hiring
Program (CHP) grant under the U.S. Department
of Justice.®* The CHP grant provides supplemental
funding of up to $150,000 to hire entry-level SROs
over a 36-month period and up to 75 percent of a
locality’s annual cost.® To qualify for CHP funding,
districts must enter into a MOU and commit to a
regimen of standardized training for the duration
of the grant.®” The emphasis of this program is to
encourage districts with limited funding to create an
SRO program at a lower cost.

On average, schools pay for about half
the cost of an SRO program, with the
local law enforcement agency who
employs the SRO paying the other half.

After the grant funding period ends, districts must
assume those costs or find other funding, and are
no longer subject to federal guidance and training
requirements.
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Minimal Training for Dealing With Children

Some SROs have no training to work with youth or in schools.

The role of an SRO typically requires a different set
of skills than that of most other law enforcement
agents, yet this study found that training for dealing
with children in a school environment is minimal.

School districts often expect SROs to serve as
mentors and educational resources—roles typically
and more appropriately held by trained school
teachers or counselors.®®

But most standard law enforcement agent training
prepares officers to engage in law enforcement
activity only for an adult population.

SRO work requires skills different
from otherlaw enforcement work.

This standard training lacks key elements that
are necessary to fulfill the goals of an SRO program,
which is not strictly law enforcement and instead
focuses on children in a school setting.

To that end, specialized training should be
required to prepare a law enforcement officer for the
role of being an SRO. However, there is no standard
state or federal requirement for specialized SRO
training; each school district is left to itself to decide
on the correct training for its SROs.

To understand the training required by districts
around the state, our request asked for documents
regarding the extent and nature of SRO training
in their school district, including de-escalation
training, whether the training takes place before
the SRO is placed in the school, and/or whether the
training is ongoing.

Most School Districts Don’t Require
Specialized Training for SROs

Most school districts do not require any training for
their school resource officers, leaving the decision
to the contracting law enforcement agency. This is
concerning because while local law enforcement

SRO Training Problems

» Insome districts, SROs have no special
training for children or school settings.

» One-third of the districts studied have no
requirements for SRO training.

» Many districts simply leave it up to local
law enforcement to determine what
training their SROs must have.

» Nearly half of the law enforcement agencies
in the study had no policy at all requiring
SROs to receive training in dealing with
childrenin schools.

» There is no standard state or federal
training requirement for SROs in dealing
with children in school settings, either for
schools or law enforcement agencies.

may have experience in preparing officers for
general law enforcement practices, school districts
have more expertise in developmentally appropriate
interactions with children, education, and
accommodating students with disabilities. Schools
also are best-situated to know the exact range

of issues they want addressed in their particular
district and are well-positioned to recommend to
law enforcement agencies the types of training that
they would like their SRO to have.

» Our study found that 27 of the 78 school
districts who responded possess no policy on
required SRO training at all.

» We also found that 32 districts simply defer
to the local sherift’s office or police department
to determine the necessary training to properly
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prepare an officer to serve as an SRO.

» Only 18 of the 78 school districts require formal
training as a prerequisite to employment in their
school district.

Inadequate and Few Law Enforcement
Policies for SRO Training

School districts often defer to law enforcement
agencies as to the training requirements for SROs in
their schools. Law enforcement agencies themselves
generally have no formal policies regarding proper
SRO training.

» Of the 62 law enforcement agencies that
responded to our open records request, 26
maintained no policy at all on required training.

» Three law enforcement agencies have
ambiguous policies stating that their SROs will take

“all relevant training” or “may be required to attend
training,” though no other policy provides clarity on
what training is relevant or required.

» Another seven agencies lack a formal written
policy on required training, but have an oral or
informal policy for SRO training.

Nonetheless, law enforcement agencies often
provide individual officers with SRO training on
what is largely an ad hoc basis. And in some districts,
SROs are not specially trained at all.*

The most common form of SRO training, when
it occurs, is the basic course from the National
Association of School Resource Officers (NASRO),
which has been taken by SROs in 38 of the 62 law
enforcement agencies that responded to our request.

The NASRO basic training is a one-time, 40-hour
program that teaches using the “NASRO Triad
Model” for school policing. The Triad Model teaches
SROs that their job is to serve three different roles
inside of schools: “law enforcement officer, informal
counselor/mentor, and public safety educator.””°

The NASRO also offers a 24-hour advanced SRO
course. But only five law enforcement agencies
studied for this report require that their SROs take
the advanced course. Four merely encourage it.

Other common training courses taken by lowa
SROs include the Iowa Association of SROs School
Safety Training, Drug Abuse Resistance Education
(D.A.R.E.) Instructor training, and ALICE active
shooter response training.

Like all law enforcement agents in the state,
SROs were previously required to take annual de-
escalation and anti-bias training.”! However, a new
2026 Iowa law unfortunately removes the anti-bias
training requirements for all law enforcement,
including SROs.” Police departments remain able
to provide anti-bias training voluntarily. 73

Students Too Often Are Not Informed of
Their Rights When Interacting with an SRO

A lack of understanding by students puts them at risk.

It’s an important part of our legal judicial system
that anyone being questioned by a police officer
understands their rights. This is especially true
for students, who often do not know what their
rights are,” even though both the federal and Iowa
Constitutions ensure that students in schools do
indeed have fundamental civil rights.”

This study requested current policies and

procedures describing how and when children
are notified by school staff or SROs of their
constitutional rights, including but not limited
to the right to legal counsel,” the right against
self-incrimination,”” and the right to be free from
unlawful search and seizure.”®

Our findings raise concerns that the rights of
Iowa students of all ages are not being adequately
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protected when interacting with an SRO.

With older students, it’s important to inform
them of their rights when interacting with an SRO,
using language that is easy to understand and
age-appropriate. However, it’s still important that
parents or guardians be present since even older
students are unlikely to understand the importance

of the situation and their right to protect themselves.

Younger students are much less likely to
understand and exercise their rights when
interacting with an SRO. It’s therefore essential that
the parents of young students be notified and have
the opportunity to step in before any potential SRO
questioning.

School Districts Seldom Adequately
Protect Students Rights with Police

Of'the 78 school districts that responded to

our open records request, only two provided a
procedure or policy on how students are advised
of their rights before being questioned by law
enforcement, either by an SRO or law enforcement
generally.

Only 3 percent of school districts
provided policies for informing
students of their rights when being
questioned by an SRO.

Most school districts maintain a policy on proper
search and seizure conduct. However, none of these
policies or any other document provided by a school
district stipulated whether or how students must
be advised of their rights against unlawful search or
seizure.

District search and seizure policies were usually
available on the school district’s board of directors
website and sometimes included in the student
handbook. Whether students are otherwise notified
of their district’s search and seizure policy is
unknown.

Law Enforcement Policies Fall Short
In Advising Students of Rights When
Interacting with an SRO

Of the 62 law enforcement agencies that responded
to our public records request:

» 19 provided no policy on notification of
constitutional rights for students when interacting
with an SRO.

» 15 law enforcement agencies did not provide
a specific policy for SRO interactions, but instead
pointed us to their “standard juvenile policy.” Most
of these related to the procedure for notifying
students of their rights and the proper waiver of
those rights during a custodial interrogation.

» 23 agencies maintained an SRO-specific policy
on when and how students are to be advised of their
rights. Most of these agencies provided guidance
only in the context of “custodial interrogations.”

Custodial interrogations are questioning or
other conduct by law enforcement, when a person
considers themselves in custody, that is reasonably
likely to result in a person giving an incriminating
response.”

While the federal constitution requires that any
waiver of the right to counsel be “voluntary, knowing,
and intelligent”— which courts find logically would
require parents’ help for many children in many
circumstances—it does not expressly require
parental notification.

This leaves it up to individual states to set their
own specific rules for juvenile interrogations that
comply with this constitutional standard.

Iowa law defines the custodial situation in which
a child must be provided with counsel more
specifically than the “custodial interrogation”
definition provided above. lowa law specifically
includes any time a “child is taken into custody for
any alleged delinquent act that constitutes a serious
or aggravated misdemeanor or felony under the
Iowa criminal code.” %

In these cases, a child’s right to counsel can be
waived only by either parental consent for children
under age 16 or after good-faith efforts to notify
parents for children older than age 16.
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Additionally, in a school environment, where all
students are told they are required to stay at school
and shouldn’t leave, it can be difficult for a student to
determine whether a student is “in custody” versus
being “free to leave.”®?

Furthermore, because SROs are often trying to
play a problematically dual role of mentor and law
enforcement agent,® it may be difficult for a student
to determine if the SRO is questioning them for

guidance purposes or as a custodial interrogation.

This is a fundamental problem with having
SROs in schools. At the very least, SROs should
provide students with a clear and understandable
explanation of their rights any time that officer of
the law is questioning a student about an incident.
But the younger the student, the less likely that
child is able to understand the concept of their
constitutional rights.

Parents Notified Too Little and Too Late

Many districts and law enforcement agencies fail to notify parents when
their child has been confronted by school police.

When an incident with a student is serious enough
to involve an SRO—a sworn police officer—the
district should immediately notify a parent or
guardian. However, many school districts currently
do not have sufficient policies in place to notify
parents when their student is confronted by an SRO.

It can be extremely confusing and stressful fora
student to be confronted and interviewed by an SRO
at school.® In addition, an interaction related to a
disciplinary or criminal matter may lead to serious
long-term consequences.®

That’s why this study sought documents from dis-
tricts and local law enforcement regarding parent or
guardian notification when a student is referred to
any law enforcement officer, including an SRO.

Under Iowa law, when a juvenile is taken into
custody, the person taking the child into custody is
required to “notify the child’s parent, guardian, or
custodian as soon as possible.”%

Many school districts do not have
sufficient policies in place to notify
parents when their studentis
confronted by an SRO.

But too often school districts and law enforcement
agencies maintain no policy on notifying parents
when a student is in custody, whether for question-
ing related to a delinquent or criminal act or some
other basis. This creates too much ambiguity that
invites a possible violation of the student’s rights
under lowa law.

Few and Vague School Policies on
Parental Notification

Of the school districts that provided a response to
our information request:

» 35 districts provided no policy for notifying
a parent or guardian when their child has been
confronted or interviewed by an SRO.

» Two provided ambiguous notification policies
that varied depending on the conduct, but failed to
indicate the particular instances in which parental
notification is warranted.

» One district’s policy is to defer to the SRO’s
contracting law enforcement agency to develop the
policy for parental notification.

» The remaining 39 districts provided documents
regarding their parental notification policies, many
of which were standardized model policies from the
Iowa Association of School Boards.®” Of these 39
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districts, most policies require parental notification
as soon as possible, which may not be prior to the
student being interviewed.

» Seven districts explicitly require parental
notification prior to the student being interviewed.

Law Enforcement Policies on Parental
Notification Also Are Inadequate

Of the 62 law enforcement agencies that responded
to the request:

» 21 produced no policy for notifying a parent or
guardian when their child had been confronted by
an SRO.

» 13 law enforcement agencies maintain a policy
about parental notification by SROs.

» 21 agencies do not maintain a policy specifically
for SROs, but instead produced standard juvenile
policies that require parental notification.

» At least one law enforcement agency has a policy
requiring parental notification, but told us it did not,
raising a concern that it lacked a basic awareness of
its own policy.

In one letter to us, the Newton Police Department
indicated that it possessed no records of a policy
related to parental notification when a student is
referred by school personnel to law enforcement.
However, in response to a different request, they
produced their juvenile policy, which requires that
the officer notify a minor’s parent, guardian, or
custodian as soon as possible when the child is taken
into custody.®®

This implies strongly that under this policy,
parents would not be notified when a school calls
the police or SRO about a student and that instead,
parents would be notified only at the point where
police or the SRO considered the student “in
custody.” That is a large gray area most parents
would not be comfortable with.

Disturbingly, some law enforcement agencies’
parental notification policies, which would also
cover an SRO, authorize interrogations that may
violate state law regarding right to counsel for young
people under the age of 18.

Under lowa law, a child’s “right to be represented
by counsel... shall not be waived by a child less
than 16 years of age without the written consent of

the child’s parent, guardian, or custodian.”® For a
teen age 16 or 17, their right to counsel may only be
waived “if a good faith effort has been made to notify
the child’s parent, guardian, or custodian that the
child has been taken into custody and of the alleged
delinquent act for which the child has been taken
into custody ...

Some law enforcement policies that
would cover an SRO may violate state
law assuring the right to counsel for
people under 18.

City police departments and county sheriff
offices have discretion to determine the best way
to implement juvenile interrogation policies that
comply with Iowa law. Developing a comprehensive
code of conduct for a law enforcement agency is
aheavy lift, and as a result most law enforcement
agencies in Iowa have adopted a standardized
juvenile policy produced by the company Lexipol.”*
The Lexipol policies provide that if “a juvenile
is taken into custody, the officer shall notify the
juvenile’s parent, guardian or custodian as soon as
possible,”?? but it also states that “[n]o interview or
interrogation of a juvenile should occur unless the
juvenile has the apparent capacity to consent, and
does consent, to an interview or interrogation.”*?

These guidelines require parental notification in
the event that a child is taken into custody, which
is consistent with Iowa law. However, they are
inadequate because they allow for a child that may
be below the age of 16 to consent to an interrogation,
and potentially waive their right to counsel, without
the proper consent of their parent or guardian.

By contrast, some law enforcement agencies
require, absent urgent circumstances, that if parents
of a child under the age 16 are willing to grant
permission for their child to be interviewed, they
have to fill out a waiver of rights form first. This
policy ensures compliance with state law regarding
parental notice and waiver of counsel.
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Mom Not Notified
Until After Daughter
Is Interrogated by
SRO Threatening
“Distributing Child
Pornography”

“A child should notbe
manipulated and interrogated
with no parent present.”

Three years ago, Erin Gill got the call no
parent wants to get from her daughter’s
school. The SRO at West Des Moines Valley
Southwoods told her he had her daughter in
custody and that he wouldn’t release her until
he talked with Gill.

Gill rushed to the school but at first wasn’t
allowed to see her daughter, who at the time
was 14. The SRO said that her daughter had

“distributed child pornography” and that Gill
needed to order her daughter to give him
access to her phone.

Gill, panicked, said she complied
immediately. But as the facts unfolded, she
became angry that her daughter had been
interrogated by a sworn police officer without
her knowledge or consent.

Further, Gill says the SRO told her daughter
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“My child is
still working
toheal

today”

Erin Gill

PHOTO CREDIT: ACLU OF IOWA

The backpack Erin’s daughter wore her freshman year.

untrue things to squeeze more details out of the teen
and wrongly threatened her daughter with charges
of child pornography distribution and being on a sex
offender list for the rest of her life.
“A child should not be manipulated and

interrogated with no parent present,’ says Gill.

It turned out that a friend had sent Gill’s daughter
a graphicvideo of the friend and her boyfriend
having sex. When Gill got the video via Snapchat, she
was in class.

Caught off guard, she told a boy in the class that
she’d just gotten the video. The boy grabbed her

daughter’s phone against her wishes and then took a
recording of the video and shared it with others, Gill
says. “My daughter didn’t do anything wrong.”

The SRO never found the video on the phone since
Snapchat deletes information after a short period of
time, Gill says. The only evidence that remained on
the phone was that the friend had sent her daughter
avideo.

Regardless, as part of a diversion program her
daughter had to attend “restorative justice” sessions
two times a week, which included drug testing and a
requirement to get better grades.

“Having an SRO handle it makesita
police matter right off the bat.”

“That part puzzled me,” Gill said. “What does
getting good grades have to do with it?”

Gill said there were better ways of handling the
situation. “It was the kind of thing where it should
have been the school that stepped in and talked
to students to find out what happened and
not start immediately threatening child
pornography charges and sex offender lists for life.
But having an SRO handle it makes it a police matter
right off the bat. The school, maybe a counselor,
should have involved the parents of the students
directly involved with the goal of finding out how
we can keep these kids safe, not how we can punish
them”

“As a parent you place trust in the adults of your
child’s community, especially at school. When this
adult SRO took advantage of their authority to
harm my child during a vulnerable moment without
her caregiver present, it was not only shocking
and upsetting; it started a cascade of events with a
resulting trauma and shame my child is still working
to heal today”



Unclear Processes for SRO Complaints

Giving feedback about SRO programs or misconduct can be confusing.

Maintaining a complaint process specifically for

an SRO program is an important way for SROs and
school administrators to get feedback from students,
parents, and the community.

To that end, the school districts in this study were
asked to produce any and all documents regarding
the process for students and parents to express
concerns about SROs.

None of the districts studied have
a complaint process specifically for
problems with an SRO.

Disturbingly, of the 78 districts responding to our
survey, no district produced a complaint process
specifically for their SRO.

» 38 districts indicated that they have no policy
or process at all for students or parents to raise
complaints about SROs.

» Two districts said that they do not possess a
policy to address SRO complaints and that these

complaints should instead be referred to the
employing law enforcement agency.

» 38 districts provided documents detailing
general policies for receiving complaints about their
SRO program, which may be submitted through a
general complaint process. Most of these districts
pointed us to their general complaint and grievance
policy, based on a model from the Iowa Association
of School Boards.”

However, because many of the SRO MOUs
explicitly state that the SRO is not an employee of
the school district, the general school complaint
process does not apply. In those cases, having the
same complaint process for school employees and
for law enforcement-employed SROs is a problem.

This lack of a meaningful process to complain
about SROs flies in the face of guidance from
national law enforcement organizations.

Guidance from the U.S. Department of Justice
encourages law enforcement agencies to listen to the
concerns in their community and to maintain open
lines of communication with the community,* and
an SRO-specific complaint process is integral to that.

The Shortcomings of SRO Record
Keeping and Data

Data from the OCR provides meanir:jgful high-
level statistics that can be used to identify
broader trends about SROs, but it does not
provide detailed information on individual
incidents.

We addressed this shortcoming in our open
record requests sent to law enforcement

by asking for the reasons that students are
referred to SROs during the August 2024-May
2025 school year, separated by race, sex,
disability status, and any other demographic
information of the student. But of the law
enforcement agencies contacted, 12 produced
no data on arrests by their SROs.

Another shortcoming of the OCR data is that
itis only useful so Ionﬁ as school districts are
accurately reporting their number of arrests
and referrals.

Asa ﬁart of the open record requests sent
to school districts, we requested that school
districts provide their most recent two
submissions, regarding school discipline to
fulfill their obligation under the Civil Rights
Data Collection (CRDC) biennial survey
required by the OCR.

Every school district we contacted confirmed
that they properly filed their CRDC data for

the last two cycles. However, we are unable to
vouch for the accuracy of the data submitted.

In looking at the 2021-2022 CRDC data, many
districts report no law enforcement referral or
arrest. It is possible that these submissions of
referrals and arrests are accurate. However,
itis also possible that arrests and referrals
are indeed happening in these districts, but
no records of these arrests and referrals

are being kept by the school district—and
therefore are not being reported to the OCR.
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Black Students and Students With
Disabilities Are Penalized at a Higher Rate

Not all children are treated equally by SROs.

Akey concern about SROs nationally is that they
disproportionately refer and arrest Hispanic or

Latino students, Black or African American students,

and students with disabilities.”®
That appears to be the case in Iowa as well and

certainly is true in some districts, but unfortunately,

SRO referral and arrest data that is both

comprehensive and accurate is hard to come by.
Most school districts and law enforcement

agencies do a poor job of tracking SRO referrals and
arrests generally. They are even worse at keeping
records that can be categorized by race—which
is critical for monitoring an SRO program and
detecting racial disparities.
Some of the districts with SROs that we
surveyed reported zero arrests and referrals in
their 2021-2022 CRDC data submission: Ballard,
Bondurant-Farrar, Boyden-Hull, Cardinal, Cedar

lowa Districts With Notably High Percentages of Black Student Referrals and Arrests

Even though school districts are legally required to report referrals and arrests, broken down by race, to the U.S.
Department of Education Office for Civil Rights, many districts decline to do so. Of the lowa districts that reported to the

OCR, below are those with the most stark racial disparities.

District Referrals Arrests Referrals & Arrests

- Suckstudnt | Porostsioo | g | pucutageotboc| Avest | Bkt | Dot ATentand
Paplliation Referrals Over-representation | Student Arrests Over-representation ::rf:sr;:ls and Ovil-rapeotantation
Ottumwa 7% 14% 7% 16% 9% 14% 7%
Sioux City 8% 16% 8% 28% 20% 18% 10%
Fort Dodge 7% 15% 8% 19% 12% 17% 10%
Dubuque 10% 19% 9% 33% 23% 20% 10%
Ankeny 4% 14% 10% 0% -4%* 14% 10%
Waukee 6% 15% 9% 40% 34% 17% 1%
Cedar Rapids 19% 29% 10% 46% 27% 34% 15%
Norwalk 2% 19% 17% 1% 9% 18% 16%
Johnston 9% 39% 30% 0% -9%" 38% 29%
Bettendorf 9% 41% 32% 40% 31% 41% 32%
Waterloo 27% 71% 44% 69% 42% 70% 43%

*This number is negative because Ankeny and Johnston reported no arrests of Black students.
Source: U.S. Department of Education, Office for Civil Rights
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Falls, Central Lee, Creston, Dallas Center-Grimes,
Danville, Davenport, Durant, East Mills, Glenwood,
IKM-Manning, Keokuk, Marion, Mediapolis, North
Polk, North Scott, Oskaloosa, Pekin, Pleasant Valley,
Riverside, Sidney, Treynor, Tri-Center, Underwood,
Van Meter, Wapello, West Branch, West Des Moines,
Wilton, Winfield-Mt Union.

Of the remaining districts that did report referrals
and arrests to the OCR, the data confirmed a
disproportionate impact on Black students.

Black students in Iowa make up just 7 percent of
the student population but account for 13 percent
of referrals and 21 percent of arrests in the districts
studied, even though national studies indicate that
Black students do not actually misbehave or commit
crimes in schools at a higher rate.””

Students with disabilities make up 13 percent of
the student population, but account for 27 percent
of SRO referrals and 26 percent of arrests.

Of the districts that kept track of SRO referrals
and arrests by race—compared to the districts who
improperly failed to report those numbers—some
stood out in their high rate of referrals and arrests of
Black students. The table on the next page identifies

the school districts with the highest rates of over-
policing of Black students.

For the sake of Iowa kids in our schools and the
principles of equality and freedom central to our
democratic system, we must address these unfair
disparities. They systematically divert students
from their community and into the delinquency and
criminal systems, with lifelong consequences.

These disparities feed the school-to-prison
pipeline—the funneling of children out of public
schools and into the juvenile and criminal justice
system, often for minor infractions and routine
disciplinary issues.

As these children then age into adults, the
disparities continue as kids age into adults, as
reflected in disproportionate stop, arrest, and
imprisonment of Black people in Iowa and
nationally.

That is why, ultimately, getting SROs out of
schools is an essential part of the reforms needed to
tackle this problem. Barring that, major reforms like
those suggested later in this report are required so
that this problem is acknowledged as serious and is
addressed.

The Reasons for SRO Referrals and Arrests

Vaping, conflicts with other students can result in police involvement.

A continuing concern about SROs in schools is that
normal developmental behavior by children and
teens is more likely to result in law enforcement
action and punishment.*®

Studies repeatedly have found that SRO programs
lead to law enforcement involvement in ordinary
school discipline that would traditionally be
handled by teachers or other staff.” SRO programs
also result in an overall increase in instances of
student discipline.'®

For this report, we asked school districts and
law enforcement to give us information about
student referrals and arrests. The information given

varied widely in breadth and detail. Some districts
provided the number of referrals categorized by
demographic characteristics, such as race and
gender. Other districts provided only single line-
item descriptions on a spreadsheet for each referral.
Onlya few districts provided complete incident
reports, with confidential information redacted.
We found that some reasons for SRO referrals
and arrests, such as allegations of sexual assault
and possession of a weapon, are indeed serious
allegations traditionally handled by law enforcement
and not by schools through normal disciplinary
measures. However, we also saw that the increase
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Low-Level Offenses by
Children That Become a
Law Enforcement Matter

When SROs get involved, it can
escalate consequences of typical
childhood behaviors.

While many of the schools district studied did

not report SRO referrals and incidents in detail, a
handful produced more complete incident reports.
These shed light on the many low-level offenses
SROs routinely and problematically become
involved in. Some of them included:

First- and Second-Grade Aged
Students Misbehaving

In Perry, in two separate incidents, the SRO was
called in to handle a 7-year-old boy “who was
running through the hallway and becoming agitated
with staff” In another, the SRO intervened because
a 6-year-old was “ throwing objects and trying to
destroy classroom and started being physically
disruptive destructive and disruptive.”

10-year-old Kicking a Ball, Shaking
A Climbing Net

In Pella, a mother met with the SRO and school
principal to complain about a 10-year-old boy’s
behavior toward her 9-year-old daughter, who has
mental and physical disabilities and recently had eye
surgery.

In one incident, the boy kicked a ball that hit
the girl in the face. School officials said there was
no evidence that the ball-kicking at the girl was
intentional, and no injuries were listed in the
incident report.

The SRO’s report also detailed how the girl was on
a climbing net and the boy shook the net, allegedly
to make the girl fall off. She did not fall off.

From the incident report, it appears the boy was
brought into a conference room with the SRO, with

no parents mentioned, and questioned. Charges
were not filed and in the end, the SRO said he would
be talking with the principal, “and we will be letting
the school decide” how to handle the situation for
both students.

Boy Taking Popcorn

In Sioux City, it was reported that a teenage boy
took a bag of popcorn as he was leaving school and
did not pay for it. His guardian was contacted and
advised if they boy did not bring $5 next day for the
popcorn, he would be charged with theft. The boy
was able to bring $5 the next day.

Four Teenagers Egg a House

Also in Sioux City, four 14-year-old boys egged a
house, which obviously was not on school grounds.
The SRO records are unclear, but indicate that the
boys were investigated and possibly even charged
with criminal mischief.

Teens in a School Building After
Designated School Hours

In Boone, two teenagers were reported by the school
secretary as being in the school building after school
hours. Nothing was reported missing and no other
inappropriate behavior was reported. They were
questioned by the SRO and eventually released and
cited for trespass.



in student discipline by SROs has overwhelmingly
been driven by low-level offenses or school code-of-
conduct violations, which would be otherwise and
better resolved through the school’s disciplinary

SROs are routinely involved in low-
level offenses, such as vaping, that
could be handled by staff.

system, without law enforcement intervention.'”* A
prime example is an SRO getting involved because
of students vaping nicotine, which accounts for
many of the incidents reported.

Areview of incident reports also shows that SROs
routinely are becoming involved in minor offenses,
such as students pushing other students, calling
each other names or spreading rumors, being

“disrespectful” in class, and even “drama with a
group of girls.”

Of the law enforcement agencies that we surveyed,
50 produced documents that track arrests and
referrals by SROs, while 12 produced no records

of SRO arrests or referrals. However, many SRO
MOUs specify that SROs must keep detailed, non-
confidential records of their activities.

Of the 12 law enforcement agencies that did not
produce any records of SRO arrests or referrals, six
actually had MOUs that contain a requirement to
keep detailed records. This put them in violation of
their own MOU contracts.

Some law enforcement failed to
produce records detailing student
referrals and arrests that they are
contractually required to keep.

Those law enforcement agencies violating their
own MOUs regarding detailed record keeping
were: Cedar Falls Police Department, Creston
Police Department, Oskaloosa Police Department,
Ottumwa Police Department, Van Meter Police
Department, and Lee County Sherift’s Office.

Recommendations for Action

Short of getting rid of SRO programs, school districts and law
enforcement must take action to mitigate the adverse effects of putting

armed police officers in schools.

The very best way to prevent the harms that SRO
programs create for students is for districts to
simply end school resource officer programs.

Therefore, our top recommendation for community

and city leaders moving forward is:

1. End School Resource Officer
Programs

The evidence shows that routine policing in schools
by SROs runs counter to the goal of creating and
maintaining a safe learning environment for

students.

SROs are sworn law enforcement officers. Because
of that, there is an inherent danger of students at
school being treated less like the children and teens
that they are and more like criminal suspects. SROs
don’t check their arrest authority at the schoolhouse
door and that puts kids at risk.

SROs are also problematically assuming
roles traditionally and rightly filled by teachers,
counselors, school psychologists, and other staff,
including being mentors and serving as a “trusted
adult” to hear out a student’s problems.

But having an SRO assume the role of “trusted
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adult” for students is a problem since they also
have the power to charge and arrest students, their
friends, and family members.

SROs are also taking over teaching topics such
as education on drugs and alcohol and conflict
resolution that traditional school staff are well
qualified to teach.

It’s important to note that any decreased reliance
on SROs should be accompanied by an overall
caution generally in referring students to law
enforcement for matters that should otherwise be
resolved by the district’s normal educational and
disciplinary systems. When law enforcement of any
sort is expected to provide safety-related services
to a district, they should only do so to address a
specific public safety concern.

We don’t want to suggest that school staff have
abdicated their responsibilities to students.
Instead, it is school and community leaders who
chose— and continue to choose—to rely on police
in schools, even as the evidence mounts each year
demonstrating the harms of SROs.

These leaders choose to continue SRO programs
even as other school districts discontinue their
programs because of those harms. Tragically, school
leaders who continue to allow SRO programs are
feeding lIowa’s school-to-prison pipeline. This harm
is falling unequally on Iowa’s Black kids and kids
with disabilities.

While the best solution is to follow the lead of
other Iowa schools and to end SRO programs,
if district officials insist on continuing an SRO
program, there are several measures they must take
to protect the children entrusted into their care.

2.Ensure Consistent SRO Program
Assessment and Review Processes

If a district chooses to continue its SRO program, it
must make sure that the program has clearly stated
goals and that the program is regularly reviewed.

» In order to assess the effectiveness of an SRO
program, each school district should explicitly
define the purposes of their SRO program and
establish metrics to evaluate those goals.

» School districts should adopt policies that
require SROs to keep detailed records of their
activities and those detailed records should be
reported to schools on a monthly basis.

» Every school district with an SRO agreement
must commit to a meaningful, independent, and
public review of the program in its entirety at the
end of each school year, with particular attention
being paid to disproportionate impacts on students
of color and students with disabilities.

This annual program review should also include
the development of a program improvement plan to
be implemented before the next school year begins.

This is critical, so that administrators and families
are aware of what’s happening when police patrol
school hallways and so that schools can provide
necessary oversight of SRO policies and practices.

» Additionally, since SRO programs are
predominantly paid for with public funds, program
improvement plans and other non-confidential
reports generated in the course of the program’s
routine review process should be made available to
students, parents, and the public.

At the very least, SRO arrest and referral data
should be made readily available by each school
district—which shouldn’t be a heavy lift, considering
that this is data that they should already be
collecting for the OCR.

3.Update SRO MOU Requirements to
Comply With Best Practices

AMOU is a district’s blueprint to ensure that the
SRO program has clear direction on how to serve
the best interests of the students under the school
district’s watch as well as the community as a
whole. The MOU is an important starting point for
determining what exactly those interests are, for
setting standards, and making those standards
public and enforceable.

Examples of such requirements include detailed
record keeping, frequent program reviews, defining
mandatory training, and prohibiting racial profiling.

Additionally, school districts with perpetually
renewing MOUs should establish durational limits
of the SRO program. As the evidence from this
report indicates, SRO programs have a serious
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impact on students.

In school districts with fewer than 8,000 students—
the vast majority of districts in the state—Iowa law
still allows them to treat SRO programs as opt-in
programs, not opt-out, and contract renewal terms
should reflect that.

In the 11 Iowa school districts larger than 8,000,
Iowa law requires the school board to vote in order
to opt out of an SRO program.!®

But contracts can still lawfully limit how long those
contracts are valid. These durational limits should
be for short periods of time. SRO contracts should
also require annual re-evaluation based on a careful
assessment of the SRO program’s success or lack of
success as well as the program’s unintended harms.

SRO programs have serious and lifelong
consequences for students. School districts
shouldn’t treat them like a streaming service and
casually set them to auto-renewal.

4. Standardize SRO Training
Requirements

To ensure that school resource officers are better
prepared to interact with children in a school
environment, a standardized set of minimum
training requirements for SROs must be established.

» SROs should be required to receive training
on de-escalation techniques and prevention of
bias. Training on these topics should be specifically
tailored to children and teens in a school
environment.

» SROs also should receive training on students’
civil rights—what those are and how to protect them
rather than evade them.

» SROs should be trained on adolescent
development, mental health, and disability
sensitivity.

» School districts must assume more
responsibility for SRO training requirements.
Many school districts simply defer to local law
enforcement to determine what type of training
their SROs have.

But school district officials and school board
members are not simply observers. They are
management. Their decision to bring armed police
into their schools is a serious one and the districts

themselves must take responsibility for that.

If a district decides to allow an SRO program, it
must be the district itself that determines the type of
training required for the SROs it employs.

That SRO training should include any mandatory
training that school districts require of their other
employees who are in similar roles.

5. Establish Explicit Conduct
Guidelines for SRO Referrals

Clear guidelines must be established to govern when
a matter is to be referred to an SRO. They should
include:

» Specifying that issues that can be addressed by
the school district should be resolved without law
enforcement involvement.

School districts should have a disciplinary guide
that explicitly draws a line between matters that
arise from normal student behavior or a school
rule violation—which should be resolved by school
district staff—and matters that are a serious juvenile
delinquency or criminal matter, which could allow
for outside intervention.

» Creation of robust internal crisis plans
that prioritize de-escalation in the event of law
enforcement involvement.

» Creation or clarification of policies to guide
SROs on interviewing or questioning any student,
and to require that administrators are aware of their
obligation to protect students’ legal rights.

» Requiring that a student’s parent or guardian be
contacted before an SRO interviews, questions, or
formally or informally interrogates a student.

» Making sure that students are informed of their
rights when confronted by an SRO, in a manner that
is understandable and meaningful for a student,
based on their age, language, and abilities.

This should include informing them that they may
not be interviewed, questioned, or interrogated
without the consent or presence of the student’s
parent or guardian.
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6. Make Sure the SRO Complaint
Process is Clear and Easily Accessible
To Students and Families

SRO programs across the state do not have clear
mechanisms for collecting and acting on feedback
from students, parents, educators, and the
community. This must change.

Many law enforcement agencies place an
emphasis on using their SRO program to improve
the relationship between law enforcement and
the community. Regardless of whether that is an
acceptable use of an SRO program, it necessitates
a clear mechanism for receiving feedback from the
community. A formalized complaint process specific
to SROs provides that mechanism.

In a school setting, the chain of command for
an SRO is different from that for any other school
employee. This is confusing for students, parents,
and others when attempting to relay concerns
about a school district’s SRO program through the

district’s standard complaint process.

To alleviate this confusion, school districts should
work with their local law enforcement agency
to establish a separate complaint mechanism
specifically designed for feedback on their SRO
program. That mechanism should be readily
accessible to students and parents through the
school.

The feedback received should then be reviewed
frequently by the SRO with their district and law
enforcement supervisors. Additionally, to mitigate
the potential for intimidation, people expressing
their concerns should have the option to submit
their complaints anonymously.

To reiterate, it’s important to note that districts
can avoid having to take all the precautionary and
remedial measures listed above simply by not having
an SRO program.
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Glossary of Terms

28E Agreement: In order to create an SRO program,
Iowa law requires a 28E agreement between a

school district and a local law enforcement agency.
By law, it must be filed with the Secretary of State.
These agreements must be specific as to duration,
purpose, costs, and methods. School districts are
required to create a formalized agreement, such as

a memorandum of understanding (MOU) with their
contracted law enforcement agency to satisfy these
requirements.

Arrest: An arrest occurs when a student is detained
by law enforcement, with or without the use of
handcuffs, and removed from the school setting to
be processed for criminal charges.

Citation: An offense that does not involve an arrest
but usually requires instead paying a fee or making
a court appearance, as with a traffic ticket. Common
with vaping incidents.

Custodial interrogation: Questioning or other
conduct by law enforcement, including an

SRO, when a student or other person considers
themselves in custody, that is reasonably likely to
result in a person giving an incriminating response.

Diversion program: An option used by school
districts and law enforcement as an alternative to
pursuing criminal charges.

These programs are often run in association with
local law enforcement. They usually consist of a
series of out-of-school classes or sessions in which
students are lectured on various topics ranging from
the risks of tobacco use to dating to cell phone or
social media use and sexual education; may require
community service, drug testing, or other forms of
surveillance; and may require that certain unrelated
benchmarks be met, like “better grades.”

While diversion programs have their place in
appropriate circumstances, they can become
highly coercive to kids and families, often requiring
students to complete the program to avoid juvenile
delinquency charges being filed.

Diversion programs may contain “educational”
content that parents object to or be held by churches
with beliefs that may not align with those of students
and their families.

MOU: A memorandum of understanding, which
serves as a formalized agreement between a
school district and a local law enforcement

agency specifying the terms of SROs employment,
including duration, purpose, costs, and methods.

NASRO: National Association of School Resource
Officers

OCR: The U.S. Department of Education Office for
Civil Rights

Referral: When a school employee reports a student
to an SRO or other law enforcement officer to
address a perceived problem on school grounds. It
covers awide variety of interactions, everything
from an inquiry on the well-being of the student
to questioning the student about their or others’
actions involving anything from vaping to a fight.

It may or may not result in a disciplinary action
against the student, such as required attendance ata
diversion program, a citation, or an arrest.

Restorative justice program: An alternative to any
involvement of law enforcement in student disputes.
However, confusingly, the term can also be used by
law enforcement, including juvenile delinquency
officers, in diversion programs, which happen
typically only after law enforcement has taken over a
matter from a school.

It seeks to promote student-to-student conflict
resolution with the use of a trained conflict mediator.
Currently in use in a few Iowa school districts with
programs that vary widely.

School Security Officer: A school staff member

or private contractor responsible for maintaining
an orderly school environment. Not local law
enforcement and does not have the power to arrest.
May or may not carry a gun and other weapons.

32 Rethinking School Safety in lowa: The Harms of School Resource Officers



SRO: School resource officer. Sworn police officer
deployed full or part-time in one or more local
public schools. Is almost always armed with a
handgun and sometimes a taser. Has the power to
arrest. Employed by the local police or sheriff’s
office. The salary and expenses of an SRO is usually
shared between the district and the law enforcement
agency. May or may not have specialized training.

SRO incident report: Arecord of referrals,
disciplinary actions, citations, or arrests filed by an
SRO. Varies widely depending on the district and law
enforcement agency.
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