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On the day that police officers arrested Ja’eisha Scott, one of her peers in neighboring Hillsborough 
County experienced a similar fate:  Latrell Brassfield’s ten-year-old son was arrested for “disruptive 

behavior.”  Ms. Brassfield explained, “[My] son is a good student. … He always does very well in his class 
work … [but] he has an anger issue and he might refuse to talk.”  Because Ms. Brassfield lived close to 
the school, she told school administrators to contact her if her son became angry, place him in “time out” 
and let him cool off.  On that fateful day, her son did not return home from school.  Frantic, she went to 
the school and told a SRO, “I’m worried about my child.”  When she told the officer her son’s name, the 
officer replied, “I had him arrested … for disruptive behavior.”  Shocked, Ms. Brassfield replied, “did he 
throw anything?  He said, no. I said, did he kick anybody?  He said, no.  I said, was he yelling, screaming, 
cursing, anything like that?  No.  I said, disruptive behavior?  You don’t even know the meaning of disruptive 
behavior.”29  

Ms. Brassfield shared this emotional story as her son sat next to her weeping at the joint Pinellas/
Hillsborough County Public Hearing on School Discipline held on October 11, 2005.  Overall, the testimony 
and discipline data gathered at the hearing revealed that Hillsborough County Public Schools is excessively 
arresting, making referrals to juvenile courts, and issuing out-of-school suspensions to students who 
engage in even the most minor acts of misconduct.  At least one facet of this problem seems to be the 
district’s discipline code, which has applied “zero tolerance”—a policy meant to be used only for the most 
egregious and dangerous offenses—to arguably minor infractions, such as disruptive behavior.  
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I. School Police, Student Arrests and Referrals to the Juvenile 
Justice System 

Like Pinellas County, Hillsborough County Public Schools contracts with local police departments to assign 
SROs to public schools.  During the 2004-05 school year, the Tampa Police Department assigned one 
officer to each of 18 middle schools and 9 high schools, costing the school system over $1.3 million.30  
While this agreement does not clearly define the roles and responsibilities of the SROs, a review of arrest 
data and testimony shared at the public hearing suggests that SROs were involved in numerous minor 
disciplinary matters. 

It is important to note that Hillsborough County, the third largest school district in Florida, has earned the 
unfortunate distinction of having the highest number of school-related referrals to the Florida Department 

29   Transcript of the Pinellas and Hillsborough County Public Hearing on School Discipline, at 26-30, 45-47 (Oct. 11, 2005).
30   Agreement between the City of Tampa and the School Board of Hillsborough County for the Provision of School Resource 
Officers (Aug. 1, 2004).
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of Juvenile Justice (DJJ) when compared to other counties throughout the entire state.  According to 
DJJ statistics, during the 2004-05 school year, there were 2,245 school-related referrals in Hillsborough 
County.31  Although DJJ does not provide county-by-county statistics showing the reasons for the referrals, 
statewide the most common school-related offense that resulted in a referral to DJJ was disorderly conduct, 
making up 26 percent of the referrals.32  

Also, according to data provided by the Hillsborough County Public Defender’s Office, the school district’s 
exceptional centers for students with disabilities arrest a large number of students.  Seven exceptional 
centers, most of which have student populations of under 150 students, were the source of 47 arrests 
during the 2004-05 school year.  Centers with the highest arrest rates were: Dorothy Thomas (14 arrests), 
Eisenhower (14 arrests), Carver (9 arrests) and Mendez (4 arrests).33  

Patti Pieri, Assistant State Attorney in Hillsborough County and Chief of the Juvenile Justice Division, 
confirmed that more and more cases that are filed with her office come from schools.  Pieri commented, 
“Hillsborough County [has] the highest number of referrals of any circuit in the state of Florida.  We beat 
Dade County. … I just don’t believe that the kids in Hillsborough County are that much worse than kids 
anywhere else. … I think that we need to get some programs in the schools, and we need to get some 
interventions in the schools, and we need to address a lot of these issues as discipline issues.”34

Some school administrators acknowledged that police should 
not be involved in some discipline cases.  Lewis Brinson, 
Assistant Superintendent for Hillsborough County Public 
Schools, remarked that “there are some incidents that should 
never be brought to law enforcement.  So we need to get 
together with law enforcement and see where do we draw the 
line.”35 

31   Florida Department of Juvenile Justice, 2004-05 School-Related Referrals, supra note 1, at 4.
32   Id. at 6.
33   Hillsborough County Public Defender Office, Hillsborough Schools – Arrests by Charge.
34   Transcript of the Pinellas and Hillsborough County Hearing on School Discipline, at 69-70 (Oct. 11, 2005).
35   Id. at 102.

“We are getting children that 
have been diagnosed bipolar, 
schizophrenic.  They have bona 
ýde serious mental health issues.  
We put them in a special center 
because of their problem, and 
then, when they act out, they’re 
acting consistent with their 
problem, we charge them with a 
felony. There’s something wrong 
with that. There’s something 
very, very wrong with that.” 
-Theda James, Chief of the Juvenile Justice 
Division, Hillsborough County Public 
Defender Ofýce 	




