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Press Statement on Investigative Report Finding Virginia Tops 
Nation in Referring Schoolchildren to Police 

 
Today, the investigative journalism organization Center for Public Integrity released an  investigative 
report analyzing U.S. Department of Education data that shows Virginia leads all states in referring 
students to law enforcement. At almost 16 referrals per 1,000 children, the rate is three times the 
national rate. The following statement is from Angela Ciolfi, legal director of the JustChildren Program at 
Virginia’s Legal Aid Justice Center: 

 
Charlottesville, Va. – The Center for Public Integrity’s report highlights a harmful trend taking place in 
school districts across America—an overreliance on law enforcement and harsh discipline policies that 
too often criminalize students for minor offenses. We are deeply troubled by the data showing Virginia 
refers students to police and courts at the highest rate of any state in the nation. Yet we know first-hand 
that current policies fall short of preventing arrests and criminal complaints in schools for behavior that 
should be handled with a trip to the principal’s office rather than the courthouse. 

 
Schools should promote learning rather than funnel kids to prison. School discipline policies and 
practices must not rely on police officer involvement as a quick fix, but as a last resort and in cases of 
true emergency. When police officers do come into a school, there should be clear parameters for their 
involvement. 

 
This report underscores the urgent need for a statewide memorandum of understanding that clearly 
spells out the roles of police and resource officers in schools. In places like Los Angeles, San Francisco 
and North Carolina, school districts and police officers have established MOUs that ensure clear 
guidelines for law enforcement involvement, including stopping citations for students age 13 and under 
and outlining how officers should interact with students. We also must ensure the adequate training of 
school resource officers to work collaboratively with educators to address student behavior. 

 
The report highlights the need for better tracking and detailed data collection at the state level. 
Virginia’s data collection on arrests and referrals currently does not track whether incidents take place 
on school grounds. Knowing the extent of school-based arrests and police involvement with students at 
school will help identify areas for improvement and need, and where other disciplinary interventions 
might help. 
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We also ask local school and law enforcement leaders to look at their own policies and practices and 
start conversations about how best to respond when children break school rules. 

 
We know that Virginia is a state that cares deeply about providing all children with safe and supportive 
learning environments, and new policies already have begun shaping changes in how schools manage 
student discipline. We strongly urge state leaders to continue examining and implementing reforms 
that will keep children in school and on a track toward success. 

 
#### 

 
The JustChildren Program of the Legal Aid Justice Center offers civil legal services to low-income 
families throughout Central Virginia in the areas of education, juvenile justice, mental health, and foster 
care.  Through legal representation, statewide advocacy, community education and organizing, 
JustChildren works both to eliminate the immediate symptoms and to address the underlying causes of 
poverty in Virginia. 

 

 
 

Follow Legal Aid Justice Center on Twitter @LegalAidJustice and find us on facebook. 
 www.justice4all.org 
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