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urose Toussaint’s daughter, a Haitian student at Miami Edison Senior High School, suffers from

epileptic seizures. Ms. Toussaint notified the school of her daughter’s condition and advised her
daughter to “go and lay down” at the onset of a seizure."™ One day, Toussaint’s daughter felt a seizure
coming on when she was in class, so she put her head down on the desk. “The teacher tried to get her up,”
Toussaint explained. “Apparently [my daughter] shook herself and the teacher accused her of hitting her.”
The teacher called the police and Toussaint’s daughter was arrested, handcuffed and sent to jail. When
Toussaint and her daughter appeared in court the next day, the judge realized that she had a disability and
dismissed the case. Nevertheless, Toussaint’s daughter received a ten-day suspension.

Similar stories about school discipline issues were heard during the Miami-Dade County Public Hearing on
School Discipline held at the Joseph Caleb Center in Miami on October 19, 2005. More than 100 people
were in attendance, as parents, students, and school and juvenile justice administrators provided testimony
on the current state of school discipline practices in Miami-Dade County Public Schools. Issues of concern
that were raised by participants included: the involvement of police in school matters, the disproportionate
number of students of color and students with disabilities who are disciplined, and the connection between
out-of-school suspensions, arrests and public housing eviction.
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“So rather than arresting children for what, when | went to school, was a
pretty minor offense, you went to the principalis ofyce and your parent was
called ... or [you were] given detention. Nowadays you get arrested for
those things. And you come into the juvenile system.”

-Judge Lester Langer, Miami-Dade County

. School Police, Student Arrests and Referrals to the Juvenile
Justice System

Miami-Dade County Public Schools has had its own police department since 1966. Currently, it employs
217 officers whose stated responsibility is to develop a partnership with members of the school community
to improve relationships, reduce tensions, and increase trust.*? The School Police Department website
asserts that it solves school-related problems through collaborative efforts, but a review of the data and
testimony provided at the public hearing reveal a police department that seems to more frequently resolve
conflicts by arresting students.

111 Transcript of the Miami-Dade County Public Hearing on School Discipline, at 49-50 (Oct. 19, 2005); Written Statement of
Yurose Toussaint, submitted for the Miami-Dade County Public Hearing on School Discipline (Oct. 19, 2005).
112 Miami-Dade School Police, Department History, available at jvww.police.dadeschools.net] (last visited Mar. 28, 2006).



http://www.police.dadeschools.net/
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In 2004, the Miami-Dade County School Police Department arrested 2,566 youth, which is 50 percent more
than two years earlier. 3

Juvenile Arrests by Miami-Dade County School Police Department
Source: Report from Miami-Dade County Juvenile Assessment Center
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The majority of the students arrested in 2004 were Black (54 percent) even though they made up only 27
percent of the student population. In comparison, non-Latino White students comprised 4 percent of the

arrests, but 10 percent of the student population. Students as young as seven where arrested in Miami-

Dade’s public schools, and almost 10 percent (245) were twelve-years-old and younger.

Most troubling is the fact that the vast majority of these arrests were for minor misconduct. More than 66
percent of the charges faced by students were classified as one of the following misdemeanor offenses:
criminal mischief/graffiti; disorderly conduct/disturbance/rioting; trespassing; assault and/or battery;
resisting arrest without violence; and “other.”

Testimony provided at the public hearing added context to this disturbing trend. Tamara Gray, an attorney
with the Miami-Dade Public Defender’s Office, spoke about how students who are referred to her office

are overwhelmingly from high schools where the majority of the students are of color—Edison, Carol City,
Northwestern, Booker T. Washington, and Homestead.™® Additionally, she commented that “the types of
cases that | see come through the school are primarily disruption of a school function.” She gave a typical
example: “The teacher tells the student to have a seat. And the student says, no, I'm not going to sit down.
And the teacher says, have a seat. No, I'm not sitting down, make me. Then the teacher calls the school
resource officer ... and the arrest is made for disruption.”

113 Report from Miami-Dade County Juvenile Assessment Center, provided by Wansley Walters (Sept. 2005).
114 1d.
115 Transcript of the Miami-Dade County Public Hearing on School Discipline, at 19, 30-31 (Oct. 19, 2005).






