
Participatory Processes to Address Wicked Problems in K12 Schools:  

A Case of Reimagining School Safety  

by 

Tara Lynn Bartlett 
 
 
 
 
 

A Dissertation Presented in Partial Fulfillment  
of the Requirements for the Degree  

Doctor of Philosophy  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Approved October 2023 by the 
Graduate Supervisory Committee:  

 
Daniel Schugurensky, Chair 

Margarita Pivovarova 
Gustavo Fischman 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

ARIZONA STATE UNIVERSITY  

December 2023  



i 

ABSTRACT  
   

School safety is a wicked problem due to shifting needs and available 

information, the diverse actors affected and involved, fluctuating budgetary demands and 

ramifications, and relations to broader social and political issues. School safety 

challenges encompass a range of factors, including threats of violence and fears related to 

school shootings, the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on student mental health and 

well-being, and research and rhetoric on punitive discipline practices and the school-to-

prison nexus, especially regarding the use of School Resource Officers (SROs). 

Following the murder of George Floyd by police in the Summer of 2020 and the 

subsequent civil unrest, several school districts across the United States began to 

reconsider the use of police on campuses, with some choosing not to renew contracts 

with police departments for SROs. In most cases, school district leaders (e.g., governing 

boards or superintendency) unilaterally made this decision without authentic school 

community input or participation in inclusive processes and shared decision-making 

opportunities. Phoenix Union High School District (PXU), a diverse, urban high school-

only district that serves 25,000 students, was one of those districts that did not renew its 

contract with the local police department for SROs. Instead, PXU undertook efforts to 

reimagine school safety through two parallel participatory processes: School 

Participatory Budgeting (PB) and a Safety Committee. Drawing from the literature on 

school safety, participatory governance, and student voice, I explore school safety's 

historical and current landscape, specifically the use of SROs and punitive discipline 

measures, alongside methods of participatory governance within K-12 educational 

institutions and the benefits, challenges, and implications of student voice in shared 



ii 

decision-making processes. I then chronicle the two processes implemented in PXU using 

the Empowered Deliberative Democracy (EDD) conceptual framework and a case study 

methodology. I analyze and discuss the tensions and the transformative potential of 

participatory processes that include student and school community voices in finding 

solutions to difficult challenges. In conclusion, I summarize the case study and raise 

recommendations for using participatory processes to address wicked problems in K-12 

educational institutions.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Problem Statement 
 

School safety is a wicked problem many school communities have increasingly 

had to navigate. This is partly due to the rising threat of violence on school campuses, 

fears related to school shootings, and the experience and effects of the COVID-19 

pandemic, especially with student mental health (Gecker, 2022; Institute of Education 

Sciences, 2023; Sawchuck, 2021). Central to the school safety problem is the use of 

police as School Resource Officers (SROs). The debates on SROs include their shifting 

and, at times, obfuscated roles (National Association of School Resource Officers 

[NASRO], 2012; Rhodes, 2019); their effectiveness in fostering and maintaining a safe 

school environment (Devlin & Fisher, 2021; Javdani, 2019; Sorenson, 2023); and their 

overall presence and purpose on school campuses after having significantly expanded 

alongside more significant social and political dynamics such as the wars on poverty and 

drugs, the criminalization of youth, and more recently, responses to terrorism and school 

shootings (Adler, 2015; Hinton, 2016; Thurau & Or, 2019).  

While SROs are often championed as a premier solution to school safety and are 

prevalent in school safety plans, the research on whether the presence of SROs in schools 

improves school safety has shown mixed effects and outcomes (Devlin & Fisher, 2021; 

Javdani, 2019; Sorenson, 2023). Some studies show that students who attend a school 

with an SRO (especially in low-income communities) experience a decrease in the sense 

of belonging and self-esteem and an increase in emotional distress (Curran et al., 2021; 
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Nakamoto et al., 2018; Theriot & Orme, 2016). Other research has shown that using 

SROs in school discipline matters is linked to the school-prison nexus (Fisher & 

Hennessy, 2016; Heitzeg, 2014; Hirschfield, 2008; Novak, 2019). Another set of studies 

on schools with SROs has shown increases in suspensions, expulsions, and referrals to 

juvenile detention, which are often inequitably and disproportionately applied to 

historically minoritized students, students with disabilities, and LGBTQ+ students 

(Crosse et al., 2022; Davison et al., 2022; Dunning-Lozano, 2018; Losen & Martinez, 

2020; Mallet, 2014; Palmer et al., 2016; Sorenson et al., 2023; Zhang, 2018). 

Following the murder of George Floyd by police in the Summer of 2020 and the 

subsequent civil unrest, several school districts across the United States began to 

reevaluate the use of police on their campuses, with some choosing not to renew their 

contracts with police departments for SROs. In most of these cases, school district leaders 

(e.g., governing boards or superintendent offices) unilaterally made this decision absent 

of authentic school community input or participation in inclusive processes and shared 

decision-making opportunities, therein excluding school communities from ideating 

school safety alternatives to SROs (Riser-Kositsky et al., 2022). Given the complexity of 

the wicked problem of school safety, alongside the promising outcomes of community-

based decision-making models, other school communities attempted to provide 

opportunities for school community members to collectively ideate solutions to school 

safety without the increased presence of police. This case study highlights one of these 

school communities. 
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Background 

In the Summer of 2020, Phoenix Union High School District (PXU hereafter) was one of 

the school districts that decided not to renew its contract with the local police department 

(P.D. hereafter) for SROs. PXU is a large, urban high school-only district located in 

Phoenix, Arizona, in the southwestern U.S. PXU serves a diverse population of 

approximately 25,000 students in grades 9 through 12 enrolled through its 24 schools and 

11 magnet programs. When then-PXU Superintendent Chad Gestson shared a YouTube 

video and a press release to spread this announcement (Phoenix Union High School 

District, 2020), he also committed to reinvesting the $1.2 million spent a year on SROs to 

a school community-led School Participatory Budgeting (PB) process to reimagine 

school safety. Through this process, stakeholder groups of students, parents and families, 

and staff conducted a needs assessment focused on safety within their school 

communities and then collaboratively ideated and created project proposals for school 

safety alternatives sans the use of SROs. About a year and a half later, PXU also 

launched a Safety Committee, tasked with 1) analyzing what other districts who chose 

not to renew police department contracts for SROs were doing instead to address school 

safety and 2) exploring what the broader PXU school community believed the role of 

SROs to be. These two processes aimed to provide opportunities for the PXU school 

community to participate in authentic, inclusive, community-led decision-making and 

foster school community engagement in reimagining school safety. 
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Conceptual Framework 

For this case study, I use Fung and Wright’s (2001) Empowered Deliberative 

Democracy (EDD) framework. The EDD framework is grounded in guiding principles 

and design properties with defining features derived from democratic models and reforms 

that “aspire to deepen the ways in which ordinary people can effectively participate in 

and influence policies that directly affect their lives” (p.7). This framework relies on the 

participation of community members in deliberative opportunities to produce actionable 

outcomes and recommendations while at the same time increasing community capacity 

building and empowerment. Also key to the EDD framework is its use with large-scale 

reforms within communities, wherein superordinate actors grant authorization and 

provide support to subordinate actors to make recommendations, draft policies, and co-

create and implement community-derived solutions and initiatives. Notably, the EDD 

framework has been used to analyze outcomes of community PB processes in Porto 

Alegre, Brazil, and with Local School Councils and community policing reforms in 

Chicago in the 1990s. 

 Alongside the EDD framework, I also apply the concepts of inclusion, 

representation, and power in my analysis of PXU’s school safety initiative. These three 

concepts are derived from the literature on participatory governance and student voice 

and serve as enabling conditions for democratic processes and hallmark indicators for the 

quality of deliberation, access to decision-making spaces, and shifts in power structures 

with the potential to yield positive outcomes in pedagogical experiences and political 

efficacies.  
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Research Objectives and Questions 

My research objectives were focused on exploring how PXU, a large, diverse, urban 

high school-only district, initiated a reimagining school safety initiative through two 

participatory processes, School PB and the Safety Committee. In the literature review, I 

provide an overview of school safety's historical and current landscape, specifically the 

use of SROs and punitive discipline measures, the methods of participatory governance 

within K-12 educational institutions, and the benefits, challenges, and implications of 

student and youth voice in shared decision-making processes. This review lays the 

groundwork for questioning and analyzing the transformative potential of participatory 

processes that center student and school community voices in shared decision-making to 

address wicked problems that K-12 educational institutions face. 

Three main research questions guided this case study: 

• What are the main debates on school safety, and how did the case study reflect 

those debates? 

• What were the main features of the reimagining school safety initiative? 

o To what extent did the reimaging school safety initiative align with the 

Empowered Deliberative Democracy (EDD) (Fung & Wright, 2001) 

framework’s guiding principles and design properties? 

o What challenges and accomplishments were experienced during the 

reimagining school safety initiative regarding issues of inclusion, 

representation, and power? 

• What lessons can be learned from this case study for using participatory processes 

to address wicked problems in school communities? 
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Methodology and Research Methods 

I utilized an instrumental case study design (Stake, 2005; Yin, 2014) to explore 

PXU’s reimagining school safety initiative, specifically through the two processes, 

School PB and the Safety Committee, which I liken to a citizens’ assembly. The ideas, 

experiences, and engagement of the school community throughout these two processes 

constructed the context and bounded system of the case (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Data 

was collected from various sources (process documents, meeting agendas, public 

deliberation, public comment, etc.), while analysis was driven by identifying case study 

themes and further contextualizing the data collected with the existing literature. 

During the School PB process, I collected data on the ideas proposed by the three 

stakeholder groups (students, parents and families, and staff), while throughout the Safety 

Committee process, I collected data on the documents used to inform and shepherd the 

process, the conversations among different actors and groups, and the public comments 

made during the meeting. I chronicled both processes and analyzed the interplay with the 

PXU Governing Board and how each process's different events and critical phases played 

out in the school community and local media. Then I analyzed the different data sources 

using the methodologies of document analysis (including content and thematic analysis) 

for the meeting agendas, newspaper stories, and accompanying documents (Bowen, 

2009), thematic discourse analysis for the conversations among different actor groups 

during the School PB process and Safety Committee (Braun & Clark, 2006), and process 

tracing for both of the participatory processes (Collier, 2011). 



7 

Organization and Significance 

This dissertation is organized into seven parts. Following Chapter 1 (this Introduction), 

Chapter 2 provides the three-part literature review focusing on school safety and policing, 

participatory governance and democratic processes within K-12 educational institutions, 

and student voice. Chapter 3 discusses the conceptual framework used, the Empowered 

Deliberative Democracy (EDD) framework, and conceptualizes this framework within 

the context of the case study in a K-12 setting. Select aspects of participatory processes, 

including inclusion, representation, and power, are also discussed. Chapter 4 details the 

methodology and methods used for data collection and analysis of the two processes and 

a brief commentary on my positionality as an insider-outsider researcher during this 

study. Chapter 5 is the case study, wherein I story the PXU school safety initiative, 

beginning with the context of PXU, followed by a chronologically ordered account of the 

School PB process, the Safety Committee meetings, and select PXU Governing Board 

meetings from July 2020 through June 2023. In Chapter 6, I discuss the significant 

findings of the case study, drawing throughlines from the literature, the EDD framework, 

and the data collected in relation to the study’s research questions. Lastly, in Chapter 7, I 

conclude with a summary of the case study, a reflection on its limitations and strengths, 

and implications and recommendations for future research. 

 This study is relevant for K-12 school communities given the timing of current 

events, the prevalence of school safety as a wicked problem that K-12 educational 

institutions face, and the potential and opportunity to embed participatory processes to 

address wicked problems and foster inclusive school community engagement. Through 

the School PB process and the Safety Committee, school safety values and priorities were 
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elevated by students, parents, families, and staff, thereby providing insight into the 

various lenses of how school safety is experienced and imagined. Further, while school 

communities weigh the options and explore the promising potential of participatory 

methods for authentic engagement, the lessons learned from the School PB process and 

the Safety Committee may provide ideas and implications for the adoption of these 

processes within K-12 educational institutions. To be clear, this study is not meant to be a 

critique of the choices school communities make concerning school safety but rather a 

guide and learning tool for school communities interested in adopting and implementing 

participatory processes, particularly those that rely heavily on school community-wide 

deliberation and participation, to address wicked problems they may face, including 

school safety.  
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Overview 

This literature review focuses on three areas that are relevant to this case study: 

school safety and policing, participatory governance in K-12 schools, and student voice. 

In the first section, I explore the topic of school safety, particularly in conjunction with 

the history and ensuing debate concerning School Resource Officers (SROs). I begin by 

broadly discussing school safety and its many implications, positioning school safety as a 

wicked problem that K-12 educational institutions are increasingly grappling with. I then 

briefly review the literature on various approaches to school safety, including punitive 

and exclusionary practices like zero tolerance, surveillance, and SROs. This I follow with 

a specific concentration on the history and literature of police in schools and conclude 

with parallels to the current debate on SROs alongside the effects of policing within the 

broader school community. 

 The second section of the literature review focuses on theories, practices, and 

models of participatory governance, with an emphasis on participatory processes within 

K-12 school settings. I begin by tracing the epistemological roots of participatory 

governance and its evolvement through participatory and deliberative democracy, as well 

as its use and effectiveness in addressing wicked problems. Next, I describe common 

examples of participatory governance opportunities within K-12 settings. I then explore 

two innovative processes central to this case study, participatory budgeting and citizen 

assemblies, and discuss these processes within the K-12 context and regarding school and 



10 

community safety. I conclude the section by summarizing the needs and implications of 

embedding participatory governance opportunities in K-12 education spaces.  

The final section delves into the third part of the literature review, student voice. 

Building upon the two previous sections, I explore how student voice has been used to 

address K-12 school climate and reform, student engagement, and democratic learning 

activities. I begin by defining student voice and then recount its history in K-12 

educational spaces. Next, I discuss the theoretical underpinnings of student voice, 

including its relationship with democracy, power, and adultism. I discuss how the degree 

of authenticity and fidelity to which schools honor student voice varies in scope, 

application, and intended impacts. I finish the section on student voice by discussing the 

research on student voice in K-12 educational spaces. 

School Safety  
 

School safety is a complex, intersectional constellation of systems, policies, 

technologies, emotions, and actors and has long been an important topic of debate and 

decision within school communities. Therefore, defining school safety is a challenging, 

context-laden task rooted in the social construction of the school environment. Some 

literature defines school safety as a promotion of positive outcomes for students’ physical 

safety, social well-being, and academic achievement (Loukas, 2007). Other literature 

posits school safety as lying within the physicality of the school environment itself, often 

described as Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design (CPTED,) and includes 

the tangible design of a campus, the layout of buildings, and the technologies that equip a 

school with the ability to respond in a timely manner to threats or emergencies (Centers 
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for Disease Control [CDC], 2017; Partner Alliance for Safer Schools [PASS], 2023). Yet 

others define school safety as “encompassing well-being in its widest sense” (Diaz-

Vicario & Salan, 2017, p. 89), with safety including the physical, emotional, and social 

well-being of the entire school community (Kutsyruba et al., 2015). This has often been 

referred to as school climate, or the “norms, values, and expectations that support people 

feeling socially, emotionally, and physically safe” (National School Climate Council 

[NSCC], 2007, p. 4). Pointedly, how school safety is viewed and operationalized is 

highly dependent upon the contextual conditions of the school community, including its 

demographics, norms, cultures, and values. 

With the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic and the return to in-person learning, 

the discussion on school safety has included a renewed emphasis on mental health and 

social-emotional wellness (Adelman & Taylor, 2022; Duchesneau, 2022). This shift has 

been further impacted by the rise in school violence (in particular school shootings) and 

the need to not only equip the physicality of school campuses with more prevention and 

reactionary measures (Caffrey, 2022) but also to equip school communities with training 

and resources to identify and assist students suffering from mental health and social-

emotional challenges (Kowalski et al., 2021). According to the U.S. Government 

Accountability Office ([GAO], 2020), approximately half of school shootings are carried 

out by students themselves. Moreover, many students who turn to gun violence in schools 

exhibit public signs of crisis before enacting their plans (National Institute of Justice, 

2022). Equipped with this knowledge, school communities are exploring different 

approaches and innovations to prevent and respond to acts of violence as a part of a 
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comprehensive approach to school safety, with an overt focus on student social and 

emotional well-being.  

School Safety as a Wicked Problem 

In this case study, I position school safety as a “wicked problem.” The term 

wicked problem was coined by Rittel and Webber (1973) to describe social problems that 

were not easily definable, deeply interrelated to other complex social issues, and could 

not be easily solved by apparent solutions. Furthermore, wicked problems can result in 

severe risks and consequences if not addressed.  

In the literature on wicked problems, Head (2008) posits that wicked problems lie 

within the dimensions of complexity, uncertainty, and value divergence. According to 

Kolko’s (2012) framework of what constitutes a wicked problem, the problem must be 

social in nature and one that is difficult to solve due to 1) incomplete or contradictory 

knowledge, 2) the number of people and opinions involved, 3) the large economic 

burden, and 4) the interconnected nature of these problems with others.  

In positioning school safety within the literature of wicked problems, school 

safety can be hard to define since it is a complex issue that requires many considerations 

and perspectives. While a plethora of research exists on school safety and specific 

programs, policies, and practices, school safety agendas are constantly shifting to address 

new issues, rapidly evolving threats, incidences of violence, and uncertainties of 

solutions. School safety plans are also reflective of an oft-diverse school community’s 

needs, wherein students, families, and staff's divergent life experiences, values, and 

knowledge systems are valued and reflected in school safety programs, policies, and 
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practices. Moreover, school safety programs, policies, and practices can be costly, 

depending on the types of personnel, programs, and technologies employed.  

To address wicked problems, Webber (1983) encourages a “fostering of 

multiplicities of potential outcomes compatible with the wants of plural publics” (p. 89), 

and Fischer (1993) endorses the need for a collaborative inquiry-based approach that 

involves all stakeholder groups since wicked problems “seem to only respond to 

increased doses of participation” (p. 172). The next literature review section discusses 

methods to navigate wicked problems in further detail. 

Indeed, school safety is a socially constructed paradigm within school 

communities and encompasses a myriad of challenges, including shifting needs and 

information, diverse actors affected and involved, fluctuating budgetary demands and 

ramifications, and relations to broader social and political issues. Likewise, different 

approaches to school safety cannot be considered within a vacuum but rather as a 

microcosm of the school community’s ethos and as a response to symptoms of larger 

societal issues.  

Approaches to School Safety 

Approaches to school safety vary widely, are often multi-layered, and are 

contextually based on the school community’s demographics, funding sources, and 

values. Additionally, approaches to school safety straddle a balance of the locality and 

response spectrums (Figure 1). One end of the locality spectrum axis focuses on 

minimizing the external threats to the school community and includes practices such as 

hardening school campuses, hiring security guards and police officers, and creating 
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protocols and partnerships with emergency management personnel and services; the other 

end of the locality spectrum axis focuses on addressing the internal threats and includes 

practices such as identifying students experiencing trauma or crisis, intervening to 

address acts of violence, enforcing disciplinary codes, and maintaining an environment 

free of bullying and abuse (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2017; 

Fein et al., 2004; Partner Alliance for Safer Schools [PASS], 2023). The response 

spectrum is composed of preventative practices, which are practices posed for early 

intervention and act as deterrents to violent, abusive behaviors and misconduct, and 

reactionary practices, which are practices reserved for when violent incidences or acts of 

misconduct arise and are necessary for emergency situations (Astor et al., 2010; Green, 

2020; Osher et al., 2010). 

Figure 1 

School Safety Spectrum 

 

 While some experts in school safety recommend a balanced approach that 

encompasses both ends of each of these spectrums (Partner Alliance for Safer Schools 
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[PASS], 2023), schools may often focus more heavily on one spectrum’s end than the 

other. This is, again, partly due to a school or district’s financial bandwidth, the values 

and needs of the school community stakeholders, and the overall existential climate and 

culture of the school community. 

Additionally, approaches to school safety can include a variety of practices and 

programs, with each often producing a different intended effect. In an earlier co-authored 

article, I reviewed the literature on school safety practices and programs and found 17 

nonpunitive options (i.e. omitting zero tolerance, surveillance, and SROs) that have 

shown promising evidence in supporting a safe school environment (Bartlett et al., 2023). 

My co-authors and I categorized these findings into four categories: Equity and Inclusion, 

Social-psychological, Community-based, and Self-governance. It is important to note we 

used an all-encompassing definition of school safety when undertaking this review, in 

that we define school safety as “the feeling students experience in a place that protects 

from bodily infringement and harm and incidences of harassment, bullying, violence, and 

substance use and provides physical, emotional, and social safety and well-being” (p. 2). 

I will begin by discussing the high-level, thematic findings of this review, specifically the 

school safety programs and practices in each of these categories, and then turn to the 

literature to discuss the following punitive approaches not explored in the article: zero 

tolerance, surveillance, and (in the next section) SROs.  

 Equity and Inclusion approaches to school safety seek to combat long-standing 

inequalities stemming from social disparities rooted in identities of class, ability, gender, 

sexual orientation, and race. Examples of these approaches include anti-bullying 

programs, anti-bias training for school personnel, culturally relevant pedagogy and 
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culturally responsive leadership, safe spaces for historically marginalized student groups, 

and enumerated policies that specifically codify the responses to school safety issues. 

Research has shown that when schools adopt and implement Equity and Inclusion 

approaches, students experience an increased sense of safety, stronger school 

connectedness and engagement, higher academic achievement, and overall self-esteem 

(Byrd, 2016; Gaffney et al., 2018; Snapp et al., 2015; Wernick et al., 2021). Likewise, 

studies have shown schools with these approaches to enact more equitable classroom 

management strategies (Larson et al., 2018; Sparks, 2020) and experience an increase in 

school personnel response to incidences of bullying and violence and an overall decrease 

in incidences of bullying (Bishop et al., 2021, Sadowski, 2017). 

 Social-psychological approaches tend to focus on a multi-tiered system of support 

(MTSS) to deter and address violent behaviors and misconduct while providing 

opportunities for socialization and behavior self-management. Programmatic and practice 

examples of these approaches include Social Emotional Learning (SEL), mindfulness and 

reflection, Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports (PBIS), trauma-informed 

education, and overall mental health support through counseling, group therapies, social 

workers, and mentors. Findings from these approaches show an increase in positive 

school climates and stronger relationships between the school community (Jones et al., 

2018), heightened coping and self-management skills and increased academic 

achievement among students (LaBelle, 2019; Lee & Gage, 2020; Kautz et al., 2021; 

Krein, 2021; Mahoney et al., 2018), and an overall reduction in discipline incidences 

(Bohnenkamp et al., 2021; Bradshaw, 2013). The emphasis on student-related outcomes 



17 

is merited because the social-psychological approaches tend to focus more on student-

level interventions. 

 Community-based approaches to school safety derive from the wrap-around 

support of the entire school community, including students and families, school 

personnel, community organizations, and governmental agencies. Programs and practices 

in this category include positive youth development, community schools, and parent and 

family engagement. The research on Community-based approaches has shown they 

produce increased trust and stronger relationships among school community stakeholders 

(Cowan et al., 2013, Payne, 2008), greater student academic achievement and overall 

school engagement (Afkinich & Klumpner, 2018; Heers et al., 2016), and reductions in 

dropout rates, discipline incidences, and suspensions (Campbell et al., 2013; Cueller, 

2018). 

 Self-governance approaches aim to center the school community, and pointedly 

students, in decision-making opportunities concerning school safety. The programs and 

practices within the Self-governance category include peer mediation, school-based teen 

courts (SBTC), restorative practices, conflict resolution and peace education (CRPE), and 

democratic schools. Research results from these programs and practices demonstrate 

among students an increase in academic achievement and self-esteem and a decrease in 

aggressive, anti-social behaviors and bullying (Garrad & Lipsey, 2007; Katic et al., 2020; 

Mager & Nowak, 2012; Smokowski et al., 2020). They also show improvements within 

the school climate, including greater connectedness and reduced discipline incidences 

and suspensions (DePaoli et al., 2021; Friend & Caruthers, 2015; Gregory & Evans, 

2020). 
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 Punitive approaches to school safety have proliferated alongside the 

criminalization of youth. Examples of punitive approaches include exclusionary 

discipline practices like zero tolerance policies, surveillance, and the use of police in 

schools. Oftentimes, these punitive practices for school safety are used in tandem with 

one another. Punitive approaches have been shown to perpetuate the school-to-prison 

nexus, a systems-based pipeline that disproportionately focuses on criminalizing students, 

in particular students from low-income backgrounds, LGBTQ+ students, students with 

disabilities, and racially minoritized students, and referring them to the juvenile justice 

system (Heitzeg, 2009, 2014; Hirschfield, 2008; Meiners, 2007). This has been shown to 

be especially true for schools that enact zero tolerance policies alongside employing 

SROs (Fisher & Hennessy, 2016; Na & Gottfredson, 2013). 

 Zero tolerance policies garnered traction within school communities as a 

disciplinary practice during the late 20th century. These policies are enacted through a 

school’s discipline plan as mandated, pre-determined consequences for a variety of 

serious offenses and behaviors and are constructed as an increasing application of 

suspensions and expulsions resulting in a referral to the juvenile justice system. In 2018, 

over 90% of schools had some form of zero tolerance policy in place (National 

Association for the Advancement of Colored People [NAACP], 2018). Overall, even 

when school-based violence had declined or held steady, the evidence from employing 

zero tolerance policies has not yielded positive findings, but many K12 schools have 

readily adopted zero tolerance policies (Skiba & Knesting, 2001; Yell & Rozalski, 2000). 

 While zero tolerance policies are meant to be prescriptive, the language within 

such policies may be written too vaguely, thus allowing the consequences to be broadly 
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applied. For example, while zero tolerance policies were initially intended to address 

violence or serious offenses, there have been incidences of these policies used to 

discipline students for minor offenses like tardiness or creating general disruptions to the 

school’s learning environment (Black, 2016; Brady, 2002; Skiba, 2014). Research has 

also shown the disproportionality in the application of zero tolerance practices, with 

several reports noting Black, Latino, and Native American students and other minoritized 

populations experience higher suspension and expulsion rates. Blad and Harwin (2017) 

found Black students to be six times more likely to be suspended than their white peers. 

Heitzeg (2014) found that Black and Latino student populations contribute to nearly 70% 

of all school-based arrests resulting from such policies. Two other recent reports showed 

that Native American students who attend a school with zero tolerance policies and an 

SRO is present are 66% more likely to experience exclusionary discipline and that 

Arizona has eight of the top 20 school districts that disproportionately suspend Native 

American students (Losen & Martinez, 2020; Pentak & Eisenberg, 2018). 

With the application of zero tolerance policies, research has shown that impacts 

have ranged from students missing instruction and scoring lower on standardized tests 

(Raffaele-Mendez, 2003) to having lower overall engagement within the school 

community (Nelson, 2014) to exhibiting heightened negative social-emotional behaviors 

(Christle et al., 2005; Fabelo et al., 2011; Fisher et al., 2019; Tobin et al., 1996) to 

experiencing lower graduation and higher dropout rates (Perry & Morris, 2014; Rausch et 

al., 2004). In fact, some studies on zero tolerance policies have shown such policies to be 

counterintuitive in nature, with students and teachers reporting feeling less safe within 
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their school community under zero tolerance policies (Huang & Cornell, 2021; Mowen & 

Freng, 2019).  

On the other hand, a few studies have reported positive results of zero tolerance 

policies. Findings from a study that reviewed the literature on school-based get-tough 

policies found potential evidence of positive outcomes like increased instructional times 

and reduced student misconduct but added the caveat that such policies, when 

implemented poorly, “interfere with educational activities, contribute to greater student 

strain, and adversely affect behavior or academic performance” (Mears et al., 2019). 

Another study with one school district that eased its zero tolerance policies exhibited a 

drop in academic achievement, a rise in truancy, and no overall change in the total 

number of suspensions (Lacoe & Steinberg, 2018).  

Surveillance practices of students in schools have also been steadily adopted as a 

form of school safety. While the surveillance of students can take on many forms, i.e., 

metal detectors, security cameras, ID scanners, and even more recently, biometrics, the 

business of surveillance in the name of school safety has seeded a $2.7 billion industry 

(Ma, 2018; Musu-Gillette et al., 2018). Surveillance practices aim to maintain a secure 

environment and raise alarm at signs of intrusion or danger through constant observation 

and monitoring. Oftentimes, surveillance measures are obvious to outsiders, such as 

camera systems, metal detectors, and ID scanners, which serve to deter or disincentivize 

threats or acts of violence. Other times, surveillance measures may be less visible and 

serve as a layer of protection that is often utilized in times of emergency or crisis, such as 

communication systems like panic buttons, text alerts, and biometrics like face 

recognition or even geolocation tracking. 
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Like other punitive approaches to school safety, surveillance measures have been 

found to be most concentrated in urban schools with large populations of minoritized 

students and raise concerns with equitable application and consequences. The hyper-

presence of surveillance practices in these schools already signals a disproportionate 

approach to school discipline (Madhukar, 2019; McFarland et al., 2018). The research on 

surveillance practices has shown that such practices have negative effects on student 

perceptions of school safety (Johnson et al., 2018; Mowen & Freng, 2019), and students 

who experience racialized surveillance practices report higher rates of anxiety, stress, and 

depression (Brondolo et al., 2011; Williams & Mohammed, 2009). Moreover, the 

increased use of surveillance measures in conjunction with student data gathering has 

raised issues of student data privacy and rights (LoSardo, 2020; Tucker & Vance, 2016). 

Policing in Schools 
 

A common response to school violence has been to increase the presence and 

practice of policing within school communities. Heightened attention to School Resource 

Officers (SROs) has also gained traction in the current debates on policing and public 

safety. SROs are described as sworn police officers tasked with overseeing the safety and 

crime prevention within a school community, but they can also be tasked with various 

roles to fulfill depending on a school’s needs. While current debates on school safety 

point to both the benefits and dangers of the use of SROs, the presence of police in U.S. 

K-12 schools has a long, complicated history. 

Since the 1950s, the presence of SROs has exponentially expanded, with the first 

documented instance of formal policing within schools taking place in Los Angeles in 
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1948 (American Civil Liberties Union [ACLU], 2017). Shortly thereafter, in 1958, the 

Police-School Liaison Program was launched in Flint, Michigan, incentivizing schools to 

enter into a contract with local police departments for an officer to be present and 

conduct patrols of the school campus (Coon & Travis, 2012). Arizona’s first adoption of 

an SRO program in partnership with school communities occurred in 1962 (Noble, 2017). 

By the 1970s, it became commonplace for school communities to partner with local law 

enforcement on school safety initiatives.  

In 1974, the Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act was launched and 

provided school communities with $380 million dollars for school safety policies and 

programs to reduce and address youth delinquency and violence. Hinton (2016) describes 

this legislation as having framed “common markers of poverty with perspective 

criminality,” thereby positioning students from low-income backgrounds as “potentially 

delinquent” (p. 237). The marked investment in SROs and other punitive and 

exclusionary discipline practices has since spiraled into other school safety measures 

such as metal detectors, surveillance cameras, padlocked gates, and fencing, with an overt 

presence within urban public schools serving minoritized students and families and 

students and families from low-income backgrounds. 

The war on crime and poverty era ushered in a new rationale for the role of law 

enforcement within school communities. The Safe and Drug-Free Schools and 

Communities Act of 1994 secured additional funding for policing programs both in 

schools and the wider community, as well as school-based programs focused on drug 

abuse education (i.e., D.A.R.E.). Within a year, the Office of Community-Oriented 

Policing Services was created, further positioning the role of officers as integral to 
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ensuring school communities would be safe and drug-free. During this time, the role of 

police on school campuses rapidly expanded, as did their abilities to influence and 

participate in school discipline and lay the groundwork for bridging the criminal justice 

system and educational institutions.  

By 1999, over half of the K-12 students in the U.S. attended a school with a 

police presence (American Civil Liberties Union [ACLU], 2017; Stinson & Watkins, 

2013). Throughout the following decades, this number rapidly rose as increased fears of 

terrorism and acts of school violence, particularly school shootings, became more 

mainstream. This was followed by continued increases in investments in SROs, and since 

the turn of the 21st century, there has been nearly $2 billion dollars allocated to SROs 

and supporting programs via both federal and state-level dollars (Thurau & Or, 2019; 

U.S. Department of Education & National Center for Education Statistics, 2016; Lindsay 

et al., 2018). Between 2009 and 2013 alone, the number of SROS expanded from 9,000 

to over 17,000 (National Association of School Resource Officers [NASRO], 2012; 

James & McCallion, 2013, American Civil Liberties Union [ACLU], 2017). By 2015, 

over 83,000 schools had at least one SRO (U.S. Department of Education & National 

Center for Education Statistics, 2016). Recent federal data from the 2017-2018 school 

year reported that almost half of schools in the U.S. have an SRO on their campus at least 

once a week (Sawchuck, 2021). However, the reported number of SROs on campuses 

may not be wholly accurate, considering schools also hire private security guards, off-

duty police officers, and neighborhood patrol officers without formal agreements or 

formalized training on handling student discipline and crises (Henning, 2021).   



24 

Following the increase in dialogue around policing and racial injustices, and in 

particular the murder of George Floyd in May of 2020 and the subsequent protests across 

cities worldwide, many schools and districts opted to reduce the number of police on 

campuses or discontinue contracts with police altogether (Eder et al., 2021; Riser-

Kositsky et al., 2022), including schools in Los Angeles, Portland, Minneapolis, Oakland, 

Seattle, Denver, and Phoenix. These decisions were also partly due to ongoing student 

and community-based demonstrations demanding accountability for law enforcement and 

greater efforts for racial justice (Fetsko, 2020). At this time, many schools and districts 

began to revisit their discipline plans and school safety approaches in an attempt to apply 

a more equitable lens and reduce the emphasis or overall use of exclusionary discipline 

practices. However, with public fears over the prevalence of school shootings and other 

violent acts on campuses, along with the continuing criminalization of youth, the 

inclusion of SROs in school safety plans has begun to be reconsidered, and many of the 

schools and districts who had initially ended contracts with police departments for SROs 

have since brought back SROs to some degree (Belsha, 2023; Riser-Kositsky et al., 

2022).  

Roles and Typologies of School Resource Officers (SROs) 

SROs are often tasked with fulfilling various roles within a school community 

and, as such, can be described through several typologies. The most common of these 

include the emergency responder, the school discipline and law enforcer, the law-related 

educator, and the positive role model. While the literature describes specific tenets for 

each of these SRO typologies, the everyday practices and usage of SROs in schools are 
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not always starkly delineated, nor are the descriptions of roles prescriptively followed 

(Rhodes, 2019). Indeed, some school communities use SROs to fulfill more than one 

role, and the overlap of roles can create confusion and allow for ad hoc involvement of 

SROs in issues broader than the role intended. Moreover, many school communities do 

not always enter into formal contractual agreements or memorandums of understanding 

(MOUs) with local law enforcement agencies, further muddying and problematizing the 

role of SROs (Cray and Weiler 2011; Javdani, 2019). 

As emergency responders, SROs can be tasked with acting as the lead or first 

responder when emergency situations occur on or near a school campus (National 

Association of School Resource Officers [NASRO], 2012). This role could include taking 

up preventative measures for emergencies like developing comprehensive safety plans 

and responding to situations such as active shooters, fires, natural disasters, and health 

emergencies. Because of the broad proclivity of incidences, however, SROs are often 

underequipped and undertrained to take on the vast responsibilities of this role within a 

school setting. The responses from nearly 400 SROs in a survey conducted by the 

Education Week Research Center (Blad, 2018) suggest that much of the effectiveness in 

emergency preparedness and response lies in school-wide training, such as how well the 

staff has been trained in safety protocols, whether students know what to do during 

lockdown drills and emergencies, and if there are other safety features like cameras in 

place. 

Among the various roles SROs may be tasked with, the school discipline and law 

enforcer role is the most common. In this role, SROs focus on upholding school policies, 

assisting with student discipline, and ensuring the school environment is drug and 
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violence-free. However, this role allows for SROs to traverse the line between school 

discipline and law enforcement, often bridging school policy and criminal codes and 

leading to higher rates of exclusionary discipline and a disregard for student rights 

(Beger, 2002; Fisher & Hennessy, 2016). In schools with an SRO in this role, student 

behaviors and offenses are often not wholly handled by school personnel but rather with 

the SRO, setting up students to be penalized under criminal codes, versus school-based 

disciplinary procedures and consequences, and at times entailing detainment, arrest, and 

reference to the juvenile justice system (Sorenson et al., 2023). Research has shown the 

school discipline and law enforcer role to be more present in schools that serve students 

from low-income backgrounds and minoritized students, with an inequitable application 

of the criminalization of students from such populations and an overreliance on 

exclusionary discipline practices (Curran et al., 2019).  

In the role of law-related educator, SROs are tasked with teaching lessons to 

students on their rights and responsibilities once they turn 18 years old, bullying, drug 

and alcohol abuse, and digital safety (Canady et al., 2012; National Association of School 

Resource Officers [NASRO], 2012). Schools that serve more affluent and advantaged 

student populations often have an SRO who fulfills the law-related educator role (Lynch 

et al., 2016). While the materials and training for SROs to teach such lessons vary 

widely, and many organizations offer SRO-taught law-related education programs, there 

has been little research done on the effectiveness of having an SRO teach the content 

versus K12 educators or administrators. Additionally, there does not exist a universal 

requirement for SROs to undergo training related to teaching or student rights, such as 

culturally responsive pedagogies, adolescent development, de-escalation strategies, or 
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even how to navigate the individualized education plans (IEP) or 504 plans of students 

with disabilities (Blad, 2018; Theriot & Cuellar, 2016). Furthermore, while a tangential 

intention of this approach is to build relationships between students and police and 

promote an overall positive perception of police within the school community, mixed 

evidence has shown this approach to be effective, particularly when comparing student 

and school personnel opinions (Crichlow-Ball et al., 2022; Theriot, 2016; Wood & 

Hampton, 2021). In some instances, school communities have pointed out that SROs 

often use this role to advance their personal viewpoints and agendas among student or 

staff populations (Heitzeg, 2014). 

 The positive role model role posits SROs as friendly adults on school campuses 

who can assist with mentoring students to navigate social pressures and personal and 

educational challenges while representing police as positive role models within the 

school community and beyond. In this role, police also serve as a community liaison, 

aiming to develop and foster positive relationships with students’ families and other 

school community members (California Commission on Peace Officer Standards and 

Training, 2001; National Association of School Resource Officers [NASRO], 2012). 

While SROs in this role tend to act as informal counselors at times, many are not licensed 

social workers or have counseling backgrounds and cannot wholly fulfill the social and 

emotional support students may need, especially those with special needs (Keierleber, 

2015; May et al., 2012). Additionally, many SROs are not required to undergo anti-bias 

or culturally relevant pedagogies training, raising questions on how they can best serve 

the increasingly diverse public school student populations in this role. 
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 Overall, three themes are apparent concerning these four roles of SROs. One, the 

role of an SRO within a school highly depends on the demographic makeup of the school 

community. More “benign” uses of SROs were common in highly resourced schools 

serving affluent, less racially diverse populations, and the perception of roles among 

SROs themselves differed based on the demographics of the school community (Fisher et 

al., 2020). Two, many SROs seem to lack training in working with youth of varying 

demographics and from diverse backgrounds. Less than a third of U.S. states have a 

universal requirement of training required for SROs, and that training is often heavily 

based on the emergency responder role and the school discipline and law enforcer role, 

with an emphasis on emergency response and active shooter trainings (American Civil 

Liberties Union [ACLU], 2017; James & McCallion, 2013). Three, the perceptions of 

SROs vary widely across school community stakeholders, with a clear divide between 

student and adult populations (Theriot & Orme, 2016; Wood & Hampton, 2021).  

Effects of Policing in School Communities 

While the literature on the effects of SROs reveals some disagreement, most of 

the empirical research reported that SROs do not improve school safety or school climate. 

Some studies have shown that K-12 students’ experiences with SROs mirror many of the 

same policing patterns documented with public-serving police officers: more instances of 

lethal force, increased militarization and surveillance, and discriminatory disciplinary 

practices exacerbating the school-to-prison nexus (Cruz et al., 2021; Fisher & Hennessy, 

2016; Horner & Fisher, 2020; Pentek & Eisenberg, 2018; Sorenson et al., 2023). Other 

studies have shown that increased exposure to SROs, criminalization enforcement, and 
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exclusionary discipline practices has negative impacts on parental engagement and 

student academic achievement, feelings of connectedness and support, extracurricular 

participation, and overall mental health and well-being (Gonzalez et al., 2016; Gregory et 

al., 2010; Theriot, 2016; Theriot & Orme, 2016). Additionally, prior studies have not 

found strong evidence that the presence of SROs prevents mass shootings, bullying, 

disorder, and disrespect (Devlin & Fisher, 2021; Peterson et al., 2021; Sorenson, 2023), 

but rather that students who experience more frequent interactions with SROs suffer 

increased disparate discipline outcomes (Brady et al., 2007; Fisher & Hennessy, 2016; 

Gonzalez et al., 2016; Javdani, 2019; Marchbanks et al., 2018; Na & Gottfredson, 2013; 

Ryan et al., 2018; Weisburst, 2019). 

Importantly, the use of SROs for discipline enforcement has been shown to 

impact certain student groups more negatively, such as students with disabilities, 

LGBTQ+ students, racially- and ethnically-minoritized students, and students of a low 

socio-economic background (Crosse et al., 2021; Davison et al., 2022; Dunning-Lozano, 

2018; Fisher & Hennessey, 2016; Losen & Martinez, 2020; Mallet, 2014; Palmer et al., 

2016; Skiba et al., 2011; Sorenson et al., 2023; Zhang, 2018) Moreover, there are long-

term implications for the students subjected to exclusionary practices within their 

schooling experience, such as the increased likelihood of being charged and convicted of 

a crime and incarcerated, earning below the federal poverty line and receiving SNAP 

benefits, and not pursuing higher education opportunities or graduate from college 

(Davison et al., 2022; Weisburst, 2019).  

A few studies on SROs have shown either a positive or minimal impact on 

students or the broader school community. A study conducted by Stinson and Watkins 
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(2013) in Alabama showed the presence of an SRO over the course of two years to have 

decreased violent behaviors among students. Other studies have shown that the presence 

of SROs decreased students’ violent behaviors yet increased out-of-school suspensions, 

expulsions, and police referrals (Malasky et al., 2011; Sorenson et al., 2021). While these 

latter studies exist, there are many factors that must be considered when realizing the 

effects of SROs, including the school communities’ demographic make-up, geolocation, 

history with policing, existing school safety and discipline policies, and the relationships 

forged and maintained within and across the entire school community. 

In tandem with the amplified attention policing in schools has received, broader 

school communities have experienced documented evidence of police conflict, 

misconduct, and violence that have conversely affected the experiences and perceptions 

of SROs. Indeed, the murder of George Floyd may be viewed as a catalyst for demands 

for increased accountability and reform of policing, but events like these are not isolated 

nor new. Not only has police violence escalated over the past few decades, but the 

disproportionate impact of lethal force on specific racial subgroups has been increasingly 

documented (Edwards et al., 2019; GBD 2019 Police Violence US Subnational 

Collaborators, 2021; Nix et al., 2017; Peeples, 2020). Discriminatory policing practices 

have also manifested themselves in various forms, with Black, Latino, and other 

historically minoritized populations experiencing higher rates of traffic stops, vehicle 

searches, and street encounters with law enforcement, with many of these interactions 

leading to incarceration or acts of police violence (Pierson, 2020; Subramanian & Arzy, 

2021).  
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Moreover, public police budgets and the number of police officers have also 

multiplied exponentially over the last 30 years. In 2017, U.S. state and local government 

police budgets topped $123 billion, an increase of 179 percent since 1977 (Urban 

Institute, 2017). Pointedly, police budgets swelled following the September 11 terror 

attacks and, since then, have led to a rise in the militarization of police (Ray, 2021). The 

overall number of police officers across the U.S. has followed a similar trajectory, 

growing by over 36% since 1990 (Pearl, 2020). As such, the research has demonstrated a 

consequential relationship between the rise in the militarization of police, the acceleration 

of police violence, and a decline in public trust in police and law enforcement institutions 

(Desmond et al., 2016; Lawson, 2019; Mummolo, 2018; O’Brien et al., 2020). 

These rising trends of lethal force, discriminatory policing tactics and 

incarceration rates, and overt militarization, alongside outwardly decreasing public trust 

in police and law enforcement institutions, are not separate from the experiences of 

students and families within school communities. Research has shown that experiencing 

aggressive policing tactics within the community adversely affects students’ mental and 

emotional well-being (Toro et al., 2022; Turney et al., 2022) and academic performance 

(Legewie & Fagan, 2018) and increases the risk of arrest, particularly for Black youth 

(McGlynn-Wright et al., 2022). These experiences can also extend from family members 

and friends who have experienced harm from police within the community or from the 

psychological trauma of video footage showing police brutality (Kim, 2023). 

Furthermore, it must be noted that the SROs who serve school communities are 

employees of the municipal police departments whose reputations may be shaped by 

high-profile cases of excessive force, corruption, or the like. 
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The wicked problem of school safety has received increased attention due to the 

multitude of internal and external challenges in creating a comprehensive school safety 

plan with effective solutions. On one hand, school communities are bound by the needs 

of the demographics they serve, available and fluctuating funding sources, and the school 

community's values when designing a school safety plan. On the other hand, schools are 

faced with the need to collectively consider all aspects of safety and the implications of 

various options when developing and enacting a school community safety plan.  

The complex challenges of school safety have prompted schools, researchers, and 

community and governmental organizations to consider a multi-faceted approach to 

school safety that involves balancing data, community input, and capacity and resources 

to address various aspects of school safety, including the physicality of the school 

environment, the overall school climate, and student social-emotional health and well-

being (Muhlhausen, 2020). These challenges are currently heightened, given the 

frequency and fear of school violence incidences, such as school shootings, and the 

research and rhetoric around punitive approaches to discipline and school safety, such as 

SROs. To this end, the wicked problem of school safety may require the school 

community's collective intelligence, opportunities for community engagement in 

participatory processes, and multiple solutions to address the various complexities. The 

following section of the literature review explores participatory governance approaches 

and school community-based decision-making models used to address wicked problems 

within school communities. 
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Participatory Governance and K-12 Schools 

Currently, democratic institutions around the globe are facing challenges of public 

dissatisfaction with governance, increasing ideological differences and partisan apathy, 

demands for the advancement of equity and social justice, and a wanting for collective 

decision-making through participatory governance opportunities (Wike & Fetterolf, 

2021). The roots of what has been labeled as a democratic degeneration or crisis can be 

likened to Habermas’ legitimation crisis (1973/1975), as we have seen individuals 

withdraw from organized political parties, views of political systems and institutions are 

at historic lows, and many people are feeling a loss of agency in decisions that directly 

impact their lives (Nadeem, 2023). Communities have also exhibited a decrease in a 

sense of belonging, empathy, and trust among others, including those in power and 

governmental institutions (Dawson & Krakoff, 2022; Kannan & Veazie, 2022; Newall et 

al., 2022; Weymouth & Hartz-Karp, 2015). Furthermore, political efficacy and 

participation rates reveal disparate fault lines along socioeconomic status and social 

positions of power (Abas et al., 2023; Parvin, 2017). 

These trends have been even more prevalent with youth populations. When 

compared to older generations, youth satisfaction with democracy is in decline (Foa et al., 

2020). One study by the Center for Information & Research on Civic Learning and 

Engagement ([CIRCLE], 2018) showed that nearly 3 in 5 youth are losing faith in 

American democracy, and only 2 in 5 youth feel confident about the future of democracy 

within the U.S. A global study focused on youth’s feelings concerning climate change 

showed respondents felt betrayed by their government leaders and had experienced 

feelings of powerlessness, helplessness, and anger (Hickman et al., 2021). Other signs of 



34 

dissatisfaction include the generational disconnect between youth and politicians (Zhang, 

2022) and the democratic deficit, wherein youth recognize that they are lacking 

proportional representation in government (Ash Center for Democratic Governance and 

Innovation, 2023). Additionally, while youth voter turnout rates have increased since 

2014, there still do exist some caveats: Black and Latino youth voter turnout declined 

from 2018 to 2022, voter turnout rates between college graduates and those with no 

college experience revealed a 30-point difference, and youth who did not vote cited a 

lack of information on the candidates and issues or did not know where to vote (Medina 

et al., 2022; Medina, 2023).  

Despite these disillusionments with democracy, youth have still exhibited a 

wanton desire to engage in political action, with trends revealing that youth are engaged 

in organizing and leading efforts for collective action. However, these behaviors may not 

necessarily be in line with mainstream democratic traditions due to the youth-held belief 

that more traditional forms of engagement are exclusionary and inaccessible and do not 

consider their concerns and needs (Cammaerts et al., 2014). Instead, youth political 

participation has taken on new forms of activism and engagement and has been dubbed as 

alter-activism (Juris & Pleyers, 2009), big P versus little p politics (Kahne et al., 2013), 

and a “youthquake” (Sloam & Henn, 2019). For example, there has been a rise in the 

creation and consumption of new media by youth (Zhang, 2022), in effect positioning 

youth as co-curators in shaping understandings of the world and politics, as well as youth 

exhibiting stronger involvement and support for political action through nonprofit and 

community organizations instead of political parties (Pontes et al., 2018). Additionally, 

youth have shown to be more engaged in online spaces and pursue avenues for self-
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expression, including the arts and protests (Renström et al., 2021; Samuels, 2020; 

Stornaiuolo & Thomas, 2017). 

Participatory Governance Theories and Models 

Ideas and debates around increased public participation in democratic processes 

catalyzed during the 20th century, with political scientists stressing the necessity for and 

benefits of public participation within democratic decision-making opportunities and 

local-level politics. Harry Eckstein (1961) outlined how traditional government structures 

and institutions, alongside civil society organizations outside of the government, can be 

reconfigured to serve as conduits of participation, thus providing opportunities for co-

design and collaborative decision-making while creating a more just system of 

congruency between the governmental and non-governmental structures. Carole Pateman 

(1970) championed that participatory processes would maximize political and electoral 

equality, increase leaders’ responsiveness to the non-elites, and create avenues of access 

to leaders and decision-making opportunities. For John Rawls (1971), there were two 

underlying necessary ingredients for a just, democratic society: equal basic rights and 

equal opportunity to participate, both of which he believed must be extended to all 

members of a society in an egalitarian manner, with the intent to benefit most greatly the 

least advantaged. Additionally, the virtuous circle of education, participation, and 

decision-making became popular in writings by various democratic philosophers and 

education theorists (Rousseau & Scott, 2012; Dewey, 1966; Mill et al., 1963). 

Participatory governance became a popular political theory that stemmed from 

these ideas and debates, purporting that active democratic participation should include the 
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greater public and relevant stakeholders in decision-making processes traditionally held 

by those in public administration, policymaking, and government-designated power. Just 

as the term participation has come to be used to “refer to a wide variety of different 

situations by different people” (Pateman, 1970, p. 1), participatory governance has come 

to include a range of behaviors and processes depending on the aim, context, process 

format, stakeholders, and other factors (Fung 2003, 2006). Simply put, however, 

participatory governance stems from a belief that those affected by the decisions or 

policies being made should have the opportunity to shape said decision or policy. 

In practice, participatory governance is a malleable approach to embedding the 

active participation of the public in decision-making. It can include a wide range of 

stakeholders who are representative of diverse experiences and interests and can be 

implemented within various levels of government and spaces within the community. 

Processes are deeply contextual, rooted in the decision or policy’s scope and goals, 

reliant on community capacity and available resources, and impacted by the community’s 

lived experiences and values. Examples of participatory governance processes (also 

known as democratic innovations) include citizen assemblies, citizen juries, advisory 

boards, participatory budgeting, participatory policymaking, legislative theater, 

community development projects, and social movements paired with actionable policy 

outcomes. Proponents of participatory governance point to the beneficial impacts of 

including public participation in policy, planning, and budgetary decisions as 

overwhelmingly positive, with outcomes including increased civic and political 

participation (Altschuler & Corrales, 2012; Tolbert et al., 2003), better and more diverse 

solutions to complex problems (Escobar & Roberts, 2015; Gutmann & Thompson, 2004; 
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Landemore, 2012), increased trust in governmental leaders and institutions (Ardanaz et 

al., 2023; Boulianne, 2018; Campbell, 2023), greater social well-being and cohesion 

among diverse groups (Michels & De Graaf, 2010; Touchton & Wampler, 2014; 

Touchton et al., 2017), and increased perceptions of justice and accountability to the 

community (Russell & Jovanovic, 2020; Wampler, 2012).  

The notion of participatory governance is not without skepticism or pushback. 

Challenges to enacting opportunities for the public to engage in deliberations and 

decision-making processes stem from beliefs that the public does not possess the 

competence nor desire to participate fully in society (Berelson et al., 1954) and that 

government officials and policymakers should instead listen to experts, not the greater 

public (Lippman, 1922). Schumpeter’s (1943) questioning of whether the electorate 

possesses morality and a sense of justice, two characteristics he positions as necessary to 

political and electoral participation, has also been used to resist ideas of participatory 

governance. Other challenges stem from within the design and implementation of the 

process, ranging from power imbalances, tokenistic exercises, exclusion of specific 

populations, bureaucratic barriers, lack of information, and resource constraints (Abas et 

al., 2023; Fung, 2015). 

Collectively, these arguments negate how the public’s lived experiences could 

better inform political and economic decisions traditionally reserved for those in 

government positions or positions of power. Moreover, it is recognized that politicians 

and those in positions with decision-making powers are not experts in every aspect of 

policy nor are able to understand the implications of policies as experienced by the 

greater public. Garcia (2022, p. 47) describes politicians as “novices” in specific policy 
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content areas, and Kingdon (2003, p. 37) describes policymakers as “generalists [who] 

learn enough about a subject matter to help other generalists, their colleagues.” Dewey 

(1927/2012, p. 154) even goes so far as to say that “no government by experts in which 

the masses do have the chance to inform the experts as to their needs can be anything but 

an oligarchy managed in the interests of the few.” In sum, while generalized concerns 

about including the public in decision-making processes have been cited, the literature on 

participatory governance has come to recognize the value of the public’s everyday 

experiences and knowledge in policy and decision-making processes and has shown 

positive tangential effects among communities and in relation to government institutions 

and those in power. 

Participatory governance has been shaped by the theories and practical 

experiences of participatory and deliberative democracy. The roots of participatory 

governance extend from the practice and theories of participatory democracy (Fuchs, 

2012; Hilmer, 2010; Pateman, 1970) and deliberative democracy (Baiocchi, 2001; Fung 

& Wright, 2001; Pin, 2022). Both theories share an orientation toward the redistribution 

of power and resources as well as the development of advocacy and empowerment for 

collective action alongside a critical awareness of community and social dynamics 

(Arnstein, 1969; Freire, 1972; Touchton & Wampler, 2014). At their core, participatory 

and deliberative democracy are designed to involve the public in choices and decisions 

that affect their lives, but these forms of democracy differ in degrees of doing so.  

Participatory democracy is a broad term that encompasses all forms of 

participation in democratic decision-making. Theories of participatory democracy 

emphasize inclusiveness in decision-making opportunities, authentic participation that is 
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distinct from tokenistic exercises, and a virtuous cycle between citizenship learning and 

participation in democratic processes (Hess & Torney, 1967; Mill et al., 1963; Pateman, 

1970). Hilmer’s (2010) definition of participatory democracy is “the maximum 

participation of citizens in their self-governance, especially in sectors of society beyond 

those that are traditionally understood to be political” and can, in turn, empower 

participants to engage and advocate more fruitfully over the constructs of their lives. 

Different forms of participatory democracy can span from the public sharing their 

opinion or providing advisory input on a public issue through public control of decision-

making power.  

Introduced as a normative discourse theory by Habermas (1996), deliberative 

democracy brings together deliberation and consensus, forefronting the need for reason 

and competing viewpoints to drive decision-making. Fishkin (2011) defines deliberative 

democracy as a balanced exchange of reasons and arguments to capture the people's 

collective will, and Mansbridge (1998) asserts that it is through deliberation the mindset 

can transform into one of collective empathy and will. Within deliberative democracy 

experiences, the public engages in processes of garnering and shaping collective 

intelligence, followed by shared decision-making to result in more equitable, 

representative outcomes and solutions. 

According to Parkinson and Mansbridge (2012), deliberative democracy functions 

as a codependent system, thriving when couched within epistemic, ethical, and 

democratic elements. Participants within a deliberative democracy system are encouraged 

to share their beliefs, opinions, and preferences to shape decisions that are informed 

through facts and logic and through meaningful consideration of the decision’s effect(s) 



40 

on others. Ethically, the deliberative democracy system is meant to promote mutual 

respect among all participants by fostering non-dominating communication that aids the 

process of effective decision-making. The democratic function of the system is the 

“inclusion of multiple and plural voices, interests, concerns, and claims on the basis of 

feasible equality” since “who gets to be at the table affects the scope and content of the 

deliberation” (Parkinson and Mansbridge, 2012, p. 12). Through these elements, 

deliberative democracy systems can ensure sound and effective decision-making that is 

inclusive of experience, beliefs, and choice. 

We see the range of participatory and deliberative democracy possibilities as 

outlined in Arnstein’s Ladder of Participation (1969) and the International Association 

for Public Participation Spectrum ([IAP2], 2018). The Ladder of Participation outlines 

eight rungs of varying public engagement and power gradations in decision-making 

processes. The bottom two rungs, Manipulation and Therapy, are labeled as 

nonparticipative, while the next three rungs are labeled as tokenism: Informing, 

Consultation, and Placation. Informing simply garners information from or provides 

information to the greater public, but the information flow is only one way, and the 

public does not have the opportunity for dialogue. Consultation draws from the public’s 

opinions and experiences to inform decisions but without any necessary follow-up or 

adherence to the public’s input. Placation places individuals from the greater public into a 

shared decision-making space to advise or provide insight into a public policy or decision 

being made, although the power to include and act upon the public’s advice is still placed 

with those in government or positions of power. The final three rungs symbolize the 

notion of public engagement and control. The Partnership rung represents a shared 
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decision-making structure based on negotiations between the public and those holding 

power. Delegation provides decision-making positions to the greater public with 

authentic, delegated decision-making powers. The final rung, Citizen Control, outlines 

the public’s role in planning, policy creation and adoption, and management of funds and 

partnerships. The IAP2 Spectrum encompasses a condensed version of the ladder, 

outlining five increasing public participation goals and descriptions: Inform, Consult, 

Involve, Collaborate, and Empower. What sets the IAP2 Spectrum apart is the “promise 

to the public” row wherein each cell begins with “We will…,” and is meant to serve as an 

accountability guideline to the public for those in power. While Hart’s Ladder of 

Participation and the IAP2 Spectrum outline varying degrees of participation, the latter 

rungs and cells focus on opportunities for dialogical exchange to influence and lead 

community-based decision-making processes, which lies at the core of deliberative 

democracy.  

Participatory Governance for Wicked Problems 

Wicked problems are described as complex, open-ended, constantly shifting, and 

reliant on various factors in which deliberative opportunities and inclusive community 

solutions could thrive (Rittel & Webber, 1973). Models of participatory governance have 

been discussed as methods to combat wicked problems by leveraging a collective 

intelligence, or “wisdom of the crowds” (Surowiecki, 2005). Through this “practical 

wisdom” (Booth, 2006), the general public’s “unique knowledge, experience, and 

pragmatism” (Weymouth & Hartz-Karp, 2020, p. 7) provides an opportunity for decision- 

and policymakers to access and better disseminate information and create and foster 
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spaces for participation and deliberation. However, for government officials and 

policymakers, conditions of wicked problems pose challenges in engaging the diverse 

interests and values of the public, the cooperation among various bureaucratic levels, and 

the mainstreaming of timely and accurate communication, information, and knowledge 

dissemination (Head & Alford, 2015).  

 Central to solving wicked problems are opportunities for inclusive and accessible 

participation, expert opinion, and deliberation. Innes and Booher (2016) assert wicked 

problems need a “collaborative rationality” strategy that is “built on collaborative 

dialogue and multifaceted information” (p. 8) and similar to Habermas’ communicative 

rationality through which individuals engage in deliberative discourse with the goal of 

arriving at a consensus (Dews, 2016). Head and Xiang (2016) offer an Adaptive, 

Participatory, and Transdisciplinary (APT) framework to use in efforts to solve wicked 

problems as such issues “require extended deliberations among the many stakeholders 

whose diverse knowledge and perspectives are crucial for both the understanding and 

management of socio-ecological systems” (p. 5). This includes the need for contributions 

from experts to provide data and informed opinions for participants to include in the 

deliberation. Elia & Margherita (2018) outline a process-driven approach to ideate and 

assess solutions to wicked problems. This approach includes an initial phase of 

identifying and analyzing the problem, followed by a synthesis of the problem in tandem 

with community members’ lived experiences and opinions of the problem. Community 

members then propose solutions, prototyping possible solutions for implementation, 

assessment, and maintenance. This approach is similar to what Innes and Booher (2016) 
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posit as the need for reframing the wicked problem into manageable portions through a 

multi-phase process that outlines realistic goals, purposes, and solutions. 

While the research on utilizing models of participatory governance to address 

wicked problems is still nascent, some studies have shown that the inclusion of public 

participation in processes to address wicked problems fosters a greater sense of 

ownership over a community's wicked problems; in effect, the public is less likely to hold 

unrealistic expectations for government officials to address the problems, the public’s 

willingness and engagement in creating effective solutions increases, and the gap in trust 

between the public and government decreases (Hodgkinson et al., 2022; Lundström et al., 

2016; Weymouth & Hartz-Karp, 2020). 

Examples of Participatory Governance in K-12 Schools 

K-12 school communities represent and serve diverse populations of students, 

families, staff, and leadership. Models for shared decision-making in district or school-

wide processes hold promise in responding to school communities' many and diverse 

needs. In line with the theories of participatory and deliberative democracy, Dewey 

(1916) posited schools as spaces for practicing democratic ideals and providing 

opportunities for socialization that can influence democratic values, purposes, and habits. 

While schools broadly have become more undemocratic, opportunities for students and 

families to participate in deliberations and democratic decision-making processes exist 

and have resulted in heightened institutional accountability and enacted change, greater 

student and family engagement, and increased avenues of communication and trust.  
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Research on authentic participation in school community decision-making 

processes has resulted in positive effects and outcomes for various stakeholders. 

Equitable partnerships among all stakeholders have been shown to transform power 

dynamics, foster trust and reciprocity, and produce sustainable and inclusive changes, 

that better serve the school community (Ishimaru, 2019). Likewise, opportunities to 

engage youth in dialogue and mutual learning have positively affected student teamwork, 

leadership, and internal political efficacy (Bennett & Hays, 2022). Moreover, 

opportunities for youth to democratically engage within their school and local community 

can foster advocacy capacities to promote positive change and further the propensity that 

youth will engage as civic changemakers in adulthood (Hahn, 1998; Hess & McAvoy, 

2015; Lerner, 2004; Mager & Nowak, 2012; Westheimer, 2015).  

Beyond these positive effects and outside of a few exceptions, however, many 

models of participatory governance in K-12 schools are entrenched in bureaucracy and 

traditional forms of governance that cater to the usual suspects (those predisposed to 

leadership opportunities), such as school governing boards and student councils. These 

K-12 governance processes and roles still follow traditional power structures, 

deliberation within and across hierarchal structures is limited, and outcomes often benefit 

the status quo or are solely focused on managerial upkeep. I will discuss three of the most 

common models of K-12 participatory governance: student council/government, youth 

advisory structures, and governing boards. I selected these three models based on their 

prevalence within the literature and the mainstream K-12 context, but I do recognize that 

there are specialty schools that institutionalize more robust, ongoing practices of 

democracy and civic engagement. 
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Student Council/Government 

The presence of a student government or student council has become commonplace in K-

12 schools as a platform for student representatives to contribute to their school 

communities. Some of these responsibilities may include contributing to policy 

discussions through shared or lateral decision-making responsibilities, dialing up student-

raised issues to school and district administrators, and organizing and facilitating school 

community events and initiatives, including fundraisers and volunteering opportunities. 

The structure of a student government or council varies, but roles are typically the same, 

with the core positions entailing president, vice president, treasurer, and secretary along 

with student representatives.  

Participation in student government or council consistently results in positive 

outcomes. Studies have shown participation in student government or council to foster 

broader civic participation within the school community (Kahne & Sporte, 2008), while 

others have traced involvement in student government or council to participants 

exhibiting long-term civic engagement behaviors (McFarland & Thomas, 2006; Verba et 

al., 1995). Some studies have shown a positive connection between student government 

or council participation and academic attitudes and performance (Alderson, 2000; 

Wekesa & Mbogo, 2021).  

When compared to the prevalence of student government or councils in K-12 

schools, the research on student government or councils is sparse, with studies that have 

been conducted spatially separated and other literature focused more on programmatic 

aspects than effects (Griebler & Nowak, 2012; Mcfarland & Starmanns, 2009). These 

latter studies have pointed out that the understood purpose and structure of student 
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governments and councils differ along lines of race, socioeconomic status, and school 

size and type. Additionally, the focus of student governments and councils seems to lean 

more towards the facilitation of student activities such as hosting events, organizing 

community drives, or planning dances and other school-wide social events. Moreover, 

student council election outcomes often do not represent the student body demographics 

or desired changes, which can affect the makeup and quality of decisions made on behalf 

of the entire school community. Additionally, while the intentions and scope of powers of 

student government or councils vary across schools, many of them use rigid protocols 

such as Rogers Rules to run their meetings, enact and uphold constitutions, and engage 

with more traditional practices of democracy, such as voting and campaigning during the 

elections. 

Youth Advisory Structures 

Youth Advisory Structures (YAS) encompass youth advisory boards, groups, and 

councils and straddle an in- and out-of-school presence. Within the school context, YAS 

can be likened to student councils or student government but are often narrower in scope 

or foci. Outside the school context, YAS supplant a similar framework or role within the 

community at a municipal level, sometimes with crossover and collaboration with the 

local school systems. The structure and format of YAS vary widely, but many serve a 

role alongside a community organization, governing body, or planning committee to 

provide advice and feedback concerning initiatives, direction of work, and priorities 

(Haddad et al., 2022). YAS are also prevalent in health and well-being-related 

participatory work (Forenza & Happonen, 2016; Haddad et al., 2020). 
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While the roles and tasks of YAS vary between localities, research has found that 

participants, engaged at both the policy and community levels, have experienced positive 

outcomes for civic engagement, youth development, and social justice (Augsberger et al., 

2018; Bennett & Hays, 2022). Checkoway, Allison, and Montoya (2005) found that the 

San Francisco Youth Commission's youth commissioners advocated for specific policy 

positions, proposed their own policies to the city, and engaged in community-level 

organizing focused on political action. In Virginia’s Youth Planner Initiative, youth 

worked with adults in local government to develop a comprehensive plan for the city 

(Carlson, 2005). The Sariling Gawa Youth Council in Hawai’ii created a youth-led 

nonprofit that worked alongside the local school and government officials to foster 

greater cultural awareness and leadership training for other youth (Luluquisen et al., 

2006).  

Still, other instances of YAS experience limited inclusion in decisions and 

initiatives, often due to the need for greater awareness and know-how in engaging youth 

participation in local-level politics (Richards-Schuster & Checkoway, 2009), inequitable 

representation of all youth present within the community (Nairn et al., 2006), and the 

power differentials between the youth and adults involved in local governance (Matthews 

& Limb, 2003). While the research on YAS has slowly gained traction, limited findings 

exist, and there is an overall lack of strong comparative analyses among the different 

structures, formats, and foci.  

Governing Boards 

School and district governing boards are elected bodies tasked with guiding a 

school or district’s policy landscape and ensuring initiatives uphold the school 
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community’s mission, values, and aspirations. Historically, youth and students have not 

held a voting seat on governing boards (Sawchuck, 2019), rather, they have served as 

advisory members of the board. As of 2022, 24 state-level boards of education have 

student representatives, while, as of 2020, over 30 states have students serving on school 

or district-level governing boards (Hendrie, 2023). Yet, the actualization of duties, 

authority, and voting rights allocated to student representatives on these boards varies 

widely. 

Within the past few election cycles, however, there has been a rise in youth and 

students running in school board elections and winning competitive races to secure a 

voting position (Fischer, 2023; Mitchell, 2017). While the rise of student presence in 

these spaces has slowly begun to expand, due to the recency of youth voting members on 

school governing boards, there is a significant gap in the research on whether youth 

governing board members affect the subsequent outcomes of a board’s policies and 

decision-making processes. Nonetheless, in an early study with youth school board 

members (trustees) in Canada, findings revealed the experience to be transformative, and 

their involvement in the political processes “provide[d] opportunities for critical 

reflection and a developing sense of community that creates the conditions for social 

transformation and future action” (Koller & Schugurensky, 2011). 

Participatory Budgeting (PB) and Citizens’ Assemblies 

Participatory budgeting and citizen assemblies are two emergent shared decision-

making models that have been taken up within K-12 school communities. While both 

models have a record of use in other contexts, namely the municipal or state level, these 
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two models have recently gained traction within K-12 school communities as methods for 

inclusive decision-making processes and power shifts that result in tangible outcomes. I 

will discuss the backgrounds of each of these models, their use and subsequent findings 

within K-12 spaces, and their application to address the topic of school safety and 

policing. 

Participatory Budgeting 

Participatory Budgeting (PB) is a community-led, democratic decision-making 

process, driven by participatory and deliberative practices, that is used to decide how to 

allocate a public budget. Since its inception in Porto Alegre, Brazil, in 1989, PB has 

become a globally-scaled tool used to support equitable and healthy local development 

and social control over public resources (Baiocchi, 2001; Cabannes, 2004a). Beyond its 

origins in the Global South, PB is now present in over 11,000 cities around the world 

(Dias et al., 2019). PB has been adopted and adapted for use in a variety of contexts, 

including all levels of government, nonprofits, schools, and community organizations. 

Central to the PB process design is the inclusion of the most marginalized voices within a 

community or those “who have not traditionally had access to political power” to 

exercise decision-making power over a public budget (Wampler, 2012, p. 3). With roots 

in participatory, direct, and deliberative democracy and transformational learning for 

social change, PB holds promise in combating traditional exclusionary decision-making 

processes and ineffective representation, increasing community and political engagement, 

and developing more equitable distributions of community resources.  

Studies on PB as both a policy tool and an intermediary-guided model of public 

participation have shown a positive effect on communities and local systems of 
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government, with findings demonstrating an increase in government transparency and 

accountability (Cabannes, 2004a; Holdo, 2016), prioritization of social well-being and 

issues of justice (Russell & Jovanovic, 2020; Sakala & Vigne, 2019; Touchton et al., 

2017; Touchton & Wampler, 2014) and more equitable allocation and redistribution of 

public resources (Baiocchi, 2001; Wu & Wang, 2012). Further research has shown 

participants of a PB process to have increased levels of political efficacy, civic capacities, 

social networks, and community engagement (Cabannes, 2004a, 2004b; Johnson et al., 

2021; Lerner & Schugurensky, 2007; Lerner & Secondo, 2012; Nylen, 2002; 

Schugurensky, 2006). Against the backdrop of declining trust and participation in public 

institutions, PB has also been shown to be an effective tool for fostering trust and 

community engagement (Apostolou et al., 2022; Badia et al., 2022; Castillo, 2015; 

Wilkinson et al., 2019). Moreover, because the PB process is highly malleable and 

opportune for community contextualization, opportunities for democratic innovation and 

meaningful inclusion are possible (Ganuza & Baiocchi, 2020; Su, 2017). 

School Participatory Budgeting (PB) is an adaptation of the municipal PB model 

that has been designed within the context of formal educational institutions. Within the 

K-12 school setting, the School PB process is typically student-driven, with opportunities 

for the school community to decide how to allocate a portion of the school or district 

budget. School community members create the School PB process guidelines, collect 

ideas for school community improvement projects, develop project proposals for viable 

ideas, deliberate on the strengths of the different proposals, campaign for the proposal(s) 

they would like to see funded, and vote for which project(s) to implement.  
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In the United States, the first School PB process was implemented in 2013 at 

BioScience High School in Phoenix, Arizona. In the last decade, School PB was adopted 

by over 60 schools in Arizona and hundreds of schools in other states. Internationally, 

School PB can be found in a few schools in a handful of countries (Argentina, Canada, 

Czech Republic, France, Mexico, Peru, Poland, Portugal, Serbia, South Korea and 

Spain). In Arizona, School PB is conceived as a tool that simultaneously promotes 

citizenship education, civic engagement, and school democracy. School PB processes 

have related to municipal PB processes in some jurisdictions. 

While the research on the effects and outcomes of participating in School PB is 

still emerging and evolving, studies have shown that participation in the process increases 

student knowledge, attitudes, skills, and practices concerning citizenship education and 

empowerment and shows a positive impact on school climate, specifically with improved 

trust and communication between students, teachers, and staff, and school and district 

leaders (Albornoz-Manyoma  et al., 2020; Bartlett & Schugurensky, 2023; Cohen et al., 

2015; Duncikaite, 2019; Gibbs, et al., 2021). For a broader description and discussion on 

School PB's expansion, progression, and implications, see Bartlett and Schugurensky, 

2021. 

The use of the PB model to address community safety concerns and reform 

municipal police organizations began in the 1990s in Santo André, Brazil, when 

community members voiced concerns over the increasing urban violence and corruption 

plaguing local law enforcement (Wampler, 2000). In the early 2000s, the Santo André 

community prioritized public safety reform with proposals for neighborhood societies, 

municipal security councils, and better police training (Acioly, Jr. et al., 2003). Also, 
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during a conceptual analysis of PB processes in seven Brazilian cities, five Latin 

American cities, and two European cities, Cabannes (2004b) noted the presence of public 

safety among proposed solutions. Ideas included increasing the size of the police force, 

improving the quality of police service within the community, and formulating 

community watch committees to improve public safety. In these early intersections of PB 

and public safety, a common recommendation was further to study the role of community 

processes like PB to address policing and safety reforms.   

In the United States, local governments only recently began to use PB to address 

concerns of public safety. In 2015, the city of Seattle, Washington first launched a youth 

PB process called Youth Voice, Youth Choice. After observed success, Seattle opened 

the PB process up to the entire city in 2017, and by 2020, the city had shifted nearly $69 

million dollars from policing budgets into community safety initiatives like victims’ 

advocates and updated 911 call systems (Doyle & Sakala, 2021). More recently, Seattle 

allocated the entire year’s $30 million budget for the PB process to its Community 

Alternatives to Incarceration and Policing initiative (Dubb, 2021).  

In Fall 2021, Portland State University in Oregon adopted the PB process to 

“understand the array of safety needs of the campus community and to reimagine an 

approach to meeting those needs that reflects our commitment to racial justice and human 

dignity” (Portland State University Office of the President, 2021). The university has 

recruited faculty, students, staff, and other community stakeholders to serve on the 

Reimagine Campus Safety Committee. Additionally, while still a proposal campaign, 

various municipal-level People’s Budgets across the U.S., including Los Angeles, 

Nashville, and Minneapolis, have demanded local leaders to divest from law enforcement 
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institutions and instead invest in community-proposed projects through a PB process (Re-

Imagine Los Angeles County Coalition, 2021). Similarly, many K-12 school districts 

have chosen to divest from SROs, but very few, if any, have reinvested those monies 

using a PB process. The school district central to this case study is the only one I know 

that has used district-level funds in a school community PB process to redesign school 

safety. 

Citizens’ Assemblies 

Citizens’ Assemblies (CA) are structured public groups composed of a 

representative sample of the community brought together to learn about and deliberate on 

an issue and to provide meta consensus on a policy, recommendations, or collective 

decision to the governing body for codification or adoption. The first modern CA was 

established in British Columbia, Canada, in 2004 as an inclusive, public-drive method to 

reform the electoral system, and after much success, has been repeated, expanded, and 

adopted throughout the globe (Carty et al., 2008). CA have existed in various forms since 

the dawn of Athenian assemblies and share recognition and similarities with terms such 

as (deliberative) mini-publics, citizen juries, citizen initiative review, and even jury duty 

for public policy (Chwalisz, 2023; Reuchamps et al., 2023). Since the British Columbia 

experiment, CA have been taken up in various geopolitical spaces and levels of society, 

including Ontario, the U.K., Scotland, Germany, Washington state, the Netherlands, 

Australia, France, and Ireland -which has used CA for national policy reforms on 

abortion and gay marriage. 

Central to the CA process are three core principles: inclusion, deliberation, and 

influence (Reuchamps et al., 2023). The participants of a CA are meant to represent the 
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population affected by the issue and the post-CA outcome. Participant selection and 

recruitment processes vary, but common methods include lottery, sortition, and self-elect. 

Each of these methods brings pros and cons, and other innovative methods such as 

rotations, accordion models, and hybrid delivery have been infused in CA to combat civic 

privilege or the perpetuation of only the usual suspects participating. Throughout a CA, 

participants engage in deliberative rounds to further shape their individual and collective 

knowledge of the issue at hand. These deliberations are grounded in storytelling, personal 

and mutual reasoning, and reciprocity (Dryzek, 2003; Gutmann & Thompson, 2004). 

Also essential to the deliberation aspect is a “shared pool of evidence” that balances 

experience and opinion with facts and reality (Boswell, 2021, p. 3). Additionally, these 

deliberations are impacted by learning from experts on the issue so that deliberations and 

outcomes balance both personal experiences and empirical evidence. This learning can 

come in the form of presentations, panels, site visits, information packets, etc. Lastly, the 

aim of CA is to influence 1) a policy or traditionally government-only held decision by 

producing a community-reflected policy, recommendations, or collective decision and 2) 

the participants’ and public’s knowledge of the issue, the broader implications of the 

community, and processes of government. This sphere of influence stems directly from 

the diversity of participation and the quality and extent of deliberation that shapes 

participants’ learning (Curato et al., 2017). 

Research on CA has shown positive effects on both individuals and communities. 

Community members who have participated in a CA have reported the desire to be more 

engaged in policy and government processes, including the ability to participate again in 

CA (Cain & Moore, 2019; Christensen et al., 2017; Flinders et al., 2016; Grönlund et al., 
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2010). Some have even positioned CA as a virtuous cycle that holds promise in priming 

new forms of leadership and new leaders themselves (Chwalisz, 2023). One critique of 

CA is that of access: given the number of participants in a CA (typically around 50 

people) and the population size of communities or states, all community members' ability 

to engage is minimal (Boswell, 2021). 

There is a dearth of research on CA in K-12 schools, especially with the inclusion 

of students and youth. Most of the literature on CA in educational institutions is situated 

within higher education, with universities, colleges, and community colleges using the 

model to deliberate on and address institutional policy changes like the rewriting of a 

student constitution (Geyiktepe, 2022), climate action and sustainability practices 

(Goldmark, 2021), and electoral systems (Gershtenson et al., 2010). Studies on processes 

that use the term CA or participatory governance within K-12 schools and with school-

aged children omit the students and youth in the decision-making processes, instead 

centering the adults of the school community in the process and, at best, consulting with 

the students and youth on the issues attempting to be solved (Arvind, 2009). One study 

that used the term “assembly” alongside the term “inclusive public forum” did so to 

describe one aspect of a Pupil Council that was more in line with student government and 

council activities (Cross et al., 2014). However, there are a handful of guidebooks and 

toolkits for schools and practitioners to use that cite the term CA or use similar terms but 

follow a CA process (School Citizen Assemblies, n.d.), including one that is catered 

towards higher education institutions (Rainey & Rainey, 2013).  

 Likewise, there has not been much use of CA to address community safety and 

policing, let alone safety and SROs in K-12 schools. Rather, there has been a 
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concentrated effort to use the CA model in addressing the climate crisis and solutions for 

action (Boswell et al., 2022; Smith, 2023; Willis et al., 2022). A related publication, a 

U.S. National Department of Justice Report (Finn, 2001) titled Citizen Review of Police, 

shared findings from citizen representatives of police oversite boards from nine different 

jurisdictions throughout the U.S. (Tucson, AZ included) who participated in interviews 

about details of the police department, including policy, mediation, conflict, funding, and 

staffing. Although this study did not use a true CA model nor engage with the broader 

public from these different communities through any kind of deliberation. In mid-October 

2023, however, the London borough of Waltham Forest announced they would be 

launching a CA in early 2024 to address concerns with the local police and produce 

community-derived recommendations on how policing services will be delivered 

alongside the community (France, 2023).  

Indeed, democracies across the globe are experiencing a rise in complex social 

issues that traverse boundaries and identities. Many democracy and political science 

researchers have pointed to the need for renewal in how individuals participate in and 

interact with government institutions, specifically, among youth and those historically 

excluded (Ercan et al., 2022; Walker et al., 2015). A Pew Research Center survey also 

found widespread support for more active voice opportunities in policies and effective 

decision-making among those polled (Wike & Fetterolf, 2022). Furthermore, the increase 

in participatory processes, albeit many pilots, from both the grassroots and grasstops 

levels has signaled we may be on the verge of experiencing a participatory revolution 

(Theocharis & van Deth, 2018). These challenges and promising shifts have prompted a 
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need to re-examine and redesign public institutions, policies, and access to democratic 

processes.  

Examples of participatory governance have been taken up in various forms and to 

various degrees within government, community, and K-12 school spaces. As the 

literature has shown, its effectiveness in practice lies within the constructs of process 

design, the extent of inclusive participation, and opportunities for deep deliberation. The 

research on various process designs and initiatives shows that participatory governance is 

effective when institutionalized, habitual, and embedded in partnership with civil society 

organizations and through informal practices, not just in elite spaces (Abas et al., 2023; 

Bussu et al., 2022; Fung & Wright, 2001). Furthermore, inclusive and representative 

participant groups can offer more diverse ideas through lived experiences and realities, 

and direct participation has been shown to drive accountability (Pateman, 1970; Rawls, 

1971, Gutmann & Thompson, 2004). Likewise, opportunities for deliberation and 

learning can be transformational for the participants, the greater public, and the quality of 

governance and decision-making processes (Altschuler, & Corrales, 2012; Touchton & 

Wampler, 2014). These defining features of participatory governance processes are in 

line with what is needed to address wicked problems. 

Student Voice 

For the past two decades, the term student voice has traversed trends in education 

and has been used within various contexts and for different purposes. Thus, the definition 

of student voice has fluctuated under different understandings or, at times, has been 

operationalized within educational settings differently (Charteris & Smardon, 2019; 
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Cook-Sather, 2006; Gentile, 2014). According to The Glossary of Education Reform 

(Voice definition, 2014), student voice refers to “the values, opinions, beliefs, 

perspectives, and cultural backgrounds of the students in a district, school, or school 

community, as well as the degree to which those values, opinions, beliefs, and 

perspectives are considered, included, listened to, and acted upon when important 

decisions are being made in a district or school.” Conceptually, student voice can be 

described as “the many ways in which youth might have the opportunity to actively 

participate in school decisions that will shape their lives and the lives of their peers” 

(Mitra, 2004, p. 651). Simply put, student voice describes the active, mindful 

involvement of students in sharing opinions, identifying problems, and formulating ideas 

for potential solutions to problems or challenges within the structures and habits of their 

school community.  

Similar terms that have been used to refer to student voice include “student/youth 

empowerment” (Johnson, 1991; McQuillan, 2005; Mitra, 2008), “student/youth 

leadership” (Brasof, 2015; Holquist et al., 2023), “student/youth civic engagement or 

action” (Burke & Greene, 2015; Marsh et al., 2020), and “student/youth active 

participation” (Cheng et al., 2019; Clark et al., 2022; Holquist, 2019; Müller-Kuhn et al., 

2021) among others. The use of the term “youth” in lieu of or alongside “student” has 

come to encompass spaces and initiatives beyond the formal school environment, such as 

municipal youth councils or youth leadership within intergenerational, community-wide 

projects and initiatives (Augsberger et al., 2018; Collins et al., 2018). For the purpose of 

this section, I concentrate on the application and practice of including the student voice 

within the decision-making processes of K-12 schools in the United States. However, it is 
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important to note that not every K-12 school community may use the same definition to 

describe student voice, nor may they operationalize it to the same extent or manner.  

The literature on student voice focuses on its application across specific areas, 

including democratic education, children’s rights, student well-being, socio-cultural and 

socio-political learning contexts, and school practices of participation (Hipolito-Delgado, 

2022; Müller-Kuhn et al., 2021; Simmons et al., 2015). The practice of student voice in 

school and district decision-making opportunities aims to democratize such spaces and 

provide students with applicable experiences to foster engagement, empowerment, 

agency, and democratic or civic-related behaviors (Carl et al., 2018). Student voice has 

been used to position students as meaningful, valued contributors in these decision-

making spaces and recognize students as experts with the rights, responsibilities, and 

capacities to shape their educational experiences and environments (Halfon & Romi, 

2021; Mitra, 2009; Oldfather, 1995). While the idea of including student voice in 

decision-making processes is meant to center student perspectives and recognize that 

students are the “authentic chroniclers of their own experience” (Delpit, 1988, p. 297), 

the practice of student voice can look very different depending on the educational 

context, school community power relations, and perceived stakeholder agency. The 

operationalization of student voice can range from students participating in discussions 

regarding a school community issue, to being consulted for input regarding issues and 

potential solutions, to students themselves leading the charge in addressing student-

identified issues. These variances in the practice of student voice and their implications 

are discussed in further detail later in this chapter. 
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History and Epistemologies of Student Voice 

Student voice in K-12 education spaces within the U.S. has had a complex, 

convoluted history. Calls for the inclusion of student voice in K-12 education decision-

making spaces and leadership positions have steadily risen over the past three decades. 

Likewise, research on student voice in K-12 schools began to advance in the late 1990s 

and early 2000s, with an accelerated increase ever since then. Earlier in U.S. history, the 

idea of student voice (without using that term) was championed by John Dewey (1916) 

and other educational philosophers who believed that the contributions of students in 

decision-making processes were necessary to shape their ideal educational experiences. 

Indeed, while there exist historical instances that have not been previously documented as 

“student voice,” students have been using their voice to influence change within their 

school communities and beyond. For example, in 1894, in Freeville, New York, the first 

student government club was formed within George Junior Republic School (Johnson, 

1991). From this example onward, instances of student voice have appeared within K12 

schools in various forms, thereby producing a wide-ranging spectrum of innovative 

applications with varying effects. 

The power of student voice and its function as a pedagogical tool surfaced during 

the children’s rights movement, which sought to enshrine personhood status for children. 

These attempts to reconceptualize childhood and grant self-determination rights to 

children can be traced to the White House Conference Children’s Charter in 1930, the 

United Nations (UN) Declaration of the Rights of the Child in 1959, and the White House 

Conference on Children in 1970 (Hart, 1991). Until the UN General Assembly 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989), however, the notion that 
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children could function as their own social and political actors with rights independent of 

family units and other adults was deemed too progressive and was scapegoated as having 

begun “to undermine the traditional familial relationship” (Winter & Connolly, 1996, p. 

36).  

The UN’s Convention on the Rights of the Child championed child-centered 

approaches to ensuring well-being, safety, and participation, stating the need for any 

“child who is capable of forming his or her own views the right to express those views 

freely in all matters affecting the child,” meaning children should have a say in policies 

and processes that directly affect them. Proponents saw this as significant progress 

towards “recogni[zing] the child as a full human being with integrity and personality and 

ability to participate freely in society” (Freeman, 1996, p. 37), while critics disagreed that 

this progress was not enough, emphasizing the outlined rights to be myopically focused 

on the delivery and quality of social services and other intervention programs that would 

still be overseen and ultimately decided upon by adults (Winter & Connolly, 1996). 

Similarly, others cited doubt in the decision-making capacity of children and voiced 

concern over the implications of elevating children’s voices over that of adults (Franklin, 

1995; Nussbaum & Dixon, 2012). To this end, the General Assembly resolution did not 

specifically delineate educational spaces as necessary sites to recognize the rights of 

children or even emphasize the need for student-led decision-making opportunities within 

schools (Hart, 1991; Lansdown, 1994).  

The latter of the children’s rights movement shared overlap with coalition 

building among student and youth groups and the student power movements within 

educational spaces that began to take shape during the 1960s and 1970s. Many of these 
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movements took place on college campuses and within communities broadly, but there 

were several significant instances of student voice, advocacy, and codified rights taking 

place within K-12 school communities that were monumental in instrumenting changes 

and empowering young people.  

Notably, the 1969 landmark Supreme Court case of Tinker v. Des Moines 

codified First Amendment rights for students on school campuses when, as a junior high 

student, Mary Beth Tinker wore a black armband to school to protest the U.S. 

involvement in the Vietnam War (Tinker v. Des Moines Independent Community School 

District, 393 U.S. 503, 1969). In a 7-2 decision, Justice Forta’s majority opinion 

emphasized, "It can hardly be argued that either students or teachers shed their 

constitutional rights to freedom of speech or expression at the schoolhouse gate.” The 

outcome of the Tinker v. Des Moines case secured students’ First Amendment rights on 

school campuses so long as they do not “disrupt the learning environment.” Shortly 

thereafter, the National Education Association (NEA) publicly called for K12 schools to 

infuse more opportunities for student voice in their campuses, alongside the caution that 

the inclusion of student voice is only possible so long as “students are guaranteed certain 

basic rights” (Johnson, 1991, p. 7) on school campuses.  

Also, at this time, there was an uptick in instances of students forming advisory 

councils with student representatives weighing in on various topics such as curricular 

materials, discipline policies, and school schedules or providing feedback concerning an 

issue (Martin et al., 2007). Similarly, as the recognition and student-led demands for 

student voices to be present in spaces of decision-making began to accelerate, students 

began lobbying and campaigning for positions on school boards (Students on School 
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Boards in Maryland, 2023). Other means that infused student voice within a school’s 

campus included student-led newspapers, blogs, and forums such as clubs or special 

interest groups. 

Following these decades of student voice advocacy and proliferation, however, 

educational spaces and student voice shifted alongside a magnified belief in the 

criminalization of youth and the effects of punitive discipline practices and zero tolerance 

policies, the need for curriculum standardization and assessment to compete globally, and 

an increased authoritarian approach in schooling infrastructure and instruction. 

Specifically, the Nation at Risk report of the late 1980s contributed to these criticisms. 

The findings of this report lacked contextualization and did not outline methods for 

schools to create opportunities for shared decision-making or policymaking processes, 

nor how schools could involve students and families in reform efforts (Kamenentz, 

2018). These factors nursed an ecosystem of students feeling disconnected from and 

disenfranchised by their school communities, with students reporting not feeling heard or 

valued or feeling powerless, students exhibiting less active engagement within their 

school community, and students not pursuing postsecondary education opportunities, and 

to some extent, students dropping out of school completely (Black, 2016; Bridgeland et 

al., 2006; Kuh et al., 2006). 

During the 1990s and early 2000s, desires to infuse student voice within school 

community decision-making resurfaced again. This time, however, the rationale for 

student voice shifted from its purpose as a tool for youth empowerment to one of 

necessity to address ailments plaguing the school system. Research during this era 

focused on how schools could include student voices in broader discussions of school 
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improvement, attainment, and motivations and how, in doing so, the engagement, 

efficacy, and empowerment of students tangentially could combat or prevent the 

conditions being addressed (Delpit, 1988; Johnson, 1991; Kozol, 1992; Lee & 

Zimmerman, 1999; Oldfather, 1995). Thus, student voice in K-12 schools returned as an 

effective approach to aiding school reform efforts, improving the conditions of learning, 

and teaching citizenship education (Rudduck & Flutter, 2000). 

Only recently have conceptualizations of student voice begun exploring varied 

reasons and benefits beyond school reform to include students as key stakeholders and 

decision-makers in processes and spaces of power within school communities. Student 

voice has been explored as an avenue to affect school climate positively (Simmons et al., 

2015; Voight, 2015), an approach to improve student engagement and academic 

outcomes (Conner et al., 2022; Kahne et al., 2022), as well as a tool for school 

democracy by equipping students with experiences to develop civic capacities that can 

foster advocacy for positive change and further the propensity for youth to engage as 

changemakers in adulthood (Brasof, 2015; Hess & McAvoy, 2015; Levinson, 2012; 

Mager & Nowak, 2012; Mitra & Gross, 2009; Sherrod, 2002). The intersection of student 

voice and children’s rights has also been revisited with the recognition that schools can 

serve as a space of institutionalized opportunities for students to engage with policies and 

practices that affect their daily lives (Mateos-Blanco et al., 2022).  

Additionally, increased attention and resourcing of school-based student voice 

curricular support and the teaching of civics and law-related education have also spurred 

promise for agentic youth change (Healy, 2022; Smith, 2023). Some U.S. states have 

adopted standards or are using curricula that support the teaching of the history of protest 
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and activism (Schulten, 2018), and schools and student clubs have formed partnerships 

with organizations like the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) to teach students 

tactics and methods of public speeches, walkouts, and social media activism, and that 

students have protected rights on school campuses (Schulten, 2018).  

Similarly, the development of understanding and expansion in the framing of 

student voice has grown alongside an increase in youth actualizing their rights and 

agency to counter broader social issues such as climate change, police and school 

violence, immigration, and access to reproductive healthcare (Prothero, 2023; Stanford, 

2023). While many of these youth-led movements have occurred outside of schools and 

within the wider community, there have been examples of students creating school-based 

clubs and national organizations and coalitions to ensure the amplification of their voices 

on issues that transcend state and school district borders and affect a large populace of 

school-age youth. One such example is the March for Our Lives movement that 

coalesced in 2018 following the mass shooting at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High 

School in Parkland, Florida. Survivors of this school shooting staged walkouts, delivered 

public speeches, and launched social media awareness and advocacy efforts as a call for 

the U.S. to enact policies and practices to end gun violence. Another example is The 

National Student Board Member Association ([NSBMA], 2023), founded by students 

who serve on boards of education and similar governing entities throughout the United 

States. NSBA provides training for student school board candidates and electeds and 

champions the belief that “Students are the primary recipients of the educational process 

and […] their input plays a critical role in building better school systems across the 

country” (National Student Board Member Association [NSBMA], 2023). 
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Another recent development in student voice has been students addressing school-

based issues through legal avenues. One example is A. Cook v. Raimondo/McKee 

(2017), wherein students and parents filed a federal lawsuit against the state of Rhode 

Island, citing that less affluent schools in the Rhode Island public school system have 

failed to prepare students to “function productively as civic participants” and the state is 

therefore in violation of educational rights secured by the U.S. Constitution (Goldstein, 

2018). Lawyers for the students and their families focused on a majority-cited loophole 

within the 1973 case of San Antonio v. Rodriguez. The loophole, originally written in the 

dissent of Justice Thurgood Marshall but agreed upon by majority representative Justice 

Lewis F. Powell, provides the argument that educational inequality must rise to the level 

of a student’s inability to exercise their First Amendment rights and rights to participate 

in the political process (Ogletree, 2014). While a federal judge ruled last year that the 

U.S. Constitution does not guarantee a right to civic education, the state of Rhode Island 

made efforts to create a civic education task force and provide equity-based funding for 

civic learning programs across the state (Borg, 2022). Another recent example of students 

elevating school issues to the court system is Franz et al. v. Oxford Community School 

District et al. (2022), a case in which students sued their school district and school leaders 

for not protecting their rights to safety and education after experiencing a school shooting 

that left four of their peers dead and seven wounded. 

Despite the increased attention and investment in researching and adopting 

student voice as a best practice in K-12 schools, the growing prevalence and increased 

demands for student voice in K-12 educational spaces have not been wholly received 

with positive interest. The term student voice has become recognized as a tenet of action 
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civics and youth activism, terms which many right-wing organizations and think tanks 

have warned parents and school leaders about, urging them to avoid this praxis on the 

basis it leads to “school-sponsored indoctrination and political action in support of 

progressive policy positions” (Kurtz, 2021). These partisan, dissenting attitudes on 

student voice are not new, as they share some of the same sentiments that were voiced 

during the children’s rights era (Rudduck & Flutter, 2000). Other arguments against 

student voice in K12 education spaces cite concerns about the surveillance of teachers, 

the undermining of educational authority, and the ostracization of dissenting opinions 

within school communities (Lundy, 2007; Page, 2017; Skerrit, 2022).  

 The epistemologies of student voice are grounded in sociocultural constructivist 

theories of education that posit “learning does not happen in a vacuum” and encourage us 

to “think of educational spaces as multiple overlapping ‘activity systems’” (Ishimaru, 

2019, p. 41). Student voice can be explored as a practice of pedagogical partnership and 

co-creation of learning, through frameworks of school democracy and tenets of Youth 

Participatory Action Research (YPAR) (Cammarota & Fine, 2008; Carl et al., 2018; 

Rodríguez & Brown, 2009), Youth-Adult Partnerships (Y-AP) (Camino, 2000; Mitra, 

2009), and Ecological Systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). There are also challenges 

and implications of power that accompany the practice of student voice, as is exemplified 

in Hart’s Ladder of Participation (1992) and Foucault’s framing and reframing of power 

(1988). While there are other theories and frameworks, I chose these few to discuss since 

they share an orientation toward the development of democratic capacities, address the 

paradigm of the redistribution of power, and explore different facets of student voice. 

Taken together, these frameworks couch the promises and tensions of student voice 
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within democratic learning contexts and relationships of power within K-12 school 

communities.  

While the practice of student voice within K-12 schools has been historically 

confined to traditional, dedicated spaces such as student governments or councils, more 

recently, the concept and its practice have expanded to the ability to democratize schools 

beyond bureaucratic constraints and include a broader demographic of student beyond the 

“usual suspects,” i.e., students who are afforded more leadership opportunities or hail 

from more affluent backgrounds (Mcfarland & Starmanns, 2009; Morojele & 

Muthukrishna, 2011). Through this lens, student voice shares many of the same tenets 

with models of school democracy that aim to include students in the power dynamic 

structure of the school, transform and foster youth-adult relationships, and embed 

democratic processes and procedures within decision-making models (Dewey, 1916; 

Fischman & Gandin, 2016; Korkmaz & Erden, 2014; Trafford, 2012). Additionally, 

much of the literature on student voice aligns with efforts to democratize educational 

spaces via pedagogies and practices where youth are present and impacted (Carl et al., 

2018; Gavrilova & Schugurensky, 2021; Kirshner & Jefferson, 2015; Marsh et al., 2020). 

These efforts entail the use of democratic pedagogies and practices like dialogue, 

disruption, action, and reflection to develop the agentic change capacities of students and 

continually reconceptualize notions of schooling and educational spaces (Cook-Sather, 

2020; Fielding & McGregor, 2005; Gutiérrez, 2016). Practices also include treating 

students as equals in shared leadership and decision-making processes to combat 

oppressive constructs within a school community’s social, cultural, and political 

structures and equip students with the tools to navigate relations with power (Brasof, 
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2015; Giroux, 2010; Holquist et al., 2023). Therefore, efforts to democratize schools can 

manifest via student voice by positioning students as key actors within a school’s policy 

and practice decisions.   

Both Youth Participatory Action Research (YPAR) (Cammarota & Fine, 2008; 

Carl et al., 2018; Rodríguez & Brown, 2009) and Youth-Adult Partnerships (Y-AP) 

(Camino, 2000; Mitra, 2009; Petrokubi & Janssen, 2017) are student-centered approaches 

that are interwoven with the practice of student voice in schools. YPAR and Y-AP derive 

from beliefs and practices of power-sharing (Mitra, 2008) and focus on ways that youth 

and adults can equally contribute and learn from one another while engaging in a 

collaborative process to implement change. In practice through YPAR, adults and 

students in the school community engage in dialogical exchanges to identify and research 

areas for school improvement, collectively ideate solutions, and create a plan to 

implement solutions to address identified issues (Clark et al., 2022). Through a YPAR 

lens, students are positioned as co-researchers, or “experts on their own perceptions and 

experiences” (Oldfather, 1995), and are seen as the best equipped to critically examine 

and construct their own learning environments.  

Y-AP complements YPAR as a set of principles used to frame the relationships 

between students and adults within a school’s shared decision-making spaces. Zeldin et 

al. (2018) sum these principles in three beliefs: 1) students thrive when they feel 

ownership over their own learning, 2) learning is about engagement and proficiency, not 

compliance, and 3) students need the time, space, and resources to experiment and foster 

their engagement. An additional important factor in Y-AP exchanges is recognizing and 

honoring students’ knowledge and lived experiences (Rodríguez & Brown, 2009). 
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Together, these approaches aim to address power dynamics and instill student voice as a 

democratizing tool within spaces of decision-making, researching, and gathering data to 

improve the learning environment. 

Likewise, the school’s ethos and systems strongly influence how student voice is 

actualized in schools. Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological Systems theory (Figure 2) 

outlines how democratic pedagogies and practices of student voice can be operationalized 

within a school community’s different environments. At the micro or individual level of 

the system, students' democratic knowledge, attitudes, and skills are constructed 

alongside peers in the classroom. Within the classroom, educators can center student 

voice when co-creating classroom social contracts, selecting and negotiating curricular 

materials, facilitating class meetings, utilizing project and inquiry-based learning 

approaches, and even garnering feedback on classroom instruction (Barker, 2018; 

McIntyre et al., 2005; Rudduck & Flutter, 2000). The meso level further engages students 

in broad school-based activities and democratic processes that develop democratic 

attitudes and practices for students to be civic changemakers within their school 

communities. This could entail school-wide initiatives such as service-learning projects, 

school participatory budgeting processes, assemblies, and efforts to engage students for 

feedback to “help schools to become communities, rather than knowledge factories” 

(Busher, 2012, p. 113). Importantly, these initiatives center the students’ lived 

experiences when exploring and implementing solution-oriented ideas. 
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Figure 2 

Ecological Systems Theory 

 
 

While both the exo and macro levels transcend the school community, these 

levels provide opportunities to include students’ family, family friends, and other school 

community members in shared decision-making opportunities. Ishimaru (2019) details 

how including parents and families, alongside community-based partners and 

organizations, can build institutional trust and cultivate collaborations but, at the same 

time, cautions how inclusive engagement and decision-making processes must include 

sharing power and responsibility. Moreover, students’ democratic knowledge, attitudes, 

skills, and practices can be shaped and influenced by their experiences and engagement 

within the greater community, especially through action civics projects that center student 

voice in community problem-solving (Alegría et al., 2021; Blevins et al., 2016; Gustafson 

et al., 2021). Research has shown that when school communities function as a democratic 
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ecosystem and embed opportunities for student voice in multi-level policy and practice 

decisions, this direct experience of learning and participation is effective in developing 

students’ democratic and civic capacities and can positively impact the school climate 

and broader community (Vinnakota, 2019).  

However, underlying challenges exist between the theories of student voice and 

school democracy and practice. Much of the disjointed discourse and praxis stems from 

incomplete understandings of the complexities of student voice in practice and the wide 

range of options schools have to embed student voice, beginning from the classroom 

outward to spaces and partnerships within the wider community (Charteris & Smardon, 

2019). When interviewing middle school principals on student voice practices, Gentile 

(2014) found their perceptions of student voice were often not in alignment with practice, 

and the effectiveness of practice suffered from both internal and external factors, 

including a need for teaching training on student voice, accountability in student voice 

initiatives, and a need to reimagine roles and structures of power and influence within the 

school community. 

Similarly, within the literature on student voice, the power differentials between 

students and adults is discussed at length. Student participation in school decision-making 

has historically been obfuscated by those in power (i.e. adults, administrators) who will 

often make unilateral decisions about which topics or issues merit opportunities for 

student participation or set parameters on how students can participate in decision-

making models and decide to what extent, if any, ideas or solutions that students conjure 

up will be considered or enacted (Bertrand et al., 2020; Johnson, 1991). These disparate 
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levels of access to power can greatly vary and impact the outcomes of student voice 

participation and the fidelity of school community relationships, engagement, and trust. 

Furthermore, the practice of student voice faces several additional challenges in 

relation to the power differentials within school communities. One is that student voice 

has often been framed as giving students a voice (Strauss, 2021) or as a method for 

students to be heard (Fielding, 2004). This framing minimizes the agency, ideas, and 

abilities that students already inherently have outside of spaces where adults set the rules 

on when and how students are to exercise their voice. Another challenge is that student 

voice has sometimes been convoluted with tokenistic exercises or are often steeped in 

adultism (Bell, 2003; Bertrand et al., 2020). Some researchers have acknowledged “there 

are no spaces, physical or metaphorical, where staff and students meet one another as 

equals, as genuine partners in the shared undertaking of making meaning of their work 

together” (Fielding, 2004, p. 309), that spaces which champion student voice are also the 

same spaces that exist and function within a bureaucratic, top-down governance structure.  

Indeed, the challenge of embedding opportunities for student voice and 

democratic participation within a school's ecosystem requires a pedagogical shift in the 

epistemologies of adults and others who hold power (Morojele & Muthukrishna, 2011; 

Weiss, 2018). Adults in these spaces and who engage in partnerships must be open to 

sharing their power and authority while ensuring the contributions of youth are valued 

and acted upon. It is important for school leaders and teachers to value and understand 

the role of schools as microcosms of the larger society and, therefore, believe that 

students are integral political actors who should play a role in the functions, decisions, 

and innovations of the school community (McQuillan, 2005). Likewise, for student voice 
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practices to be effective and enacted, the relationships between students and other school 

community stakeholders must be based on trust, shared power, and true partnership (Bryk 

& Schneider, 2002). In sum, the implementation of student voice initiatives within any 

school community is highly dependent on the politics and power relations among adults 

and students. 

Hart’s Ladder of Participation (1992), derived from Arnstein’s Ladder of 

Participation (1969), outlines tiered situations and the challenges of the power relations 

that impact student voice practices. Using the graphic representation of a ladder’s rungs 

to depict different levels of participation, power, and relationships in decision-making 

processes, Hart’s Ladder of Participation (Figure 3) illustrates the ways in which adults 

can work alongside students to foster and enact change or how adults may impress their 

power over the students, thus negating the potential possibility for shared and trusted 

decision-making. 

The first three rungs of the ladder are wholly non-participatory and range from 

manipulation (i.e. students serving as pawns for the will of adults) to the tokensim (i.e. 

students are honorarily included in decision-making spaces with no intent of follow-

through) that Bertrand et al. (2020) describes. The remaining five rungs represent a range 

of student-inclusive participatory decision-making within schools, with each rung still 

varying in terms of agency and power. Rung four positions students as present within the 

decision-making space, but, in this context, students are selected to participate rather than 

having voluntarily expressed self-motivation or the initiative to take ownership over the 

issue. In practice, this can perpetuate the “usual suspects,” meaning those students 

predispositioned to leadership experiences are further provided this opportunity. 
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Ultimately, while the students who participate may be informed and passionate about the 

issue at hand, adults still assign the students a specific task or role and provide parameters 

for student participation and engagement, often emphasizing the “right way” of 

participating.  

Figure 3  

Hart’s Ladder of Participation 

 

 

  

Next on the ladder, rung five includes consultation and information sharing with 

the students on a particular issue. Indeed, students are included in discussions, but the 

students nor their ideas are not necessarily included in the final decision-making process 

or outcomes. Rung six does posit students as co-planners in the solution or outcomes of a 

decision-making process, but the overall focus or issue is still adult-chosen, and the 
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process itself is planned by the adults. Not until rungs seven and eight are students 

positioned as leaders in decision-making, with agentic autonomy to select and direct 

problem-solving efforts and initiatives. Within these two final rungs, student voice 

capacities and impact are depicted as having the greatest agency, autonomy, and impact 

opportunities. Hart’s Ladder of Participation may be useful for schools as they consider 

their own democratic ecosystem and how their pedagogies and practices foster a 

“participatory readiness” (Allen, 2014) for students to use their voice and be able to 

engage civically, electorally, and politically within their communities. 

In the same vein, we must recognize that the power paradigm of student voice is 

twofold. On the one hand, the outcomes and fidelity of processes that encompass student 

voice may be compromised due to hierarchical power relations and challenges that dilute 

the potential of democratic pedagogies and practices. On the other hand, the practice of 

student voice holds promise as an emancipatory form of power that can truly transform 

educational spaces to be more equitable and function in ways that best serve students’ 

needs. Foucault explores the emancipatory potential of power in Technologies of the Self 

(1988), acknowledging that while his earlier works may have overly focused on the 

detriments of technologies of power and domination, agency and self-constitution can 

exist within these notions of power. Put simply, individuals inherently hold the power to 

self-regulate and design their own ecological systems while holding institutions 

accountable to enact change. In the context of student voice in K-12 educational spaces, 

school leaders have the opportunity to reevaluate historically disenfranchising models 

and practices by redistributing power and creating spaces and methods for students to 

transform their schooling environment to positively influence their “way of being” (p. 
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18). Moreover, as an experiential, student-centered approach to democratize schools and 

learning, student voice can combat the transmissive banking model of education and 

utilize students’ lived experiences and funds of knowledge to actualize their needs and 

lead the construction of their own learning environments (Oldfather, 1995). 

Foucault also describes how shifts of power redistribution can be accomplished 

through dialogical exchanges and pedagogical experiences that foster political action. 

Likewise, the practice of student voice through deliberation can lead to a redistribution of 

power by providing more equitable opportunities for student participation within school 

communities. Through deliberation and engagement in participatory pedagogies and 

practices, the participation of students holds promise in harnessing harmful intentions and 

byproducts of power, ultimately improving the school community, culture, and climate to 

serve their needs better. Moreover, student voice has the potential to “help schools to 

become communities, rather than knowledge factories” (Busher, 2012, p. 113) and can 

reframe students from being viewed as a “political utility” for the “strength of the state” 

(Foucault, 1998, pg. 152) or as “merely as units of output by which to measure school 

performance” (Busher, 2012, p. 1881). Instead, schools can look to students as “agents 

and instruments of their own change processes” (Lincoln, 1993, p. 43) with the agency 

and capacity as co-owners and users of the educational space, equipped with decision-

making rights to create more equitable spaces of learning.  

Overall, while the practice of student voice in K12 schools has been challenged 

by the effects of adultism and oppressive power, it still holds significant power for 

students to reimagine and redesign traditional models of schooling and engage in 

solution-oriented decision-making opportunities. Moreover, practices of student voice 
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can be manifested within school campuses and across school communities in myriad 

ways. Through the practice of student voice, schools can simultaneously foster student 

engagement and empowerment, create opportunities for students to develop the skills 

needed for democratic participation and collective action, and foster a critical awareness 

to actualize the needs and desires of their school community -through the voices of the 

students themselves. 

Effects of Student Voice in School Communities 

Overall, the research on student voice in K12 schools has consistently shown the 

practice to yield positive outcomes across various fronts, including student-level 

outcomes, democratizing schools and tangential effects on civic learning, engagement 

within the broader community, and relations of power. Several studies on student voice 

cited the practice's positive effects on student psychological empowerment (Albornoz-

Manyoma, 2020; Augsberger et al., 2019). Simmons (2015) explored connections 

between student voice, the overall well-being of students, and the school climate through 

over 600 focus groups with students ranging in age from 6 to 17 years old. The results 

confirmed other studies’ outcomes in that students who feel their voice contributes to the 

decision-making processes of their school community have been shown to have higher 

levels of engagement and academic achievement (Conner et al., 2022; Kahne et al., 

2022). One study that surveyed over 48,000 students in grades 6 through 12 found that 

when students believe their voice mattered, they were seven times more likely to be 

academically motivated (Quaglia Institute for School Voice and Aspirations, 2016), while 

other studies have even explored student voice as a mitigating effect in preventing 
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students from dropping out of school (Dary et al., 2016; Smyth, 2007). Similarly, Weiss 

(2018) found the use of youth-driven spaces to have a similar effect: students’ academic 

outcomes improved, dropout rates decreased, and students reported a more positive 

school climate. 

Research on student voice has shown the practice to be beneficial in 

democratizing learning spaces and for students to acquire leadership skills and foster 

commitments to future political and community participation (Brasof, 2015; Carl et al., 

2018; Gavrilova & Schugurensky, 2021; Hipolito-Delgado et al., 2022; Kudrnáč et al., 

2022; Lenzi et al., 2014). When students feel heard, valued, and validated within their 

learning environment, they exhibit stronger civic capacities and higher self-esteem and 

self-efficacy, and the school’s overall democratic ethos is positively affected (Albornoz-

Manyoma, 2020; Mager & Nowak, 2012; McGinnis & Mitra, 2022; Mitra, 2004; 

Sussman, 2015). In a study involving over 5,000 students in Dutch secondary schools, 

Rinnooy Kan et al. (2023) found that the practice of student voice positively impacts 

democratic dialogue, notably listening, and Evagorou et al. (2023) found that efforts to 

embed dialogic, deliberative opportunities for students heightened their public speaking 

and critical thinking skills, as well as increased empathy across varying student groups. 

Other studies have demonstrated student participation in school decision-making to have 

had a comprehensive impact across a myriad of social justice indicators of the school 

community (Mansfield et al., 2018; Torres-Harding et al., 2018). 

Likewise, studies on the operationalization of student voice have revealed 

tangential effects on teachers, administrators, and other historically influential actors 

within the school community, even impacting asymmetrical relations and structures of 
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power. Student voice has been found to have a positive, reflective impact on 

organizational and pedagogical practices and instruction (Busher, 2012; Friend et al. 

2015; Gentile, 2014), specifically social-emotional learning approaches used in 

classrooms (Fernandez et al., 2021). Both Barker (2018) and McIntyre et al. (2005) found 

that teachers responded to student needs more positively when schools implemented 

opportunities for students to provide feedback on classroom teaching and learning. 

Additionally, through the practice of student voice, relationships between students and 

adults, particularly teachers, are strengthened, and hierarchical power structures are often 

softened (Bragg, 2007). Other initiatives that have championed student voice have sought 

to address power dynamics, and, after initial consultation with the adults in the school 

community, students have taken ownership of facilitation and decision-making over the 

initiative.  

Student voice has also been shown to improve engagement within the broader 

school community. The inclusion of students in researching, deliberating, and being 

involved in decisions on issues that affect the broader community has been shown to 

foster their agency, confidence, empowerment, and social cohesion (Burke & Greene, 

2015). Likewise, other studies have shown that when schools foster student voice, the 

students' agency, self-confidence, and engagement can often diffuse into the broader 

community (Ice et al., 2015; Lee & Zimmerman, 1999; Zeldin et al., 2018). 

In conclusion, student voice has a long and complex history within U.S. K-12 

schools, with ebbs and flows in understanding the how, why, and outcomes behind the 

practice. Despite steady gains in presence and research, studies on the comprehensive 

effects of student voice are still nascent, especially research on student voice in 
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schoolwide decision-making processes that result in authentic change, such as policy 

adoption, budgetary decisions, or specific social justice initiatives. Most research on 

student voice has focused on the traditional spaces of student-led or student-involved 

decision-making (i.e., student governments or councils, advisory groups, or clubs) and 

specific practices and pedagogies that educators have chosen to employ in classrooms to 

foster student voice within such spaces. Therefore, there is a need for more empirical 

research on student voice in other K-12 spaces and an expansion in methodologies that 

capture the outcomes of student voice practices.  

While the pendulum of student voice has swung between beliefs of utility and 

democratic value-add, student voice has come to be recognized as a multi-faceted 

strategy to enact student-led change on school campuses, aid in school reform efforts, and 

prepare students to be civic change agents. The systematizing of opportunities and 

practice of student voice in schools can certainly serve as a catalyst for adults in the 

school community to treat students as equal stakeholders when identifying and 

contextualizing problems and ideating innovative solutions. Tapping students' expertise 

provides access to information and innovative ideas beyond the lived experiences of 

adults within the school community. In essence, when students are asked, “What can be 

done to make your learning experience and school environment better?” their authentic 

engagement in democratic decision-making can effectively inform and influence 

decisions being made and enhance their participatory, civic behaviors for the long term.  
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CHAPTER 3 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

Empowered Deliberative Democracy (EDD) Framework 

Fung and Wright (2001) connect participatory and deliberative democracy 

through the Empowered Deliberative Democracy (EDD) framework, which is comprised 

of three guiding principles and three institutional design features. The three principles of 

the EDD framework are 1) a focus on addressing a specific public problem through 

practical orientation, 2) a bottom-up approach to garnering participation in the problem-

solving process with an intentional inclusion of those most affected by the problem, and 

3) opportunities for engagement in a deliberative dialogue around real solutions that 

includes expert contribution. Complementary to the guiding principles, the three 

institutional design features of the EDD framework center 1) devolution of power to 

involve the greater public in authentic decision-making processes, 2) horizontal and 

vertical connections between the public and decision- and policy-makers fostering a 

shared responsibility, equitable resource distribution, and diffused opportunities for 

cross-sector communication, and 3) the role of state-centered institutions in developing, 

fostering, and guiding opportunities for continued participation and decentered decision-

making.  

The EDD framework outlines other factors that are inherent to processes of shared 

decision-making, such as effective problem-solving through the inclusion of different 

knowledge and experiences, equitable practices in providing spaces for deliberation 

centered on reason and justice, and broad, deep participation through accessible channels 
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to affect and lead state powers and decisions. Central to the EDD framework is the 

participation of community members in deliberative opportunities concerning issues and 

policies that affect them with the goal of producing actionable outcomes and increasing 

community capacity building and empowerment. According to Fung and Wright, a 

participatory governance process aligns with the EDD framework when it supports the 

guiding principles, institutional design features, and factors of democratic values.  

Also key to the EDD framework is its use with large-scale reforms within 

communities, wherein superordinate actors grant authorization and provide support to 

subordinate actors to make recommendations, draft policies, and co-create and implement 

community-derived solutions and initiatives. Notably, the EDD framework has been used 

to analyze outcomes of community PB processes in Porto Alegre, Brazil, and Local 

School Councils and community policing reforms in Chicago in the 1990s. In the case of 

early PB experiments in Porto Alegre, Brazil, Fung and Wright used the EDD framework 

to assess PB processes against “six critical dimensions of fit” (p. 26). The first dimension 

asserts the decision-making process of the PB experiment to be genuinely deliberative in 

that the process relies on community delegates and stakeholders to provide information 

framing the problem and shape the solution-oriented proposals. Second, the budget is 

meant to reflect decisions and tangible actions that address the community’s highlighted 

needs. For the third dimension, the budget decisions and allocations are monitored each 

year in the community plenary meeting, alongside the effectiveness of solutions in 

addressing the problems. Fourth, the benefits of a centralized coordination of shared 

power within the PB process stem from the ability of individuals or historically 

underrepresented groups within the community to coordinate information sharing and 
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proposal development to solve problems that have otherwise been ignored. The fifth 

dimension positions the PB process as a school of democracy and supports the 

participatory, transformational learning of individuals involved in the deliberation, 

planning, and evaluation of problems and ideas as reflected in the budget. And six, an 

outcome of the PB process is the transformation of institutions as documented by the 

deliberative process, axes of participation, increased knowledge and learning capacities, 

and heightened accountability. Fung and Wright used these six dimensions of fit to assess 

PB processes, but these dimensions are easily translatable for the measurement of other 

participatory processes, such as CA. 

While the EDD framework has not exclusively been used to explore K-12 

decision-making spaces and processes, I used the EDD framework in my analysis of the 

PXU case study to reimagine school safety. This meant supplanting the three guiding 

principles and three institutional design features into the PXU school setting and 

assessing to what extent the two participatory processes, School PB and the Safety 

Committee, aligned with the framework. The focus on school safety aligned with the 

EDD framework’s first design principle of practical orientation since school safety is a 

specific problem that can be linked to broader social and political movements and 

implications and was embedded within a process grounded in a focus on tangible 

solutions. The second principle of the EDD framework, bottom-up participation, was 

actualized through the involvement of various PXU school community members within 

the two processes, wherein they had the opportunity to “apply their knowledge, 

intelligence, and interest to the formulation of solutions” to address the problem of school 

safety (p. 18). In support of deliberative solution generation, the third principle of the 
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EDD framework, the PXU school community members who participated in the two 

processes engaged in deliberation, planning, and drafting of recommendations for school 

safety. To note, part of this principle includes the role of experts in assisting with 

generating collective solutions and recommendations, although Fung and Wright do state 

that experts do not enjoy exclusive power, nor do they preempt community input. In the 

PXU reimagining school safety initiative, experts consisted of researchers from Arizona 

universities and consulting groups that facilitated the two processes. 

The first institutional design feature of the EDD framework focuses on the 

devolution of decision-making, essentially shifting that power to community members for 

devising solutions and was present within both processes. Likewise, the second design 

feature of the EDD framework links centralized supervision and broader community 

coordination, as was apparent between the PXU district leaders, the Governing Board, 

participants in the two processes, and the greater PXU school community. These links 

elevate the efforts of PXU to reimagine school safety through the two participatory 

processes by addressing resource distribution, collective problem-solving, downfalls of 

unilateral decision-making, and diffusement of innovations and learning, with a reliance 

and emphasis on the coordinated aspect to foster opportunities for information pooling, 

data sharing, and solution monitoring. The EDD framework's third and final design 

feature, state-centered, not voluntaristic, positions institutions like PXU to embed 

opportunities for ongoing participation and more permanently mobilize the community in 

deliberations to address problems like school safety. 
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Enabling Conditions: Inclusion, Representation, and Power 

Certain conditions surrounding a democratic process can either positively or 

adversely affect the quality and validity of the process and may or may not produce 

desired effects. Alongside the EDD framework, I applied the concepts of inclusion, 

representation, and power as enabling conditions in my analysis of the two processes 

used during PXU’s reimagining school safety initiative. These three concepts are derived 

from the literature on participatory governance and student voice and serve as enabling 

conditions for democratic processes and hallmark indicators for the quality of 

deliberation, access to decision-making spaces, and shifts in power structures to yield 

pedagogical experiences and political efficacies.  

For the inclusion condition, I assessed to what extent the two participatory 

processes were accessible to the greater PXU school community and how and to what 

extent school community participation was encouraged. The representation condition 

focused on the key stakeholders and ideas represented, who was present within the 

deliberative and decision-making processes, and whether those most affected by the 

policies, programs, and budgetary decisions participated in the deliberative and decision-

making processes. With the power condition, I analyzed the PXU school safety initiative 

for shifts of power within decision-making and how the redistribution of resources was 

accomplished through dialogical exchanges and pedagogical experiences present within 

the two processes. 
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CHAPTER 4 

METHODOLOGY 

Study Purpose 
 

The purpose of this study was to explore two democratic innovation processes, 

School PB and the Safety Committee, that were used as vehicles to engage school 

community members to reimagine school safety within the Phoenix Union High School 

district (PXU), a large, urban high school-only district located in Phoenix, Arizona. Using 

a qualitative case study design, I examined how different school community actors 

participated in and shaped these two processes while navigating power dynamics, 

external shocks, and varied belief systems by leveraging their lived experiences and 

shared beliefs within and across different coalitions. In this section, I begin by explaining 

my choice of research design and the bounded system used to define this particular case 

study. Next, I present the research questions that guided this study, followed by an in-

depth description of the context in which this study was conducted. I then describe the 

data sources and methods used in data collection and analysis. I finish this section by 

discussing my positionality within the case study. 

Research Design 

Case study research focuses on events within a real-life context or specific setting 

(Yin, 2014) bounded by systems of time and place (Stake, 2005). Encompassing a 

qualitative approach, I position the reimagining school safety efforts within PXU as an 

instrumental, single case study (Stake, 2005) due to its prevalence, authentic specificity, 

and bounded systems of the two democratic innovation processes that took place within 
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PXU from Summer 2020 through Summer 2023. Additionally, my comprehensive data 

collection utilized multiple sources of information, and I present and discuss my findings 

in the form of themes or assertions (Stake, 1995). 

While case study research has become increasingly recognized across multiple 

disciplines and used to examine varied cases, some core procedures exist in conducting 

case study research. Once selecting the case to research, Creswell & Poth (2018) 

encourage the use of purposeful sampling, and more specifically, maximal sampling 

(Creswell, 2012), wherein “different perspectives on the problem, process, or event” are 

described (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Further, multiple data sources should be used for in-

depth analysis, resulting in thick descriptions of the case. According to Yin (2014), six 

key types of data should be collected in case study research: participant observations, 

direct observations, interviews, documents, physical artifacts, and archival records. 

Holistic data analysis consists of reviewing detailed descriptions of events and 

relationships across an entire case, resulting in emergent themes that transcend from 

within the multiple data sources. These themes are often presented as lessons learned 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985), with the intent to “familiarize the reader with the central 

features” of the case and “an extensive narrative description […] for understanding the 

case” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 102). 

Moreover, the nature of this case study can be described as qualitative based on 

the locality of the research, the types of data collected, and the methods used to analyze 

the data. Qualitative research relies on the “study [of] things in their natural settings, 

attempting to make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meaning people 

bring to them” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011, p. 3). In researching the School PB and the 
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Safety Committee I collected data through observations, public documents pertaining to 

each process, meeting agendas, deliberations among Safety Committee and Governing 

Board members, public comments at the meetings, and newspaper articles. All data 

collected originated from online spaces with members of the PXU school community, in-

person spaces with members of the PXU school community, and public entities and 

websites. I used the methods of document analysis (including content and thematic 

analysis) (Bowen, 2009), thematic discourse analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006), and 

process tracing (Collier, 2011) to analyze the different data sources. Through 

triangulation of these different data sources and results, I discuss the findings of this case 

study. Findings include the voices of PXU school community members and a complex, 

comprehensive description of the problem of school safety and the two democratic 

innovation processes. I hope that this case study can contribute to the literature on using 

democratic innovations to solve wicked problems within K-12 school communities. 

Research Questions 

The following research questions guided this case study: 

• What are the main debates on school safety, and how did the case study reflect 

those debates? 

• What were the main features of the reimagining school safety initiative? 

o To what extent did the reimaging school safety initiative align with the 

Empowered Deliberative Democracy (EDD) (Fung & Wright, 2001) 

framework’s guiding principles and design properties? 
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o What challenges and accomplishments were experienced during the 

reimagining school safety initiative through the enabling conditions of 

§ inclusion? 

§ representation? 

§ power? 

• What lessons can be learned from this case study for using participatory processes 

to address wicked problems in school communities? 

The first research question focuses specifically on the different ideas and 

recommendations provided during the School PB process and Safety Committee 

meetings. The research questions exploring the main features of the PXU reimagining 

school safety initiative focus on the extent to which the two participatory processes 

aligned with the EDD framework and navigated the enabling conditions of inclusion, 

representation, and power. The final question is meant to provide transferable lessons and 

insights for other K-12 school communities to implement inclusive community processes 

to solve wicked problems. 

School Community Context 

This case study is situated within Phoenix Union High School District (PXU), a 

large, urban high school-only district spanning 220 square miles of land in Phoenix, 

Arizona, in the southwestern United States (U.S.). The median household income of the 

PXU school district community is $56,884, and nearly a third of families utilize SNAP 

benefits (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2021). Half of PXU families 

identify as having renter-occupied housing status, while the other half identify as owner-
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occupied. Additionally, one in five PXU parents has a bachelor’s degree or higher 

education level.  

PXU employs 132 administrators, over 1400 teachers, 280 certified non-teachers, 

and over 1300 support or classified staff. 80% of PXU’s teachers have a Master’s degree 

or above, 93% are appropriately certified, and two-thirds of teachers have ten or more 

years of teaching experience (Arizona Department of Education, 2022). According to 

PXU’s District Profile (2022a), over 25,000 students in grades 9 through 12 are enrolled 

in PXU’s 24 schools and 11 magnet programs. Of these students, 81% identify as 

Hispanic or Latino/a/x, 9% identify as Black or African American, 4% as white, 2% as 

Native American, 2% as Asian or Pacific Islander, and 2% identify as another race or 

ethnicity. Nearly 20% are English Language Learners (ELLs). Collectively, there are 

over 100 different languages spoken by PXU students, with 45% of students speaking 

Spanish as their primary home language. Just over 10% of PXU students are enrolled in a 

special education program, and 86% of the school district qualifies for free and reduced 

lunch (FARL). The four-year graduation rate of PXU is 82%, with an annual dropout rate 

of approximately 3%. 

The U.S. Office of Civil Rights (2018) reports that while the PXU district 

enrollment of Black students is nearly 9%, Black students make up nearly 16% of In-

School Suspensions (ISS), 17% of Out-of-School Suspensions (OSS), and 25% of 

Expulsions. Likewise, 2% of PXU’s student population identifies as Native American, 

yet Native American students account for 3.2% of ISS and 2.7% of OSS. Conversely, 

while 81% of PXU students identify as Hispanic or Latino/a/x, 72% of ISS and OSS and 

75% of Expulsions are Hispanic or Latino/a/x students. 
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Data Collection and Analysis 

Beginning in Fall 2020, my initial role in the case study research was process-

oriented since I focused on how the School PB process could be implemented online due 

to the COVID-19 pandemic. The online-only delivery of a district-wide School PB 

process was unprecedented, as was the focus to reimagine school safety without the use 

of SROs and the large-scale investment of $1.2 million to fund project outcomes. As part 

of a larger research and facilitation team composed of the Participatory Budgeting Project 

(PBP), Arizona State University’s Participatory Governance Initiative (PGI), Arizona 

State University’s Southwest Interdisciplinary Research Center (SIRC), and some PXU 

personnel, my initial tasks were to attend the parent stakeholder group meetings (the 

student and staff stakeholder group meetings were attended by other team members) 

during the Needs Assessment and Idea Collection phases and take notes on the content 

delivery, engagement, and overall feedback and outcomes. These notes were then shared 

with the broader team and debriefed, along with notes from the other stakeholder group 

meetings, during our weekly meetings. Of the three stakeholder groups, the parent group 

had the least amount of engagement. 

The data collected from each stakeholder group (students, parents and families, and 

staff) during the School PB process's Needs Assessment and Idea Collection phases was 

shared internally among the team. After each session with stakeholder groups, we would 

transfer all notes and participant responses and ideas to separate spreadsheets organized 

by stakeholder group. We began first by deductively coding the responses and ideas by 

stakeholder groups using the PXU school safety categories: 
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1. communication systems and protocols 

2. physical spaces and physical safety 

3. emergency management response and safety protocols 

4. mental, physical, and social-emotional health 

5. skill-building and professional development 

We followed this initial coding by inductively coding the combined responses of each 

stakeholder group to identify common subthemes within each of the five categories of 

school safety. Additional subthemes were created and iteratively organized as more 

concrete issues and ideas surfaced across all three stakeholder groups during the Idea 

Collection phase (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006). 

 As the School PB process progressed, the PBP team asked PGI and SIRC to 

conduct a participant evaluation of the School PB process. Our teams constructed a 

survey and semi-structured focus group protocols to ask the participants of the different 

stakeholder groups about their experience engaging with the School PB process to 

address school safety. We planned to administer the survey and focus group questions 

after the Voting phase of the School PB process. I also planned on using some of these 

findings as part of my dissertation. Ultimately, the School PB process did not follow the 

usual process phases, and the participant evaluation did not happen. However, the issues 

raised during the Needs Assessment phase, the participant-proposed project ideas from 

the Idea Collection phase, and our team’s collective notes from the stakeholder group 

meetings during these early phases of the School PB process are included in this case 

study.  
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As the School PB process progress ebbed and flowed, team members from PGI 

and SIRC would still meet with the PBP team and key PXU personnel to discuss any 

updates that held promise in moving the School PB process forward or outline our 

internal needs as phases of the School PB process would intermittently progress. 

Information from some of these meetings helped shape my understanding of the overall 

reimagining school safety initiative, including the influence of PXU Governing Board on 

the School PB process. Data collected from these meetings and the meetings with key 

stakeholder groups engaging in the School PB process were used to contextualize my 

interpretations and descriptions of PXU school community members’ engagement in the 

School PB process to reimagine school safety.  

 In Fall 2021, the School PB process came to a standstill, so I began to attend the 

PXU Governing Board meetings to monitor support for the School PB process and gauge 

whether the process would progress. At this time, I began collecting data to use any 

relevant findings for a comprehensive case study of the initiative to reimagine school 

safety. From December 2021 through June 2023, I attended eleven Governing Board in-

person and online meetings. The data I collected from these meetings was based on the 

Governing Board meeting agenda and supplemental documents, the Governing Board’s 

discussions on school safety, and public comment during these meetings. I utilized 

document analysis (including content and thematic analysis) (Bowen, 2009) procedures 

to analyze meeting agendas and supplemental documents presented and discussed at the 

meeting. The document analysis process entailed reviewing any public documents made 

available before the meetings as a cueing method for what to listen and look for and a 

careful review of my notes taken during the meetings alongside these documents. I also 
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employed thematic discourse analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) to analyze the dialogue 

between and among Governing Board members, PXU leadership, and the PXU school 

community in relation to school safety. The thematic discourse analysis focused on the 

discussion between different actor groups at the Safety Committee and Governing Board 

meetings. In my observations and data collection for thematic discourse analysis, I used 

Word’s dictate feature or handwritten notes and memos. Both methods underwent an 

accuracy check by reviewing the archived meetings online as needed. 

 When the Safety Committee began to meet, I followed the same protocol as I had 

for the Governing Board meetings. From September 2022 through March 2023, I 

attended twelve Safety Committee in-person and online meetings. Similarly, I drew upon 

document analysis (including content and thematic analysis) (Bowen, 2009) procedures 

to review the meeting agenda and supplemental documents and thematic discourse 

analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) to analyze the committee’s discussions on school safety 

plans and the public comment during these meetings. 

Additionally, I engaged in process tracing (Collier, 2011), which relies heavily on 

observation and note-taking, wherein I chronicled descriptions and interpretations of the 

School PB process, the Safety Committee, and Governing Board meetings. This entailed 

me noting detailed observations of the interplay and discourse between and among the 

various actor groups and the causal mechanisms taking place within the structures of 

these processes. Observational notes of these meetings were either typed or handwritten, 

both during the actual meeting and afterward, alongside memos written to continually 

assess emergent and iterative themes. After each meeting, I revisited the notes, paying 

particular attention to recorded phrases or comments in relation to the meeting agenda 
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items and accompanying documents focused on the school safety initiative. Next, I 

utilized an inclusion/exclusion scan of these notes, only including details that aligned 

with the EDD framework, supported emerging themes, or described any part of the two 

democratic innovation practices. I triangulated these findings to identify the major themes 

that arose throughout each democratic process and in response to each of the research 

questions.  

Because my data collection ended up being mostly public documents and 

comments, I did not need to seek IRB approval. All the data I collected originated from 

online spaces with members of the PXU school community, in-person spaces with 

members of the PXU school community, and various public sites. While the data 

collected took place in public spaces, I have chosen not to attribute specific quotes with 

the names of individual Safety Committee members and members of the PXU school 

community who commented publicly during the Governing Board and Safety Committee 

meetings. Exceptions to this are employees of the two consulting groups hired to 

facilitate the Safety Committee meetings, the Safety Committee chair (elected by popular 

vote by all other committee members), PXU personnel, and the Governing Board 

members.  

Positionality 

Dwyer & Buckle (2009) assert that the positionality of a researcher within 

qualitative research is hardly neutral, instead occupying a space between “the experience 

under study” and “our role as researchers.” Further, while the researcher’s positionality is 

revealed through “their views, values, and beliefs about the research design, conduct, and 
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output(s)” (Holmes, 2020), the researcher’s immersive role, especially over an extended 

period, is shaped by the words, experiences, and stories of participants, thereby affecting 

the reporting of the research in a deeply intimate way. My positionality within this case 

study certainly resides within this duality.  

My involvement in the PXU efforts to reimagine school safety began in Fall 2020 

after Superintendent Gestson had announced the district would not renew its 

intergovernmental agreement with the Phoenix Police Department (PD). As a Ph.D. 

student and research assistant at the time, my research focus was on youth civic 

engagement within K-12 schools, and specifically School Participatory Budgeting 

processes. My Ph.D. Committee Chair Dr. Daniel Schugurensky, Director of the 

Participatory Governance Initiative (PGI) at Arizona State University (ASU), has had 

decades of experience with different theories and models of democracy and has been 

integral to the adoption and expansion of Participatory Budgeting processes in several 

institutions worldwide, including PXU. As part of the research team under the direction 

of Dr. Schugurensky, I was privy to several of the early planning meetings between him, 

the Southwest Interdisciplinary Research Center (SIRC) at ASU, several representatives 

from the national organization Participatory Budgeting Project (PBP), and district leaders 

within PXU. By December 2020, I had been given my initial tasks: 1) conduct a scoping 

literature review on alternative programs, practices, and policies that foster school safety 

but did not involve police or punitive discipline measures and 2) attend the different 

stakeholder meetings for the School PB process, specifically the Needs Assessment and 

Idea Collection phases, to take evaluative notes for the PBP team and support the PBP 

team with any technical assistance needs.  
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The scoping literature review was a multi-team member undertaking between 

myself, two other Ph.D. students, the Director of Evaluation and Partner Contracts at 

SIRC, and Dr. Schugurensky. Through our review, we identified 17 promising 

alternatives to school safety that did not involve the police (Bartlett et al., 2023). Two 

other graduate students conducted a parallel review of the history of policing in schools 

(Nuñez-Eddy et al., 2021). We formatted the literature reviews into reports, made them 

publicly available online on the PGI and SIRC websites, and shared them with PBP and 

our PXU leadership contacts leading the School PB process. with the understanding that 

these reports would be shared with other PXU leadership, including the PXU Governing 

Board, to aid the School PB process and generate school community awareness and 

additional ideas on SRO-free school safety.  

 By the time our report was released in the Fall of 2021, the School PB process 

had come to a standstill. The process had seen the Needs Assessment and Idea Collection 

phases through, but the Proposal Development phase was never fully executed in Spring 

2021. This occurred for many reasons, but I believe this was in part due to several 

external shocks and the COVID-19 pandemic’s lasting effect on the PXU school 

community. The Fall of 2021 was the first time PXU returned to in-person learning since 

the pandemic’s onset, and up until this point, all aspects of the School PB process had 

been taking place online. While the PBP team used various creative methods to spur 

excitement and involvement, the overall engagement of PXU school community 

stakeholders in the School PB process had slowly decreased. There were efforts to re-

engage the PXU school community in the School PB process throughout that Fall 

semester, some even with the support of Superintendent Gestson, but many people 
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became frustrated with what was perceived as a slow-moving process that had not 

delivered in time for in-person learning.  

 In the Spring of 2022, the PXU Governing Board decided to start spending a 

portion of the budget that had been set aside to reimagine school safety. A Safety 

Division team was hired for the district, as well as raises given to campus security 

personnel and upgrades to existing camera systems. The Governing Board commissioned 

the Grand Canyon Institute (GCI) to write a report exploring the debate around SROs and 

alternatives to school safety, in effect letting our research team know that they had not 

received our report from September 2021. The Governing Board also voted to create a 

Safety Committee to study the GCI report and gather data from community listening 

sessions around the topic of school safety and SROs. The culminating task was to provide 

recommendations for PXU’s school safety plan to the Governing Board. 

In the Summer of 2022, I personally reached out to each of the PXU Governing 

Board members via email to share our team’s report on school safety alternatives, as well 

as an internal program evaluation document we had completed for the Needs Assessment 

and Idea Collection phases of the School PB process. That Fall, three Governing Board 

members met with me (two in-person, one via Zoom) to discuss the report and evaluation 

document, as well as try to understand how the School PB process worked and how it 

was being used to foster and develop ideas for school safety that did not include SROs. 

Because I had also been attending both the Governing Board and Safety Committee 

meetings in person, over time, I had connected with leaders from one of the community 

organizations and the Chair of the Safety Committee; we even exchanged text messages 

from time to time. One of the Governing Board members reached out several times to let 
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me know of the upcoming meetings, and I also spoke during public comment twice at 

these meetings about the report our team put together and the initial ideas that the PXU 

school community stakeholder groups had proposed during the Idea Collection phase of 

the School PB process. One of the Governing Board members also shared with me a 

version of the PXU safety plan they planned to propose during one of the board meetings, 

asking for my feedback and thoughts. 

Part of me became emotionally invested in the overall efforts of the PXU school 

safety initiative. Because of my research interests, I was deeply interested in hearing from 

the participants in the two processes. I thoroughly enjoyed hearing the stories and ideas 

shared by students, youth, and families during the School PB process’s Needs 

Assessment and Idea Collection phases and during public comment in the Safety 

Committee meetings and the PXU Governing Board meetings. I also found myself 

(silently) agreeing with people who openly asked for more opportunities for the students 

and youth to participate in dialogue and decision-making.  

Indeed, as time passed, my role as a researcher became what Dwyer & Buckle 

(2009) describe as the “insider-outsider” perspective. While I do live within the PXU 

school district boundaries, I am still an outsider to the PXU school community proper, as 

I have not worked for PXU nor have family that has attended a PXU school. It was my 

presence during the entire case study and influence as a researcher that positioned me to 

play a direct and intimate role, especially when collecting data and analyzing the data for 

thematic findings. Overall, I do not believe that my positionality influenced this study's 

outcomes nor significantly impacted any of the school safety initiatives within the PXU 

school community. At best, the scoping review my colleagues and I wrote to describe 
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school safety alternatives in lieu of SROs may have facilitated an increased awareness of 

programs, practices, and policies that foster school safety but do not involve police or 

punitive discipline measures. However, I have attempted to balance my insider-outsider 

perspective throughout this case study by sharing a bit of my insider perspective in this 

section and throughout the Discussion section, while my outsider perspective is presented 

in the Case Study reporting section and the literature review. 
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CHAPTER 5 

THE CASE STUDY 

Introduction 

Following the racially charged civil unrest that took place in the summer of 2020, 

stemming from the murder of George Floyd and other majority-Black individuals at the 

hands of police, Chad Gestson, the then-Superintendent of PXU, announced on July 7th, 

2020, that the district would not be renewing its $1.2 million inter-governmental 

agreement with the Phoenix Police Department (PD, Phoenix PD hereafter) for School 

Resource Officers (SROs). Instead, PXU would reallocate those monies to school safety 

initiatives, including salaries, programs, learning resources, training, and professional 

development, through a democratic process that would include students, parents and 

families, and staff. Part of this decision drew from the Superintendent and PXU district 

leadership “hav[ing] heard clearly from our community that our parents and our staff and 

our students want a say in the future of school safety” (Phoenix Union High School 

District, 2020a). Some of these efforts were in part from local community organizations 

(detailed later in this section) who had concerns with SROs stemming from police 

involvement with immigration policies and exclusionary discipline practices. Several 

members of these community organizations explained that the nature of contracts with 

Phoenix PD for SROs had become less relationship-based, unlike before, with one 

member explaining that before “they were able to build relationships with the specific 

officer, now you can get any random officer and worry how they will respond to their 

students.” 



103 

Indeed, the release of the announcement to not renew the contract with the 

Phoenix Police Department for SROs was not the first time members of the PXU 

community had discussed the removal of SROs from school campuses. Well before the 

Summer of 2020 and the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic shutting down schools, local 

organizations with ties to the communities served by PXU requested the removal of 

SROs from the district’s schools (Flaherty, 2018). These organizations, including 

Promise Arizona, One Arizona, Arizona Center for Empowerment, Puente, Mi Familia 

Vota, Poder in Action, and LUCHA (Living United for Change in Arizona), began their 

coalition building following the passage of Arizona SB1070, the infamous “show me 

your papers” law.  

Since 2017, members of these organizations, including present and past students 

of PXU, had been facilitating community events with public speakers on the topic and 

attending governing board meetings to speak about the harms of SROs and request their 

removal (Frank, 2017). One group, Puente Youth, began a #CopsOuttaCampus campaign 

that specifically called for not only no SROs on school campuses but also no guns on 

campus and for the increased investment in and implementation of restorative justice 

practices, ethnic studies courses, and mental health and wellness models (Puente Human 

Rights, n.d.). Likewise, much of the cited rationale against SROs shared during public 

events and in public comment at the PXU governing board meetings from representatives 

and supporters of these organizations revolved around the safety and well-being of 

undocumented/DACA students and their families -namely due to the overarching fear of 

harassment and deportation. Other reasons that were cited included the feeling of schools 

being likened to prisons, the need to fund more teachers and learning resources in lieu of 
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SROs, and the disparate trends in school discipline when SROs are present on school 

campuses. 

An additional factor in the decision not to renew the contract for SROs was an 

economic one. PXU anticipated most of the 2020-2021 school year would be spent in 

remote learning spaces due to the continued health threat posed by COVID-19, thus 

negating the need to pay for on-campus SROs (Phoenix Union High School District, 

2020a). Therefore, this time of remote learning would allow for the PXU community and 

leadership to reassess and reimagine school safety broadly so that when in-person 

learning would resume, there would be expanded services and programs available to 

serve students, families, and staff to foster a safe school environment that aligned with 

PXU’s newly adopted holistic definition of school safety: An environment that has 

practices in place to ensure the physical, emotional and developmental well-being of its 

entire school community, and promotes a sense of belonging and self-worth. 

The response and follow-up actions stemming from the decision to remove SROs 

from PXU campuses involved two parallel participatory processes with different actors 

and a different focus within the PXU school safety initiative. The School Participatory 

Budgeting (PB) process included open participation from student, parent and family, and 

staff stakeholder groups, and their task was to ideate school safety projects that did not 

include the presence of SROs and would be funded through the $1.2 million reallocated 

from SROs contracts. In line with Arizona state statute and governing board policies on 

advisory committees, the Safety Committee members were appointed by the Governing 

Board with the intent to represent different key stakeholder groups within the PXU 

school community. Their task was to explore different models and uses of SROs among 
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other school communities and garner feedback from the PXU school community on the 

use of SROs. Indeed, there was overlap and integration between these processes and two 

additional actor groups, the PXU Governing Board and the community organizations. 

Both of these actor groups will be described and detailed as needed according to their 

involvement and impact on the two processes and the overall case study. 

The following sections explore the School PB process and the Safety Committee. 

These two participatory processes will be described through relevant findings shaping the 

following Discussion section. I will describe both processes and the involved actor 

groups, including the background and history, key actors, details on the implementation, 

and results of each democratic process within this case study. Detailed findings and 

effects of these parallel participatory processes, the different actor groups, and the 

outcomes of each process are further explored in the Discussion section. 

School Participatory Budgeting (PB) Process 

Background 

In the same announcement of not renewing the contract for SROs, Superintendent 

Gestson committed to reallocating the money that would have funded SROs by 

“reinvest[ing] that money back into our people” in the form of a School Participatory 

Budgeting (PB) process focused solely on reimagining school safety (Phoenix Union 

High School District, 2020a). It is important to note that at that time, PXU had nearly 

seven years of experience implementing School PB, but, in this instance, there were four 

distinct shifts to the process. One, this was the first time that School PB scaled up from 

individual school-level processes to an entire district-level-wide process.  Two, the 
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projects shifted from small infrastructure projects at each school campus to district-wide 

policies, programs, and services focused on school safety. Three, this was the first time 

PXU would run the School PB process entirely online due to the pandemic. And four, the 

process would now include multiple stakeholders instead of solely students.  

The goal of the School PB process as part of the PXU school safety initiative was 

to equip the school community with “real money […] real power around decision 

making” to ideate and decide on school safety projects that would holistically address 

school safety across the entire PXU school community (Phoenix Union High School 

District, 2020a). PXU would allocate a total of $1.2 million dollars to the School PB 

process to reimagine school safety: $500,000 for a student-led School PB process, 

another $500,000 for a staff-led School PB process, and a final $200,000 for a parent-led 

School PB process. However, the Superintendent conceded that there would still be some 

district-driven decision-making in how an additional portion of the funds would be used, 

such as spending a part of the available funds on the bolstering of district and school 

campus safety teams and the improvement of school campus safety features like security 

camera systems. Additionally, Superintendent Gestson explained that some instances 

would still require the presence of law enforcement, and when it would be necessary to 

have law enforcement present (i.e., extracurricular activities, events), PXU would hire 

off-duty officers who are “trusted officers that we know align with our values that we can 

trust to come in and support us as and when needed,” but officers would no longer be 

housed on school campuses during the school day (Phoenix Union High School District, 

2020a). 
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Following the Superintendent’s announcement, when the PXU Governing Board 

met on July 17, 2020, the public comment had nearly 80 requests from folks registered to 

speak, with the overwhelming majority of speakers, who included students, parents and 

families, community members, and PXU employees, asking the board to reconsider the 

decision to partner with the Phoenix PD for SROs and requesting there not be SROs in 

PXU schools at all (Phoenix Union High School District, 2020b). Participants mentioned 

several reasons, including the disproportionate disciplining of Black and Hispanic 

students and students with disabilities, concerns with police in schools among 

undocumented students and mixed-status families, and the overall increase of police 

violence in communities, including those within the PXU district. One speaker said, “At 

this point, SROs are obsolete. There are no roles that SROs fill on our campuses that 

cannot be filled with better-qualified social workers, with educators, and folks that have 

specific training on how to engage students in proactive, positive ways that don’t increase 

punishment, that don’t funnel kids, kids who are just challenged with living life as a 

teenager right now, that don’t funnel them into the school to prison pipeline.” Instead, 

speakers urged for greater investment in the school communities through teacher quality, 

student wellness, ethnic studies classes, and staff training to address implicit biases. 

PXU employees who spoke about the need to continue not having SROs on 

school campuses cited issues of power and privilege (with some mentioning racialized 

differences, not listening to or believing student experiences, and adults (specifically 

PXU employees in favor of SROs) positioning their own lived experiences with police as 

everyone’s experience. One PXU employee put it, “Just because many teachers have 
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good anecdotal experiences with SROs does not mean that SROs are good for the 

students in the school or are valuable and effective for the students themselves.” 

Some speakers also alluded to the fact that the Phoenix PD was under 

investigation by the U.S. Department of Justice for disparate use of force against the 

public and has been shown to be “one of the most violent police departments in the 

country.” Speakers described the Phoenix PD policing culture as violent and that these 

behaviors are often protected by police unions. Others called out PXU for being 

performative in their Black Lives Matter and racial justice sentiments. Further, one 

speaker also pointed out the inaccessibility of the governing board meetings regarding the 

time of day the meetings were being held and time constraints to public comment, citing 

that working families are not considered when discussing these matters. 

A few speakers spoke in favor of SROs, including employees from several of the 

PXU high schools. The employees cited having worked with SROs for several years and 

having nothing but positive, professional interactions. One employee positioned police 

officers with the ability to respond most effectively in crisis situations but cautioned 

against using officers who are not trained to work in schools or with minors.  

Following these comments at the governing board meeting, the Superintendent 

and Governing Board Members assured the public that the School PB process would 

allow for the PXU community to provide solutions to their concerns and assist the district 

in creating a school safety plan that would not rely on SROs. Additionally, the governing 

board decided to rename the School PB process in PXU from simply “Reimagining 

School Safety” to “Reimagining School Safety without School Resource Officers.” 
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History 

As part of PXU’s school safety initiative, this School PB process would not be 

PXU’s first experience with implementing the process. In 2013, then-Principal Dr. 

Quintin Boyce of BioScience High School in PXU piloted the first School PB process in 

the U.S. That year, Dr. Boyce allocated $2,000 of his principal discretionary funds to the 

students to decide on a school improvement project using the School PB process (Cohen 

& Schugurensky, 2015). Students led the process of coming up with school improvement 

ideas with their peers, developing project proposals for viable ideas, and voting for the 

winning project to improve the Bioscience campus and the overall student experience. 

When the votes were counted, the top three projects were a display of sustainability 

practices to be erected in the school’s courtyard, color ink for the school’s student-built 

3-D printer, and camera adapters for the laboratory microscopes used in biology classes. 

While these three top ideas collectively exceeded the budget Dr. Boyce had allocated, he 

was so impressed and inspired by the students’ creative thoughtfulness and tenacity to 

improve their school campus and their learning experiences that Dr. Boyce decided to 

fund all three projects that year. 

In 2016, after three years of experimentation and findings showing the impact on 

students’ civic competencies and the overall school climate (Cohen et al., 2015), the PXU 

Governing Board voted to adopt the School PB process in an incremental district-wide 

implementation. With local and national organizations' technical and facilitation support, 

PXU launched the first U.S.-based, district-level School PB pilot, beginning with five 

schools and 3,500 students. In the following years, PXU expanded the School PB pilot to 

all its campuses and formed a proven track record of centering student voices in school 
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and district decision-making processes around funding and capital improvement projects. 

Examples of past student-proposed and implemented projects within PXU include shade 

structures, refillable water fountain stations, school gardens, art and science class 

supplies, and more. 

Actors 

PXU’s Student and Family Services Department was tasked with overseeing the 

School PB school safety process, as several employees had had experience implementing 

the previous School PB processes. At the July 17th, 2020, PXU governing board meeting, 

Alyssa Tarkington, the Executive Director of Student and Family Services, and Cyndi 

Tercero, the Manager of Family and Community Engagement, presented to the board the 

plan to implement the School PB process to reimagine school safety without the use of 

SROs (Phoenix Union High School District, 2020c). All projects that would be ideated 

and ultimately voted upon would not include the use of police but rather focus on school 

safety alternative practices, policies, and programs, Additionally, PXU turned to two 

long-standing partners, the Participatory Budgeting Project (PBP hereafter) and Arizona 

State University (ASU hereafter), who would be contracted to assist with the organization 

and implementation of PXU’s School PB process to reimagine school safety. Both PBP 

and ASU had also previously assisted with the seeding and growing of earlier School PB 

processes within the district.  

PBP is a U.S.-based nonprofit organization founded in 2009 and assists local 

governments, community organizations, and educational institutions with adopting and 

implementing the participatory budgeting (PB) model (Participatory Budgeting Project, 

2014). PBP offers training, technical assistance, and research and evaluation of PB 
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processes. Following the initial 2013 School PB pilot, PXU partnered with PBP for 

several years to train school and district staff on the School PB process, support the 

implementation of processes during PXU’s academic year, and research the learning 

outcomes of PXU’s school community after having led and participated in a School PB 

process (Participatory Budgeting Project, 2017). PBP’s role in the current cycle of School 

PB focused on school safety would be to provide training, technical assistance, and 

resources for the student, staff, and parent groups on how the process works, as well as 

partner with each of these stakeholder groups to implement the School PB process and 

produce viable solutions to school safety to be funded by their budgeted allocations. 

Several members of PBP assisted with the PXU School PB school safety process, 

including Co-Executive Director Shari Davis, Senior Project Manager Melissa Appleton, 

Director of Research and Design Antonnet Johnson, and Program Assistant Isabel 

Luciano. 

ASU is the local state university with a campus located within PXU’s district 

boundaries and has a long-standing relationship with PXU and shared community 

partnerships that serve PXU school communities. ASU’s involvement with the School PB 

process through PXU’s school safety initiative included two departments, the 

Participatory Governance Initiative (PGI hereafter) and the Southwest Interdisciplinary 

Research Center (SIRC hereafter). PGI is situated within ASU’s School of Public Affairs 

and the Watts College of Public Service and Community Solutions. The focus of PGI’s 

work is “devoted to undertaking teaching, capacity building, research and dissemination 

activities aimed at the study and promotion of participatory democracy initiatives, 

particularly in local governments and educational institutions” (Participatory Governance 



112 

Initiative, n.d.). PGI has led both the adoption and expansion of School PB processes 

throughout the state of Arizona. The Director of PGI, Dr. Daniel Schugurensky, can also 

be credited with having taught university-level courses that explored the PB process and 

sparked students to see the potential and capacity of the PB model to transform 

communities. One of these students is Dr. Boyce, who had implemented the 2013 pilot of 

School PB in PXU (the first School PB process in the U.S.), while another student, Josh 

Lerner, formulated what is now PBP. PGI’s role in the PXU School PB process was to 

provide background research on SROs and school safety alternatives, support the public 

education aspect of the School PB process and school safety initiative, and assist with 

data collection and analysis throughout the process with an expectation for publications 

and reports. Dr. Schugurensky and I represented PGI in the PXU School PB process. 

SIRC is situated within ASU’s School of Social Work and is focused on 

championing health equity through community partnerships. SIRC’s work in the 

community centers on five commitments that drive professional practice and interactions: 

collaboration, excellence, diversity, trust, and justice (Southwest Interdisciplinary 

Research Center, n.d.). SIRC’s experience in conducting community-based research and 

evaluations, bolstered by the five commitments, supported an alignment with the PXU 

School PB for school safety process and alternatives to SROs for school safety. The role 

of both ASU PGI and SIRC in the PXU school safety School PB process was to provide 

support in working with the PXU school community stakeholder groups, collect and 

analyze data on school safety alternatives to SROs, and conduct an evaluation of the 

School PB process on school safety and the ideas proposed by the different stakeholder 

groups. Three members of SIRC assisted with these efforts during the PXU School PB 
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process: Director of Evaluation and Contracts Wendy Wolfersteig, Senior Research 

Analyst Marisol Diaz, and Graduate Research Assistant Lara Law. 

The PXU School PB process was organized at the individual school site and 

district levels (Figure 4). Each campus had three School Site Committees (SSCs 

hereafter), one for each stakeholder group: students, staff, and parents and families, that 

would lead the engagement of the process on their campus. The SSCs ranged from five to 

twenty members depending on the school site, although many SSCs experienced 

attritions and the joining of new members throughout the process, so those numbers 

fluctuated.  

Figure 4 

PXU School PB Process Organizational Chart 
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School Participatory Budgeting Implementation and Results 

Recruitment for SSCs began in the Fall of 2020, with the goal of establishing 

these working groups by the end of that academic semester. By December 2020, the first 

official meetings among PXU staff, PBP, PGI, SIRC, and members of the three different 

stakeholder group SSCs took place (Participatory Budgeting Project, 2020). During this 

meeting, all SSC members were given an overview of the SCHOOL PB process, the 

support that would be provided, and expectations of their role. These first meetings laid 

the groundwork for each SSC's roles and tasks in the process. Due to the ongoing 

uncertainties with the COVID-19 pandemic, these meetings and all the activities and 

resource materials took place virtually and were housed online from December 2020 

through Spring 2023.  

Using a train-the-trainer model, PBP organized the initial trainings with the 

members of the SSCs to verse them in the School PB process and model how to use the 

provided materials for the SSCs to engage their broader school community in the process 

(See Appendix A). Each of the SSCs was tasked with engaging their specific stakeholder 

group (students, staff, and parents and families) within their school site during key phases 

of the School PB process, including defining school safety and conducting a needs 

assessment, collecting ideas for school safety solutions beyond SROs, deliberating on and 

prioritizing which of the ideas adhere to the budget and focus of the process while being a 

viable solution, developing a proposal for each of the viable project ideas, and voting on 

which of the idea proposals to be funded. It was also communicated that PBP, PGI, and 
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SIRC members would attend each meeting, co-facilitating or taking observational notes 

and supporting as needed. 

Needs Assessment. 

The SSCs began their work by first holding meetings with their stakeholder groups in 

January 2021 to conduct a needs assessment for their school campus through the lens of 

school safety. Using an online facilitator’s guide and a slide deck provided by PBP, the 

SSCs led the initial discussions on defining school safety by asking attendees questions in 

order to create shared responses to, what do you need to feel safe and welcome at school? 

The SSCs asked attendees to reflect on the physical school environment, school and 

district policies, and programmatic aspects on the campus that either enhanced or 

negatively impacted the safety of the school community (Appendix A). The SSCs also 

led their stakeholder groups in a memory work activity to elicit memories of feeling safe 

and unsafe at school. District-wide responses to this question were analyzed by PBP and 

PXU staff and collapsed into the following categories (not in order of priority):  

1. communication systems and protocols 

2. physical spaces and physical safety 

3. emergency management response and safety protocols 

4. mental, physical, and social-emotional health 

5. skill-building and professional development 

The communication systems and protocols category focused on channels and methods 

of communication among the PXU school community, as well as expectations, barriers, 

and policies that affect effective family-school communication and address challenges 
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like language barriers and access. The physical spaces and physical safety category 

entailed safe, secure, and welcoming learning environments that address safety and 

compliance challenges and embrace principles and considerations like entry points, 

secure buildings, areas of refuge, and Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design 

(CPTED). The emergency management response and safety protocols category included 

programs, operational procedures, and policies on emergency preparedness and response 

to natural disasters, active shooter events, threats, and external community incidents. The 

mental, physical, and socio-emotional health category focused on programs, partnerships, 

curriculum, and/or staffing to promote, support, and build resilience, self-awareness, self-

management, social awareness, relationship skills, responsible decision-making, and 

culturally responsive practices through intervention and prevention. Within the skill-

building and professional development category, strategies for capacity building, de-

escalation, restorative practices, and prevention were included. 

Idea Collection 

Responses from the needs assessments’ five categories shaped the next step of the 

process, the idea collection for potential projects that would support school safety. From 

late January through March 2021, the SSCs implemented the idea collection phase of the 

School PB process on their respective campus, starting with arranging virtual meetings 

for their school sites to become familiar with the PXU School PB school safety process. 

The School PB process was explained in these SSC meetings, including the budget, 

policy parameters, and intended outcomes. Next, the SSCs lead their stakeholder groups 

in navigating and using Polis, an online platform and tool commonly used in participatory 

planning spaces for both ideation and deliberation, to submit potential project ideas. From 
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here, the SSCs began to garner ideas for school safety projects from their respective 

stakeholder groups using a variety of ways, including school newsletters, flyers, social 

media, and word of mouth. Ideas submitted to the Polis platform needed to address one of 

the five categories outlined during the needs assessment and again align with the question 

of, what do you need to feel safe and welcome at school? 

Ideas were continuously submitted to the Polis platform by various PXU school 

community members over the course of nearly two and a half months. Each stakeholder 

group (students, parents and families, and staff) had their own Polis page to submit ideas 

to, and the deliberative feature of Polis allowed participants to agree or disagree with 

others’ ideas by upvoting or downvoting. There were no limits placed on participation, so 

anyone within the PXU school community could submit an unlimited number of ideas 

and likewise upvote (agree) or downvote (disagree) with multiple ideas submitted by 

others.  

In March 2021, the PGI and SIRC teams analyzed the Polis ideas submitted by 

each stakeholder group, students, parents and families, and staff. Ideas were downloaded 

as separate spreadsheets for each stakeholder group and deductively coded for adherence 

to the five categories of school safety established during the needs assessment. A total of 

98 ideas were submitted from the parent/guardian stakeholder group, and 2,327 votes 

were cast in either agreement or disagreement with these responses. In the student 

stakeholder group, 242 ideas were submitted, and a total of 9,180 votes were cast in 

either agreement or disagreement with these responses. Within the staff stakeholder 

group, 391 needs and idea responses were submitted, and a total of 21,355 votes were 

cast in either agreement or disagreement with these responses. 
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Figure 5 

Idea Collection Results 

 

The breakdown of the ideas submitted using the five categories identified during 

the needs assessment revealed specific trends and priorities among and between the 

different stakeholder groups (Figure 5). The first category of communication systems and 

protocols received similar support for ideas from the parents and families (26 ideas) and 

staff (28 ideas) stakeholder groups but received the least amount of support among the 

five categories from the student group (4 ideas). Physical spaces and physical safety 

received a median number of votes from the parents and family’s group (15 ideas) and 

staff group (73 ideas) relative to their outcomes among all categories but overwhelmingly 

received the greatest number of votes from the students’ group (102 ideas). The 

emergency management response and safety protocols category were highly supported by 
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the staff group (90 ideas) but less so among the parents and families group (11 ideas) and 

the students group (31 ideas). The mental, physical, and socioemotional health category 

was highly favored by all the stakeholder groups: students (76 ideas), staff (100), and 

parents and families (38 ideas). The last category, skill building and professional 

development, was highly favored by staff (100) but less so by parents and families (8 

ideas) and students (29 ideas).  

After analyzing the Polis data for alignment within one of the five categories, 

additional inductive analysis for each of the five categories was conducted, and tangible 

sub-ideas were identified. For the parents and families group, some of the examples 

within each category were as follows. Many of the ideas cited in the communication 

systems and protocols category focused on more opportunities for parent and family 

involvement, increased school-to-home communication (with more easily accessible 

platforms or different modalities), shared data on school safety issues and school climate, 

and continuous efforts to make sure that parent contact information is up to date. For the 

physical spaces and physical safety category, parents and families focused on ideas like 

improved campus entry and exit monitoring, ID scanners, and spaces for students to de-

stress or spend time studying or with friends after school. The parents and families group 

listed ideas in the emergency management response and safety protocols category that 

focused on developing uniform safety protocols and ensuring that all staff and students 

are aware of the protocols. For the mental, physical, and socioemotional health category, 

parents and families had ideas like increased mental health resources, more frequent 

individual student check-ins, opportunities to build stronger student and staff 

relationships, more extracurricular activities like clubs, and increased activities in 
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socioemotional learning. Parents and families wanted ideas like de-escalation, self-

defense, and anti-bias training for the staff within the skill building and professional 

development category. 

For the staff group, ideas within the communication systems and protocols 

category included an increase in methods to communicate with parents, reformed campus 

visitor protocols, and families and strategies for in-school communication with 

administration and office staff that did not disrupt instructional time. For the physical 

spaces and physical safety category, staff cited the need to improve campus entry and 

exit methods, install ID scanners, reassess and replace (if necessary) fences and gates 

along the perimeter and doors within the interior, hire more district-employed security 

guards, and provide more spaces for students to address mental health needs. In the 

emergency management response and safety protocols category, staff had ideas like 

adopting a uniform emergency plan and protocol along with training and working with 

local law enforcement and emergency responders to address lengthy response times. 

Within the mental, physical, and socioemotional health category, staff proposed ideas 

such as increased mental health resources -including more counselors and social workers, 

opportunities for peer support groups, and more wrap-around services for families in 

partnership with community organizations. In the skill building and professional 

development category, staff listed a variety of trainings they desired to complete: 

socioemotional learning (SEL), positive behavioral interventions and supports (PBIS), 

culturally relevant pedagogy (CRP), character education, de-escalation techniques, 

restorative justice practices, conflict-resolution, anti-bullying and anti-racism programs, 

and crisis-informed and trauma-informed education. 
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While the student group didn’t have many ideas within the communication 

systems and protocols category, the few ideas centered on the need for schools to 

communicate with students more transparently about expectations, events, etc. In the 

physical spaces and physical safety category, students cited the need for cleaner and safer 

bathrooms (secure door locks, mirrors, overall upkeep, and cleanliness), more cameras on 

campuses, metal and smoke detectors that work in every classroom or space on campus, 

better lighting on campuses -especially after hours, revamped crosswalks surrounding the 

campuses, and better-monitored entry and exit methods on campuses. Students focused 

on needing to have better awareness and knowledge of how to act and respond to 

emergencies within the emergency management response and safety protocols category, 

such as CPR training. Ideas within the mental, physical, and socioemotional health 

category included more mental health resources and spaces on campus, an increase in the 

number of counselors, opportunities for peer mediation and mentorship, more 

opportunities for identity-specific collaborative spaces and clubs (LGBTQ+, Black, etc.), 

increased access to food, and a more inclusive, representative curriculum. For the skill 

building and professional development category, students wanted life skills training, food 

and nutrition education, and resource and career fairs. 

After each SSC had a curated list of these project ideas, stakeholder groups held 

virtual discussions to consider which of the ideas would move into the proposal 

development phase of the process. These discussions included participants ranking and 

(re)organizing the different ideas using parameters like established needs, feasibility, 

legality, replicability, community impact and equity, and alignment with the five 

categories of school safety. Notes from these deliberative discussions were recorded in 
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AirTable, an online collaborative data-organizing tool, and shared across all the SSCs and 

PXU stakeholders for further review and comment. Ideas that passed this litmus-like test 

of the parameters were channeled up to the District-wide Steering Committee (DSC 

hereafter) for feedback and district-wide deliberation in late March 2021. The DSC was 

composed of at least one representative from each of the SSCs and several district staff, 

including Cyndi Tercero. The representatives from the SSCs serving on the DSC were 

tasked with reviewing the different ideas from each school site and combining any 

duplicative or similar ideas into streamlined proposals. From there, the DSC 

communicated high-level findings, needs, and questions about any particular ideas to the 

District Accountability Team, whose task was to ensure that each proposed idea fit within 

the budget allocation and adhered to existing policy parameters and district leadership 

expectations. The District Accountability Team provided feedback on the ideas to the 

DSC, whose role was then to address any issues raised with specific ideas and attempt to 

rectify the concerns by reconvening with the SSC(s) who put forth the idea(s) in question. 

By early April, the work of the SSCs and the PXU school communities, the DSC, PXU 

personnel, and the District Accountability Team resulted in a final list of approved ideas 

within the five categories of school safety to move to the project proposal development 

stage (Figure 6, for the detailed list, see Appendix B). 
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Figure 6 

Ideas Approved for Project Proposal Development 

 

 Project Proposal Development. 

The project proposal development phase began immediately after ideas were 

approved among the various entities and stakeholders involved in the PXU School PB 

school safety process. PBP met with the SSCs to provide training on the steps and 

expectations of this next phase, with the understanding that this phase may need to be 

extended into the Fall 2021 semester (Participatory Budgeting Project, 2021). The project 

proposal development phase began with SSC members familiarizing themselves with the 

data collected from the needs assessment, the various ideas collected, the feedback that 

streamlined or negated ideas for approval, and which ideas were approved to move 

forward. The stakeholder groups then divided themselves into smaller groups to create 
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the proposal for each of the project ideas. Each idea proposal needed to include a 

description of the project and rationale as to how the project would support the PXU 

school safety efforts. The proposal also needed to include a cost estimate, and if needed, 

obtained vendor quotes. SSCs were instructed to conduct additional field research for 

each of the project ideas, with examples of field research including campus site visits, 

community mapping, and school community interviews. PBP introduced a few tools to 

help with creating effective project proposals.  

One tool was Idea Ranking, a method used to evaluate the different project ideas 

based on three main criteria: need, feasibility, and impact. For need criteria, SSCs would 

examine the proposed idea and ask three questions: Does this idea meet needs from the 

Needs Assessment? Was this idea proposed multiple times during Idea Collection? Will 

this idea be funded outside of the SCHOOL PB process? For the feasibility criteria, SSCs 

also asked three questions: Have similar projects been implemented elsewhere, and what 

were the results? Does this project meet the funding parameters? Do relevant 

stakeholders and decision-makers believe this project is feasible? To address the impact 

criteria, SSCs asked these questions: Will the project have a high impact on the PXU 

community? Will the project serve underrepresented community members? How many 

people will be impacted by this project? The SSCs were instructed to rank each idea on a 

1-4 Likert scale using these nine questions as a guide. 

A second tool SSCs were encouraged to use was a Field Research Guide to 

evaluate the idea's placement, use, and relevancy. If the project idea would be physically 

tangible, SSCs would conduct a site visit or observation of their campus to assess the 

project’s location and feasibility, as well as the overall design of the project idea. SSCs 
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would also conduct a community mapping exercise to explore the project’s use among 

the various campus stakeholders. Lastly, SSCs would conduct short interviews or polls 

about the different ideas to gauge how their PXU school community would make use of 

the project idea. Following the use of these two tools, SSCs were instructed to begin 

filling out the project proposal development form for each of the approved project ideas.  

Fall 2021 

As was anticipated, the proposal development phase did need to be extended into 

the Fall 2021 semester, alongside concerted efforts to re-engage existing members and 

recruit new members for the SSCs. Throughout the Fall semester, the re-engagement 

efforts ranged from social media campaigns, surveys, and word-of-mouth recruitment. At 

this same time, PGI and SIRC had completed two scoping literature reviews, one on the 

history and harms of SROs and the other on school safety alternatives in lieu of SROs. 

Both reviews were helpful in framing the issue of SROs with members of the SSCs as 

they joined meetings to assist with proposal development. These reviews were also 

shared with the PXU governing board, district personnel involved in the School PB 

process, the team at PBP, and the greater public, as the reviews were posted as open 

access both on PGI’s and SIRC’s websites.  

Admittedly, enthusiasm and engagement in the PXU School PB school safety 

process waned during the Fall 2021 semester, with the process coming to a standstill, due 

to various factors. For one, the new academic year introduced several new administrative 

leaders, both at the school and district level, who had not yet understood or embraced the 

School PB process. Two, PXU had transitioned back to in-person school but at the same 

time was embroiled in a court battle over the district’s policy to require masks due to the 
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continuation of the COVID-19 pandemic and the vulnerability of PXU’s school 

community populations -thus, much of the administrative attention and efforts was 

focused on that issue. Third, with the transition back to in-person learning, many school 

administrators and educators focused on ensuring students had the basic resources and 

tools they needed to thrive academically, socially, and emotionally after enduring remote 

learning for over a year. In other words, as a key actor within the School PB process put 

it, “staff are too overwhelmed to move School PB work forward” and “I can’t tap from a 

dry well” (Anonymous, 2021). In effect, during the PXU governing board meetings in the 

Fall of 2021, little mention was made of school safety in relation to the School PB 

process. 

Other external, yet parallel, issues detracted from attention or concerted efforts on 

oversight or support of the School PB process. These other issues included the PXU 

redistricting process and the gearing up for upcoming elections, in which several of the 

PXU Governing Board member seats would be open, and some of the members were 

focused on re-election campaigns for positions within the PXU Governing Board, the 

City of Phoenix, and the Arizona State Legislature. It should also be noted that in August 

2021, the U.S. Department of Justice announced a federal investigation into the Phoenix 

PD for several reasons, including retaliatory behaviors for First Amendment activities, 

unlawful search and seizure, and discriminatory policing (Office of Public Affairs, 2021). 

While internal and external shocks had affected the PXU School PB school safety 

process, two school shootings occurred at the end of November 2021, with one 

happening at Cesar Chavez High School within the PXU district. The other school 

shooting occurred in Michigan, with the student perpetrator murdering four other students 
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and injuring seven others, including a teacher. The incident at Cesar Chavez involved one 

15-year-old and one 16-year-old involved with the sale of a ghost gun, a gun that is 

bought piecemeal and assembled in one’s home, often without the requirement to register 

the weapon in any way once constructed (Hernandez et al., 2021). Because the 15-year-

old used fake money to purchase the gun from the 16-year-old, the 16-year-old returned 

to confront the 15-year-old, but the 15-year-old used the gun to shoot the 16-year-old. 

The 16-year-old survived, and both have since been charged. 

Immediately after the Cesar Chavez incident, PXU’s decision not to renew the 

contract for SROs came under strict scrutiny from the PXU school community and 

beyond. The media quickly zeroed in on the district’s lack of SROs, posing questions as 

to whether having a police officer on campus would have prevented the shooting from 

taking place or been able to respond faster. Superintendent Gestson and two Governing 

Board members arranged for a community town hall at Cesar Chavez High School to 

listen to and provide a path forward to addressing the community’s concerns about and 

recommendations for school safety. Cesar Chavez school community feedback centered 

on both hardening the school campus (use of metal detectors, fences, cameras, and not 

allowing backpacks) and increased training and staffing, including the staffing of SROs.  

December 2021 

At the December 2, 2021, Governing Board meeting (Phoenix Union High School 

District, 2021), the board addressed the shooting incident and Cesar Chavez school 

community comments, followed by a review of the PXU Next Generation Safety and 

Security (NGSS hereafter) Plan that was adopted in 2018 and a discussion of ways to 

broaden awareness of the plan’s twelve components and methods to bolster adherence 



128 

and investment of resources to the components. During the meeting’s public comment, 

one speaker asked for a greater emphasis on socioemotional learning opportunities across 

all campuses, and another reinforced the need for school safety protocols to be engrained 

within the day-to-day routines of the school. Another thanked PXU leadership for their 

response to the Cesar Chavez shooting and the after-incident support their campus 

received. When discussing how the Cesar Chavez school community was navigating 

post-incident, another speaker who was an employee on that campus said that when 

checking in with the students on their emotional state, the response was, “Gun violence at 

school is America.” This speaker continued to share that the students worried about 

desensitization to this phenomenon and that adults were not reacting as strongly as they 

should in that “they are reluctant to set boundaries for those who are doing wrong.” 

Pointedly, the speaker shared that the students spoke of their “fear, lack of hope, and 

discouragement that the adults in their lives have the will or the means to keep them 

safe.” 

At this meeting, the PXU School PB school safety process was finally mentioned. 

During the discussion of the NGSS plan and PXU school safety broadly, Governing 

Board Member Prescott inquired how the different components of the plan could be 

supported through the School PB process “because that is school safety dollars we have 

tied up into that process that we can allocate to different things based on what the 

community wants” and advocated for a “reinvest[ment] into the School PB process.” 

Governing Board Member Parra cautioned the board from rushing to make policy 

decisions following the Cesar Chavez incident and encouraged the involvement of school 

campus security “as thought partners” in school safety decisions moving forward. 
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Governing Board Marquez inquired into the district’s threat assessment report, which 

Alyssa Tarkington, Executive Director of Student and Family Services, cited as being in 

compliance but would be helpful to review, and the current student-to-counselor ratio, 

which Superintendent Gestson cited to be 325:1. Governing Board Member Pastor 

encouraged more study sessions with the board and a possible case study to explore and 

address root causes of violence and safety concerns happening in homes and within the 

community. She followed this by seeding the idea for a community dialogue on the 

NGSS plan, with the community group being composed of diverse voices, including 

police officers. Additionally, she asked for data on whether an SRO on campus would 

have prevented or responded faster to the Cesar Chavez incident and for tangible school 

safety plans to be more readily implemented “and not three years later.” 

January 2022 

At the January 6, 2022, PXU Governing Board meeting, Superintendent Gestson 

voiced renewed efforts to recruit interest and support for the School PB process alongside 

a host of other initiatives related to school safety: a push for a holistic school safety 

campaign (including COVID-19 response), a re-examination of law enforcement use 

within the district, the inclusion of multi-tiered systems of supports for students, a review 

of the district’s safety structures and systems, and an increase in resources for campus 

safety teams (Phoenix Union High School District, 2022b). He shared that Alyssa 

Tarkington, Executive Director of Student and Family Services, was working to 

(re)engage the PXU school communities in the School PB process and asked for an 

update at the next meeting. Superintendent Gestson also cited having received a report 

from the district’s Certified Teachers Association (CTA) regarding the absence of SROs 
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from campuses and shared that there would be a concerted effort to undertake research on 

school safety practices broadly. 

Again, Governing Board Member Prescott raised the School PB process for 

discussion, asking what the engagement rates had like been in the process so far and, if 

needed, what other steps could be taken to increase engagement. Superintendent Gestson 

responded that engagement “has been tough” and that efforts to have individual SSCs for 

each stakeholder group on every campus were no longer feasible in that “we couldn’t get 

even enough people in this environment, parents, teachers, and students, to lead a team on 

a campus,” so each school site had one to two representatives serving on the district-wide 

steering committee. Executive Director of Student and Family Services Alyssa 

Tarkington echoed the engagement challenges and offered methods she and her team had 

taken to overcome some of these challenges. These included direct outreach to the 

leadership teams on each PXU campus, working with community organizations to serve 

as intermediaries in contact and recruitment, and calls for recruitment via social media 

and other communication outlets used by the district. Overall, Alyssa Tarkington did 

admit that participation was higher last year, but also that the “ideas were created, so we 

just need to get through that research phase so that we can finalize an opportunity to 

ballot items and campaign.”  

Governing Board Member Prescott continued the discussion and mentioned that 

the employees and employee groups he had been speaking with “felt that safety was a big 

issue but that they didn’t have a voice in it.” Governing Board Member Prescott shared 

that when he would then mention the School PB process with these employees and 

employee groups, many stated that while the process was taking place on their campuses, 
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not many people were participating. Governing Board Member Prescott followed this by 

encouraging continued outreach for engagement with the School PB process and ensuring 

that “when people have issues with what is happening on their campus, they know there 

are avenues available where they can speak” with the School PB process as one example. 

City of Phoenix Vice Mayor and PXU Governing Board Member Pastor (she had 

recently won her race for the position of Vice Mayor in the municipal election) added an 

additional inquiry of wondering if the School PB process could be implemented within 

the elective classes or “where there’s community service” to gather more involvement 

and interest. 

February 2022 

At the governing board meeting of February 3, 2022 (Phoenix Union High School 

District, 2022c), Superintendent Gestson raised for discussion the restructuring of the 

PXU Student and Family Services Division. The move would effectively transfer some of 

the existing safety infrastructure and personnel from the Student and Family Services 

Division to an entirely new division solely focused on safety in terms of hardening 

campuses (fences, alarms, cameras), managing health and disease and addressing injuries, 

bolstering discipline policies and protocols (drills, threat management), and organizing a 

district-wide team (with both campus security teams and district security lead teams) to 

support this new division. Superintendent Gestson finished the explanation by asking the 

board to motion for the change if in favor. Governing Board Parra put a motion forward, 

and Vice Mayor Paster seconded it. 
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March 2022 

During the March 3, 2022, governing board meeting (Phoenix Union High School 

District, 2022d), Superintendent Gestson reminded the board that they had approved a 

new Safety Division and an Executive Director position to oversee the Division. 

Superintendent Gestson gave updates on this transition: PXU was in the midst of final 

interviews for the Executive Director position, beginning interviews for the Safety 

Director position were underway, and the job descriptions for the regional support 

positions would be ready for review next month. Additionally, Superintendent Gestson 

shared that a new organizational chart of the safety division would be created and ready 

for the governing board and public review. 

April 2022 

On April 14, 2022, the governing board reviewed the progress of the Safety 

Division. Superintendent Gestson shared that Claudio Coria was selected as the new 

Executive Director and the organizational structure of the Safety Division had been built 

out, beginning with safety supervisor positions at every campus through district-level 

safety supervisors who oversee a region of schools and a Campus and Community Safety 

Director (Phoenix Union High School District, 2022e).  

May 2022 

During the May 5, 2022, meeting, the PXU governing board focused on the topics 

of the student code of conduct, discipline data, and law enforcement usage (Phoenix 

Union High School District, 2022f) with a presentation by Claudio Coria, the new 

Executive Director of the Safety Division, and Alyssa Tarkington, Executive Director of 

Student and Family Services. The current code of conduct outlined both interventions and 
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consequences, with a strong emphasis on restorative practices and mediation, but Alyssa 

Tarkington shared that they were reviewing the code of conduct alongside input from the 

PXU community. Student referrals for intervention were also outlined as a collaborative 

approach to address a myriad of student needs. Counselors, educators, administrators, 

community liaisons, social workers, and nurses were listed as having a role in referring 

students for housing and food insecurity, medical concerns, social emotional health, 

absences and truancies, academic concerns, and emergency assistance. 

Alyssa Tarkington then presented data on student discipline to the board. When 

comparing enrollment percentages with major behavior incidences and in-school and off-

campus suspensions, Hispanic Males, Black Females, and Black Males were 

disproportionately overrepresented in the discipline data. Alyssa Tarkington then 

discussed two possibilities in moving forward in addressing student discipline more 

equitably. One, she pointed out that addressing student behavior must be confronted 

alongside staff’s unconscious biases, and two, when assigning consequences to students, 

they must be fitting of the behavior and equitably assigned and enforced. Alyssa 

Tarkington also shared that Claudio Coria’s team had launched a task force to address the 

disproportionately specific to Black and African American students. 

Governing Board Member Ross reacted with sadness sharing that the data had not 

improved during her tenure as a board member (four years) and proposed that PXU staff 

needed opportunities to address their implicit biases when working with children since 

“at the core of all this are children with unmet needs.” Governing Board Member Parra 

thanked Alyssa Tarkington and Claudio Coria for their work on compiling the data since 

this data had not been shared or analyzed during her time on the board. She followed by 
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acknowledging that “the data does demonstrate that we are disproportionately 

disciplining, in particular, our Black and brown boys” and pushed for equipping PXU 

school site staff with the support and tools to address the root causes of these behaviors, 

including the increase in security staffing, parental engagement, and an inclusive school 

community-wide approach. 

Claudio Coria transitioned to speak about updates with fully staffing the Safety 

Division for the following 2022-2023 school year, current law enforcement support and 

interactions (including student arrest data), and the work being done on researching 

safety and policing within school communities. He spoke of a research partnership with 

the Grand Canyon Institute (GCI hereafter) to explore “similar districts nationwide and 

how they manage safety to include law enforcement or no school-based police officers” 

with the goal to “propose either a short-term or long-term solution or solutions to law 

enforcement usage.” Claudio Coria also shared the next steps in PXU’s school safety plan 

trajectory and specifically listed Complete Participatory Budgeting voting beginning in 

May, prepare to implement winning ideas in 2022-2023, and said that he “was excited 

about the work that our Participatory Budgeting is focused on, they are focused on safety, 

and I’m hearing some really cool proposals.”  

During public comment, school safety was one of the top concerns. One speaker 

who identified as an educator within PXU asked for a more data-driven approach to 

creating policy on school safety, questioning, “Are you seeking information regarding 

student and staff safety from all experts? Are you coming to campuses and witnessing the 

issues firsthand? Are you dictating policies and procedures to teachers and 

administration, or are you actively collaborating? Are you talking to the parents who are 
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withdrawing their children from campuses they feel are unsafe?” The speaker passed out 

letters with collected signatures from other educators and reiterated that “teachers are part 

of the team for student success.”  

Another speaker identified as an educator at one PXU school and a mother of a 

child attending another PXU school. This speaker painted a stark difference in safety 

concerns, citing, “As a mom, I have no concerns about my son whatsoever. None. I know 

my kid goes to Bio[science], and he’s going be safe. That he’ll be taken care of. He has 

passionate teachers. […] I want my students, their moms, to have that same feeling that 

their children are taken care of.” The speaker listed concerns with school site 

administration turnover and a lack of support as well. A third speaker shared that they 

taught for one of the law magnet programs and had a long work history within the justice 

system but “felt more comfortable sitting next to convicted murderers and cartel drug 

dealers than walking across the campus.” The speaker cited fights, weapons, and drugs as 

top concerns, alongside defunct gates and doors making the campus accessible. 

June 2022 

The June 2, 2022, governing board meeting focused on the district budget and 

COVID-19 mitigation for back to school in the Fall (Phoenix Union High School District, 

2022g), but four speakers during public comment underscored the need for safe storage 

of firearms in the home and supported the district’s inclusion of the Be Smart campaign 

resources and a document within the student handbook requiring parent and guardian 

signatures that firearms are indeed securely stored in the home. This sentiment stemmed 

from PXU discussing the need for parents and families to practice firearms safety in the 

home and the recent school shooting that had taken place at Robb Elementary School in 
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Uvalde, Texas, on May 24, 2022, and 19 elementary school-aged children and two 

teachers were killed. The officers on the scene did not engage with the shooter until over 

an hour into the incident. 

July 2022 

While the PXU Governing Board would not usually meet in July due to the academic 

calendar, on July 28, 2022, the Governing Board met in a special meeting to discuss 

school safety (Phoenix Union High School District, 2022h). For public comment, there 

were nearly 60 registrants. Given the meeting was focused on school safety, the speakers’ 

comments revolved around the district’s original commitment to police-free schools, the 

School PB process, and concerns about the district not having been more transparent and 

communicative about the decisions having been made regarding school safety and that 

the district still did not have a complete school safety plan in place with the school year 

starting just two weeks away. To add, many of the parents and family members who 

attended to give public comment spoke a language other than English and did not have 

accessible translation services, posing a challenge in navigating communication. 

Several current PXU students and their parents and family members spoke to the need 

for greater involvement and emphasis on student voice and parent and family engagement 

in the decision-making processes concerning school safety. Comments included: 

• “How are you going to run a school […] and just make decisions by yourself and 

not let students have any say or let the parents have say?” 

• “Students deserve education and empowerment, not punishment.” 

• “As it is, we don't have enough counselors on campus, like what are we doing for 

the students?” 
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• “The folks that actually kept me safe were my teachers. That's who we need to 

invest in.” 

• “Our students need to be a part of these processes when you're talking about 

student safety. They need to be involved. Our parents need to be involved. These 

are things that matter to us and that we need to be taken into consideration when it 

comes to creating these processes.” 

• “For me, it's like you are making these decisions about our students, about our 

kids, and you haven't asked us. You haven't put yourself in our position, you 

haven't put yourself in our shoes, you haven't asked, what is student safety? What 

is parent safety? What is actually safety for us? You don't walk in my shoes. You 

haven't asked me about my experiences. You don't know all the difficulties and all 

the things that I am living and now I am experiencing, and my children are too.” 

• “You know, I never knew these meetings existed. I didn't know that we could be 

here. I didn't know about the school board. I didn't know the decisions about our 

students’ safety were being made in these spaces, and we don't get called, and 

we're not invited to these spaces.” 

• “Don't shut down our voices. They're our schools. To some, they're our second 

home. We know that we deserve and should have a say in what changes are being 

made.” 

• “I’m asking you or demanding as well, just the way the same way that you seek 

our vote to get into those positions of power and to sit in those seats that you have 

to include our students’ and our parents’ voices and let us vote on these plans, let 

us vote on these decisions that y'all are making about us.” 
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• “When we're talking about bringing those same police officers with another name, 

SROs, they're still the same cops. They're still the same police officers that 

deported my family. They don't make anyone feel comfortable when they have 

that type of history, and we're here frustrated that you still don't want to listen to 

students, to teachers, and to parents.” 

Additionally, three incoming PXU Governing Board Members, Jennifer Hernandez, 

Signa Oliver, and Ceyshe Napa, expressed dissatisfaction with how the district had been 

handling school safety broadly. Jennifer Hernandez shared the following comment: 

“The board directed PXU administrators to talk to the community and directed them to 
have processes ready to go so that the school principals would be ready this school year to 
move forward without police. They did not talk to the community, and they did not put 
together a process as instructed by the board. We have seen the same level of inaccessibility 
within the participatory budget process where many students and parents who wanted to 
participate were never contacted, were never notified about meetings, and their messages 
asking to be involved were continuously ignored. Students deserve to have their voices 
heard. We deserve to be a part of this decision-making process, and therefore, you cannot 
continue to fund the most violent police department in the U.S., a police department that 
has continuously shown that they are racist and hateful towards Black, brown, indigenous, 
working class, and LGBTQ+ communities.” 
 
Signa Oliver stated: 

 “As a former U.S. Army JAG Officer, I fully understand the Supreme Court ruling in 1989 
DeShaney and reaffirmed in 2005 with Castle Rock that both ruled that police officers have 
no duty in the U.S. Constitution to protect students’ life, liberty, and property against 
private actors. With that said, no funding for SROs should be considered as a measure for 
the safety of students and campuses. Uvalde and Parkland are prime examples of this 
failure of SROs to protect and serve.” 
 
Ceyshe Napa followed with:  

“Our students are in need of more counselors on campus to meet their academic needs. 
Police do not ensure safety on our campuses; rather, having police on campuses increases 
the likelihood of our indigenous, Black, brown, and differently-abled scholars being 
criminalized for age-appropriate behavior. Schools should not be in the business of 
criminalizing their students for age-appropriate behavior, bringing them into contact with 
Phoenix PD who are under investigation by the Department of Justice.” 
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Other speakers included recent graduates of PXU high schools. One shared 

frustration about the PXU school community not knowing the School PB SSC meetings 

had been taking place, “I wasn't aware that these meetings happen, and I think that just 

shows the lack of transparency that happens between students, parents of students, and 

the leadership because we aren't encouraged to attend these meetings, we aren't really 

shown that these meetings happen, and it shouldn't be that way. Students should be able 

to have a say in what's going on in the high schools that they attend, not three years later 

when they graduate but when they're in school.” Another pointed to the fact that student 

voice had been heavily omitted from decision-making processes in school safety, “Y'all 

are making decisions on student safety without the input of the students, so how do you 

know what's going to make students feel safe when you're not even asking them?” Yet 

another spoke to the issue of police presence among undocumented and mixed-status 

students and families, “As a daughter from a mixed-status family, my parents were scared 

to go on campus to go visit me my piano recitals. To go pick me up from school because 

they were afraid that you know the cops were going to show up and they might be 

deported. That's the same situation a lot of these students are going through coming from 

mixed-status families.” Pointedly, another recent graduate stated, “Why are we wasting 

funding on an already bloated police budget?” 

Representatives from local community organizations also participated in public 

comment. One spoke to the non-inclusive nature of the School PB process: "If student 

participation is an issue, then the pathway for students to get involved needs to be 

revisited. As a community organizer, if people aren't showing up to my events, then I 
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need to rethink the way that I'm mobilizing them.” Another communicated frustration 

with the PXU Governing Board moving ahead with a safety plan that had not been fully 

vetted by the community, and specifically the students of PXU:  

“So here we are going to talk about proposals for safety that the community has not seen, 
that the board has not seen, and y'all are going to vote to move forward on a safety plan 
that no one in this room has seen. Does that sound acceptable? Does that sound acceptable 
when we're talking about literally negotiating with the lives of students? The students that 
are here, the students that are coming to this mic, the parents that are coming to this mic, 
these are the parents and the students that are most at risk of police violence. Statistically, 
Maryvale has the most police violence in this state. Police have killed 23 people in that 
district since 2017. Those students deserve to have a look at what y'all are proposing. They 
deserve to have input in what processes are being given to administrators on how they're 
supposed to respond to incidences that happen in their schools and how they're supposed 
to interact with police.” 
 

Following public comment, the Executive Director of the Safety Division, 

Claudio Coria, gave a presentation on the build-out of the division and a detailed 

overview of the accomplishments within the NGSS Plan’s focus areas: Infrastructure, 

Discipline and Restorative Practices, Safety Personnel, and Safety and Wellness. These 

accomplishments included upgraded locking mechanisms, reviews of the student 

discipline policies and data and the student handbook, the design and structure of the 

school safety teams including training, the establishment of resource centers on each 

campus, staff wellness, and an increase in hiring certified staff for additional support. 

Claudio Coria also discussed a result of the GCI report being to shift away from school-

based police officers to a community or regionally-based model, and turned the mic over 

to the folks from GCI to share more of their findings. 

Amy Pedotto with GCI shared their report's purpose and methodology, followed by 

findings that spanned both the content and process. Content-wise, the GCI team found 

school safety plans to be most effective when there was the least amount of contact with 
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law enforcement, but not necessarily none at all. Instead, there should be safety teams in 

place. For the process, Amy Pedotto shared that an undertaking like reimagining school 

safety requires a substantial amount of time and an investment in building the internal 

capacity within each school alongside a healthy student culture.  

For recommendations, the GCI report outlined the following (Rethmann et al., 2022): 

• Develop clear policies and procedures to ensure consistency across school 

campuses. 

• Develop a formal agreement with Phoenix PD to define engagement and 

accountability. 

• Adopt a phased approach, starting with developing specific safety protocols. 

• Build the internal capacity of schools through resources, training, and support. 

Superintendent Gestson continued the meeting by discussing the divestment the 

district had made concerning the use of law enforcement over the previous two years. He 

shared that while PXU no longer has the one officer, one school model, the district does 

still contract with police for mandatory reporting purposes, large school events like 

sporting games, and having a regional response officer. The current expenditures on 

police contracts were $670,000, down from $1.8 million in 2019. Superintendent Gestson 

also shared that the district would be exploring the adoption of a 360 Analysis protocol 

following all major incidents to “further clarify responsibilities and engagement of school 

personnel and law enforcement.” Part of this plan also included the initiation of 

developing an Inter-Governmental Agreement (IGA) with the City of Phoenix for a 

community or regionally-based model of policing, a modification to current policies 

involving non-violent infractions, the creation of a family and student victim advocate to 
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assist students and families with the complexities of the legal system, and the formation 

of a regional crisis response team model existing of wrap-around services. 

Governing Board Member Marquez brought up the School PB process, inquiring 

about the $1.2 million dollars that had been allocated to the process from the previous 

years without SRO contracts. Superintendent Gestson explained that some of the funding 

had been allocated to the following year’s budget but that other funding had been spent 

building out the district’s new Safety Division. Alyssa Tarkington jumped in to provide 

some added context and stated, “We’re ready with the launch of school to launch voting. 

We have completed the process.” Governing Board Member Marquez asked, “It sounds 

like the community doesn't feel like they've been included, so what are we voting on?” 

At this point, and probably to counter some of what was shared during public 

comment, Alyssa Tarkington recapped the process from the School PB previous year, 

citing involvement efforts with the community organizations Mi Familia Vota, LUCHA, 

Poder, and Puente to organize and facilitate community meetings. Yet, she admitted that 

community engagement was low and “we had campuses that could not get the three 

sponsors” (one for each stakeholder group). She also shared that the timeline had been 

extended twice to recruit greater engagement until ultimately landing on having a district-

wide steering committee for each stakeholder group: students, parents and families, and 

staff. 

Governing Board Member Marquez then returned to his point of the conversation that 

was focused on the budget and asked how much had been spent on the actual process 

implementation. Alyssa Tarkington shared that PBP had been paid around $50,000 and 

several of the community organizations received $2500. Governing Board Member 
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Marquez inquired into who PBP was, and at that point, Governing Board Member 

Prescott requested a detailed budget report on the School PB process thus far to be ready 

to review for the next meeting. He requested this budget report include the numbers on 

proposals submitted, who has been engaged, who submitted feedback on proposals, etc. 

Governing Board Member Prescott also acknowledged that: 

“There have been community groups who felt like they were shut out of the process, and 
there were students and parents who wanted to participate, and they weren't able to connect. 
So really, for me, looking forward is knowing that we have at least a couple more months 
because we haven't had the final vote yet. How can we really engage those community 
groups? How can we really engage students and parents knowing that we're a certain 
process through this participatory budgeting process? How can we really re-reinvigorate 
the process and make sure that we use the remaining time we have as strongly as possible. 
Personally, I would love to see re-engagement with those community groups. I'd love to 
see really focusing on how we can connect any students and parents and opening it back 
up if there is a budget connection.” 
 
August 2022 

At the August 4, 2022, Governing Board Meeting, Superintendent Gestson began 

by recapping the School PB process, introducing the timeline of process implementation 

alongside accomplishments (Phoenix Union High School District, 2022i). Superintendent 

Gestson noted that the final voting stage would be delayed to allow for better participant 

recruitment and outreach. The new timeline listed voting as happening in late September, 

with October beginning the winning project implementation that would continue for the 

rest of the 2022-2023 academic school year. Superintendent Gestson did share some of 

the approved projects for the ballot, such as “Let’s Restore Restorative Justice,” “Mental 

Health Matters, Too,” “A Curriculum that Cares,” and “Key Card Access.” 

The governing board continued the conversation on the different aspects of school 

safety that had become a mainstay in their meetings, including using officers for 
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mandatory reporting purposes, the NGSS, and how to handle nonviolent offenses. There 

were also several motions made and seconded. For one, Governing Board Member Pastor 

motioned to authorize off-duty police officers as needed, with monthly expenses not 

exceeding $55,000. Two, Governing Board Member Pastor requested additional funding 

for public participation and engagement on proposed student safety plans within the 

School PB process. Three, Governing Board Member Pastor requested that a reporting 

process to address police misconduct be made available to all students and families. 

Another motion made by Governing Board Member Pastor was the formation of a Safety 

Committee that would include: “at least one student representative, one parent 

representative, one representative from the community organization such as for their 

inaction, one administrative employee, one classified employee, one certified employee, 

and one additional representative to be appointed by each governing board member to 

review and develop proposals from today, including the law enforcement roles 

administrative protocols for mandatory reporting and an IGA with the city of Phoenix PD 

to address rules of engagement. Those proposals will be presented to the governing 

board. This committee should do outreach to communities most impacted by policing and 

students throughout the district to hear their input on how to build safety beyond policing 

and safety that focuses on the health and wellness of the PXU community.” All these 

motions were seconded and carried. 

The public comment portion of the meeting had 20 registered speakers, many of 

whom addressed the topic of school safety. One speaker who was an employee in the 

district shared they had reviewed the NGSS and disagreed with using private security to 

manage large events on school campuses. This speaker stated, “I feel it won't work; 
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people just don't see private security as authentic law enforcement personnel, which may 

lead to some people at these events refusing to comply with safety protocols, creating a 

climate for volatile and dangerous situations, and that's the last thing we need when you 

have hundreds of people gathered in one place all at the same time.” The same speaker 

also shared, "'I’m favoring a regional support school support officer to each of our three 

regions in our district. I believe that having the same officer responding to calls leads to 

familiarity and consistency,” but voiced concern over the lack of an onsite SRO.  

Another employee spoke of the same sentiment and said that an onsite SRO 

would provide the quickest response time. A social worker within PXU urged the 

continued partnership with police since it was in the best interest of the child victims she 

works with, and another employee advocated for the continuation of SROs because they 

had seen firsthand the relationships the SRO built with students. Several school site 

administrators and office personnel spoke of wanting SRO presence on school campuses, 

especially during large events like sports games. A parent advocated for the use of SROs 

because “Crime is progressive. Students that do not have consequences will continue to 

make poor choices that have effects on themselves and others.” Additionally, six 

community organizers, a PXU parent, and a recent PXU high school graduate spoke, 

voicing opposition to the use of SROs and the adoption of policies, practices, and 

programs without the voice of students. 

September 2022 

During the September 1, 2023, PXU Governing Board Meeting (Phoenix Union High 

School District, 2022j), Dr. Gestson gave an update on the district’s school safety efforts 

and accomplishments, including the law enforcement expenditures for the month of 
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August, the launch of the PXU safety email, and use and the formation of the members of 

the Safety Committee. Law enforcement expenditures for August totaled almost $27,000 

for 48 officers working an average of 2.7 days. Superintendent Gestson shared excerpts 

from emails received at the PXU safety email account, with most emails either outrightly 

requesting a return of SROs to each individual campus or speaking about the benefits of 

having an SRO on school campus. 

Superintendent Gestson then transitioned to discussing the formation of the Safety 

Committee. Members of the Safety Committee can be described as follows: 

• Demographically representative of the PXU community 

• Regionally representative 

• Seven Governing Board appointments 

• Six Employee Association appointments 

• Two Community organizations selections (Poder in Action, Black Mother’s 

Forum) 

• Six student and parent selections (recruited via 1) an outreach and a submission 

form to indicate interest -received over 200 submissions, 2) campus leaders 

assisted in identifying students and parents, 3) final decision based on 

demographics and region of location, with alternates selected) 

The first Safety Committee meeting took place later in September, with the intent to 

onboard members and review the following: 

• Open Meeting Law 

• GCI Report 

• NGSS Plan 
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• Previous IGAs between PXU and the City of Phoenix/Phoenix PD 

• Objectives and Rules of Engagement with IGA between PXU and the City of 

Phoenix/Phoenix PD 

Safety Committee 

Background 

The PXU Safety Committee was launched on September 17, 2022, as part of a 

governing board initiative initiated by Vice Mayor and Governing Board Member Pastor. 

During the August 4, 2022, PXU Governing Board Meeting, the board agreed to form a 

Safety Committee tasked with “studying a wide range of safety aspects and how they 

impact our communities […] includ[ing] assessing beliefs, attitudes, and experiences 

with the use of law enforcement in our district.” The rationale for the Safety Committee 

stemmed from a two-year-long initiative to reimagine school safety that included an on-

again and off-again School Participatory Budgeting (SPB) process, countless 

deliberations among PXU Governing Board Members, and many impassioned PXU 

school community members who spoke during public comment at those Governing 

Board Meetings. 

Through the review of key documents and engagement with the PXU school 

community, the committee would create a menu of recommendations on navigating 

school safety to be presented to the PXU Governing Board. The recommendations would 

include ways the district could work with the City of Phoenix and the Phoenix PD, 

possibly through an IGA, to utilize law enforcement to a degree. Key documents used to 

inform included: 
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• GCI Report 

• NGSS Plan 

• Previous IGAs between PXU and the City of Phoenix/Phoenix PD 

• Objectives and Rules of Engagement with IGA between PXU and the City of 

Phoenix/Phoenix PD 

Additionally, the Safety Committee was slated to have monthly meetings from September 

through December 2022, with recommendations for the PXU Governing Board to follow. 

 While the Safety Committee was never formally called a CA, the initial design of 

the process and participant group supported the defining features of a CA. For one, the 

formation of the participant group presented at the September 2022 Governing Board 

meeting was designed with the intent of having an inclusive representation of the PXU 

school community. Two, the participants would meet over a predefined period to learn 

and discuss recommendations concerning school safety and SROs. Third, participant 

learning would be drawn from existing documents and reports, district-wide data, and 

some scheduled guest speakers. Also, a large portion of the meetings would be allocated 

to deliberation. Given these unique design features, the PXU Safety Committee was 

similar in design to a CA. 

Actors 

The PXU Safety Committee began as a committee of 21 people meant to 

demographically and regionally represent the PXU school community. The PXU 

Governing Board members each appointed one person (seven total), the PXU employee 

associations -the Classified Employees Association (CEA), the Certified Teachers 

Association (CTA), and the Administrators Association (AdA)- each selected two 
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members (total of six), two community organizations had one representative each (one 

from Poder in Action, the other from the Black Mother’s Forum), and three students and 

three parents were selected from a pool of recommendations and applicants based on 

their demographics and region. Over the course of the ten Safety Committee meetings, 

there was some attrition, and the committee ended with 15 members. 

During the first Safety Committee meeting, the members introduced themselves, 

including their name, affiliation, role, pronouns, and what brought them into the space. 

The following self-descriptions were provided by each of the committee members: 

• Vanessa Jimenez (she/her/hers) represented the Classified Employees Association 

(CEA). She has been an employee of PXU for 27 years who currently serves as an 

Education Support Professional. She is also a parent and part of her desire to join 

was she wanted to make sure the support professionals have a voice and safe 

space to share their concerns on safety. 

• Lance Long (he/him/his) represented the Classified Teachers Association (CTA). 

He is a teacher at Franklin Police and Fire High School who was asked by the 

CTA president to attend. 

• Gladiela Lopez-Felix is a youth organizer who represented Poder in Action. She 

wanted to join the committee because she believes it is important to include the 

community, students, and staff in decisions about their safety. 

• Ivan Marquez (he/him) is a student who represented South Mountain High 

School. He shared that he feels his school’s area is unsafe, particularly after there 

has not been an SRO present. 
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• Shannon Hayes is an advocate who represented the Black Mothers Forum. She 

was asked to participate based on her previous engagements with PXU and the 

fact that her work focuses on having safe and supportive learning environments 

for Black and brown students. She shared that she was interested in joining 

because she feels it is important to be in the room. 

• Joe Sells represented the Classified Employees Association (CEA). He is a PXU 

District Safety Supervisor who has been in the district for 28 years. He shared that 

he is participating to protect the students, PXU community, and staff and ensure 

proper safety coverage. 

• Jennifer Hernandez (she/her/ella) was appointed by Governing Board Member 

Prescott. She is an incoming board member for the PXU Governing Board, yet is 

also a community member who has been organizing within the Phoenix area for 

the past five years. She shared that her goal was to create alternatives to safety for 

PXU students, parents, and the community. 

• Marissa Hernandez (she/her and they/them) was appointed by Governing Board 

Member Gallardo. She is the parent of a child within the PXU district but is also 

currently the Cartwright School District Board President (a feeder elementary and 

middle school district to PXU) and the first vice chair for legislative district 24 

committee. She shared that she believes everyone deserves to be safe, including 

students, scholars, staff, and the community, and that safety response times in 

schools need to be improved. 

• John-Martin Rigsby (he/him) represented the Administrators Association (AdA). 

He is the Assistant Principal for Student Success at Trevor Browne High School 
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in PXU who previously was a marketing teacher at Trevor Browne and, before 

that, a student advisor for the Gila Indian Community. He said he joined because 

he wants to advocate for students, staff, parents, and the community about safety 

on PXU campuses and ensure that everyone feels welcome and safe coming to 

PXU campuses. 

• Tom Navarro represented the Certified Teachers Association (CTA). He is a 

Counselor at Cesar Chavez High School in PXU who is now in his 29th year in the 

PXU district, with twelve of those years teaching and seventeen as a counselor. 

He shared that he joined because he has been listening to board meetings and 

decisions being made that don’t reflect the actual needs of the campuses, so he 

wanted to ensure whatever decisions are made within this committee are serving 

the students, staff, parents, and families of the PXU community and are in the best 

interest of the PXU campuses. 

• Ricardo Palomera (he, him, his) was appointed by Vice Mayor and Governing 

Board Member Pastor. He is a seventh-year teacher at North High School in PXU 

and chose to attend to advocate for his students and ensure the committee makes 

the best decisions moving forward. 

• Renee Dominguez is a parent representative of Carl Hayden High School and a 

community leader in the Homedale neighborhood that feeds into PXU high 

schools. She currently has a 9th grader in PXU but has had nine other children 

attend PXU schools. She has been in the community since 1993 and serves on the 

Estrella Mountain Development Committee that focuses on the areas around Carl 

Hayden and Cesar Chavez High Schools in PXU. She joined because she feels 
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that with the rise in violence in schools, PXU must address the needs of the 

students, staff, community, and surrounding business. 

• Yuvixa Dominguez is a student representative in her senior year who attends 

Maryvale High School in PXU. She wanted to participate so she could advocate 

for her peers and teachers. She shared that she believes her participation is 

important as a community member from the west side so she can get others’ 

opinions about safety and get the conversation going about what is going on in 

schools, especially with safety regarding students. 

• Ceyshe Napa (first introduces herself in Diné, a language spoken by the Navajo 

people of the Southwest, including Arizona and New Mexico) was appointed by 

Governing Board Member Marquez. She is an incoming PXU board member for 

Ward 4 who attended North High School in PXU, and she currently serves as the 

interim Director of Early Outreach at Glendale Community College whose 

programs offer scholarships to high school students to take community college 

level classes, including many PXU students. As a community member and parent 

of an eleven-year-old daughter, she shared that she hopes her daughter will 

choose to go to a PXU high school because her own experience at North High 

School was very positive. She also said that she wants to build in a more 

prominent student perspective in the conversation on school safety to ensure that 

students feel safe on campus and look to alternatives to police that do not punish 

typical adolescent behavior. Overall, she said that she believes schools should not 

criminalize typical youth behaviors. 
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• Katie Gipson McLean was appointed by Governing Board Member Ross. She is a 

public defender in Maricopa County, a former educator, and a graduate of 

Camelback High School. Her grandparents, parents, and brother also attended 

PXU high schools. She shared that she is an incoming board member for the 

Creighton Elementary School District and a parent of two young children who 

will be attending PXU schools within the next decade. She has chosen to 

participate because she believes in engaging as many voices as possible to come 

up with solutions for shared issues, and due to the nature of her work and personal 

experiences, she is committed to not contributing to the school-to-prison pipeline 

and inflicting more harm on communities.  

• Martin Perez, Jr. (he, him, el) represented the Administrators Association (AdA). 

He has been involved in education for thirteen years, first starting as a middle 

school teacher in the Alhambra School District, which feeds into PXU. Seven of 

his years have been spent as an administrator, with five of those administrative 

years in PXU, beginning as the Assistant Principal of Student Success at Betty 

Fairfax High School, handling discipline, and now as an Assistant Principal of 

Instruction at Carl Hayden High School. He described his values to be aligned 

with community engagement and collective efficacy and said that he believes 

these values are supported by PXU. He shared that he is also attending out of 

personal interest due to his brother’s experience with the school to prison pipeline 

and his own experiences with discipline and safety in his administrative roles. 

Overall, he said that he looks forward to the community engagement aspect of this 

committee. 
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Absent committee members included Alvan Gray, a student from Camelback High 

School; Cruz Apodaca, a parent with a child at Bioscience High School; Mona Saunders, 

a parent with a child at Cesar Chavez High School; Bahney Dedolph, an appointee of 

Governing Board Member Alston; and Erika De La Rosa, an appointee of Governing 

Board Member Parra. 

Additionally, the following self-descriptions and roles of support were provided by 

each of the PXU Leadership individuals who would be involved with the Safety 

Committee: 

• Claudio Coria is Executive Director of Safety for PXU who has been 

communicating with committee members in organizing the overall committee 

prior to this first meeting. His role with this process will be to support the overall 

committee's work materials, resources, and communication. 

• Remy Nunez serves as Claudio Cora’s assistant and has been supporting the 

communication and logistics of the committee. She invited the committee 

members to reach out with questions at any time. 

• Thea Andrade also supports the logistical needs of the committee, including 

meeting set-up and resources, such as providing name tents for these meetings to 

be able to recognize each other’s names. 

• Alyssa Tarkington is Executive Director of Student and Family Services, a 

division that serves the PXU school community in a variety of ways, including 

athletics, college-going supports, behavioral interventions, and wrap-around 

services and community connections for students and families. She shared that 

she would also serve as a resource throughout the committee’s process. 
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• Manual Silvas is Executive Director of Talent and Human Resources. He is the 

parent of current and future students and would also support the committee as 

needed. 

• John Doherty is Principal of Maryvale High School and planned to attend the 

meetings just to observe, but he also has family who work in the district, 

including both daughters and a sister. His wife is a graduate of Camelback High 

School, and PXU has been very important to his and his family's lives. 

• Eileen Fernandez is General Counsel for PXU who would provide trainings for 

the committee members and legal guidance and feedback during meetings. 

There were also two consulting firms hired to facilitate the Safety Committee 

meetings and serve as evaluators during the PXU school community engagement and 

feedback sessions. The first consulting firm, Iconico, describes its services as “leadership 

development, training, facilitation, and capacity building” (Iconico, n.d.), and was 

represented by Carla Chavarria, the Community Building Director, and Luis Avila, the 

Founder and President. Catherine Alonzo, CEO and Founding Partner, represented the 

second consulting firm, Javelina, which offers “powerful marketing and advocacy 

strategies” (Javelina, 2023).  

Safety Committee Implementation  

 September 17, 2022. 

The first PXU Safety Committee meeting occurred on September 17, 2022 

(Phoenix Union High School District, 2022k). Claudio Coria, the Executive Director of 

Safety for PXU, started the meeting with ground-setting information on accessibility, 

such as the availability of interpreters and the ability to watch the meetings in person, via 
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live stream, or as recorded videos on the district’s YouTube site. Claudio also provided a 

high-level description of the committee’s composition of students, staff, parents, and 

community members and the safety committee's purpose and timeline in recommending 

an inter-governmental agreement (IGA) with the Phoenix Police Department (PPD). 

Claudio then introduced Carla Chavarria and Luis Avila from Iconico and Catherine 

Alonzo from Javelina, Carla, Luis, and Catherine each introduced themselves, following 

up with their specific roles and desires for this experience. Next, the Safety Committee 

members introduced themselves, followed by the district leadership and personnel in 

attendance. 

The committee then transitioned to logistics of the School Safety Committee 

meetings, including Robert’s Rules of Order, quorums, open meeting law, public records 

law, confidentiality, and mandatory reporting requirements. Eileen Fernandez, General 

Counsel for the district, led the presentation and discussion on each topic. In speaking to 

the committee about Robert’s Rules of Order, Eileen described this process as “how you 

will operate during your meetings as it allows there to be an organized way for committee 

members to speak and ensure that everyone gets to voice their concerns and their points 

in an uninterrupted fashion. It also allows the whole committee an opportunity to hear 

various points of view so that you can make the most informed decisions on some of the 

decision and action items that you're going to have to make.” 

After outlining some procedural examples of Robert’s Rules of Order (e.g., 

making a motion), Eileen invited questions from the committee about the rules or 

process. The first question was to clarify the adoption of Robert’s Rules of Order and 

whether there was a need for a motion to be made to adopt Robert’s Rules of Order 
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formally. Eileen responded that as a public committee, they must uphold board policy on 

using Robert’s Rules of Order. In terms of looking ahead, Eileen noted that by the next 

meeting, there would need to be a Chair, Vice Chair, and alternate voted in as committee 

leaders. The following questions focused on terms of access to pertinent documents and 

the ability to add items to the monthly meeting agendas -both of which the committee 

members would have access to and the ability to do. 

One of the committee members asked whether these meetings would have public 

comment, and Carla, with Iconico, asked if the committee would like to have public 

comment. Eileen interjected, stating that to make changes to the current agenda for this 

meeting, there would need to have been a 24-hour notice and posting of the agenda; 

hence, there would be no allowable public comment in the current meeting, but public 

comment could be built into future meetings. Another participant asked why the meeting 

would have been advertised as an “open meeting” if the public could not actually 

comment or engage. 

After the question and logistical discussion session, Carla from Iconico shared 

that the committee would engage in some level-setting questions and discussion with the 

hope this would also allow the committee members to get to know one another a bit 

more. Carla began by posing the questions, “What do you need in order to feel brave and 

safe when working in groups?” and “Are there any norms we would like to adopt for our 

committee?” One committee member suggested limiting technology use and being 

present to “allow for all of us to be actively engaged in the questions and the ideas.” 

Another added the need for “staying on track with our time so we can move through all 

of our items and actually have action from the committee instead of getting caught up on 
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items that may not necessarily be on the agenda for that meeting.” Another committee 

member agreed, adding that the committee should be “respectful of time, that we start on 

time and end on time, and that we do stay task oriented.”  

The tone of discussion and comments was also brought up. One committee 

member shared the need to “keep a positive tone, making sure that we're discussing ideas 

and issues and not people,” yet another committee member pushed back on the tone 

sentiment, stating, “I'd hate for us to get into the practice of policing folks’ tone when 

folks are sharing their own personal experiences and sometimes that manifests 

emotions […] folks often will become passionate about many of these issues because 

these are issues that particularly affect people on this committee and so when you become 

passionate about things, it's a little hard to always police your own tone and I wouldn't 

ask that we do that to people who are directly impacted by the actions of the board or the 

actions of this committee.” A committee member followed this by suggesting that the 

committee should assume comments come from a place with the best intentions. 

When asked what community populations they thought would be important to 

hear from, several committee members agreed that there should be credence and 

prioritization of communities most affected by the decisions being made. Pointedly, one 

committee member said, “I think the most important population to hear from and to 

consider is that population that frequents our campuses. […] It's those people that are 

going to be most affected by the decisions that are made by this committee.” Examples 

included students, particularly historically minoritized groups, parents and families, and 

school staff.  
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One committee member explicitly pointed out the disparate lack of representation 

of students on the committee, “I kind of want to get a better student representation here 

because you've got two students, but how many actual students go to Phoenix Union 

High School?” In the same vein, that same committee member also voiced a desire to 

have police representation “because you guys [PXU district] are answering for them, but 

I want to know what they have been experiencing dealing with the campuses on specific 

incidents […] so I kind of want to hear their perspective as well.” Another committee 

member agreed with these needs, both to have greater student scholar involvement and 

someone from the Phoenix Police Department that has, if possible, actually responded to 

one of the calls, whether that be a sergeant, a police officer, a lieutenant, someone who 

actually was on the scene because those are the people that we really want to hear from 

and that's the way we can make improvements by being able to listen to what they have 

to say their perspective as people who were actually on the ground at the time.” 

An additional point was raised concerning language justice as an access point, in 

that “parents and students that come from monolingual families want to come and receive 

the same information as English speakers, and that includes them being able to provide 

comment but also being able to being able to listen to all the information read, all the 

information that's provided to English speakers at those meetings […] I feel like they 

deserve the same access.” In line with access, another committee member inquired into 

how information about the committee's work would be communicated to the broader 

PXU school community beyond social media. Other topics discussed revolved around 

future meeting logistics and plans, including allowing public comment, selecting meeting 

dates, meeting frequencies,  
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The Safety Committee then reviewed the NGSS Plan and GCI report. Claudio 

Coria walked the committee through each of the components of the NGSS Plan, while the 

lead authors of the GCI Report, Laura Rethmann and Luis Fernandez, walked the 

committee through their findings. The GCI Report contained a scoping review of school 

safety, including the effects of SROs. The report continued with several case studies of 

schools and districts that had changed their relationship with law enforcement and 

explored what school safety alternatives these other schools and districts had turned to 

and how that decision was being met.  

The first finding of the GCI Report focused on the process and timeline of 

reimagining school safety, positioning the planning and design as integral to an 

initiative’s success: “in many ways, the political will to develop a new model might have 

gotten ahead of the practical ability to do so, which kind of resulted in these unforeseen 

gaps in their design and additional challenges that they think could have been avoided if 

they had perhaps taken more time or had done this through a more intentional process.” 

The second finding pointed to the need for more mentors and supportive adults on school 

campuses especially in the form of “safety personnel teams or other staff to function as 

mediators with the goal being that safety teams can support students and families and 

prevent police contact from escalating.” Recommendations included the district 

developing clear policies and procedures across all campuses for consistency, the district 

developing a formal agreement with the Phoenix PD, the district adopting a phased 

approach to safety reforms, including the development of safety protocols, the internal 

capacity of the school being equipped with resources and training supports, and safety 

personnel trained in culturally responsive practices.  
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 September 29, 2022. 

The Safety Committee met again on September 29, 2022, Phoenix Union High 

School District, 2022l). Seventeen of the 21 members were in attendance. Luis Avila 

from Iconico began the meeting by setting the norms that had been agreed upon during 

the previous meeting and having committee members review the minutes from the last 

meeting. One committee member pointed to wanting the meetings to include public 

discussion, not simply public comment, and made a motion for this addition that was 

approved. Another motion was made by a different committee member to move public 

discussion until after several of the agenda items the committee would be discussing, 

with the rationale that the public could then comment on the committee’s dialogue, and it 

was approved. 

The Safety Committee then had to appoint a committee chair, who needed to be 

one of the members. The committee was given an outline of the roles and responsibilities 

of the chair and the process for nominating someone for the chair. Luis asked the 

committee to list qualities they would like to see in a chair. Responses included being 

able to keep the discussions on track, ensuring there is active listening among committee 

members, knowing how Roberts Rules of Order work, being fair, having prior facilitation 

experience, being flexible and open to opposing views, being well-organized, being 

familiar with de-escalation techniques, and knowing and understanding the history of 

Phoenix PD and the community. 

The committee set forth three nominations: Katie Gibson McLean, Marissa 

Hernandez, and Vanessa Jimenez. Each of the nominees was given a few minutes to 

share why they would be a good chair for the committee. Katie shared that in her role as a 
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public defender, she has a good working knowledge of the criminal and legal code, and in 

her role as a national board member of her sorority, she has had to use Roberts Rules of 

Order in those board meetings for over a decade. She also shared her ability to de-

escalate situations since she often does so in her current job, but she also used these skills 

when she worked as an educator prior. Marissa shared that she is a Governing Board 

Member for Cartwright Elementary School District and serves as a state committee 

member for legislative district 24. She feels that she is trustworthy and has a passion for 

children and equity, especially since her own child has autism. Vanessa kindly declined 

her nomination. After a vote among committee members, Katie was voted in as chair. 

The committee then moved to nominating someone to vice chair, following the 

same process. Nominee Gladiella Lopez Felix shared that as a community organizer, she 

has many connections with the youth in her community and has experience in meeting 

facilitation. Marissa expanded upon the information she had shared during the chair 

nomination, sharing that she will be dedicated to this initiative and that she will continue 

to embrace open-mindedness. Marissa was voted in as vice chair, and Gladiella was 

voted in as the alternate. 

The meeting continued with reviewing the PXU Governing Board-provided 

timeline of work and deliverables. The committee shared concerns about finishing the 

work tasked to the committee in December and to what extent the proposed plan will 

require police contact. Public comment was begun after this. Of the three speakers, two 

spoke of the current fentanyl epidemic and one spoke of their experience at the PXU high 

school where they work. Luis finished the meeting by discussing the various GCI 
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recommendations and the committee collectively outlining the plan to collect information 

from the broader PXU school community. 

October 20, 2022. 

In the October 20, 2022, Safety Committee meeting (Phoenix Union High School 

District, 2022m), the committee began by reviewing the NGSS Plan alongside the 

district’s current use of off-duty police officers as a regional model of SROs. Response 

time of the regional model became a concern among several committee members, and 

some members began to ask about the official protocol PXU used for contacting police in 

times of emergency. Luis Avila with Iconico redirected the conversation to the different 

expectations and deliverables the PXU Governing Board laid for this committee. The 

mission of the Safety Committee was shared, along with the seven objectives the board 

outlined:  

1. Develop a law enforcement role in Phoenix Union High School District.  

2. Create internal protocols for law-related issues.  

3. Incorporate Phoenix Police Department protocols (rules of engagement) for law-

related issues.  

4. Determine the role of the Phoenix Police Department in the PXU Regional Crisis 

Response Team model.  

5. Review Grand Canyon Institute’s national research as a guiding document.  

6. Decide on the public input process.  

7. Review and develop safety proposals, including law enforcement usage as 

presented at the August 4, 2022, PXU Governing Board Meeting. 
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With this shift, the committee discussed concerns about delivering on the Governing 

Board’s objectives and requested deliverables by December 2021. Some committee 

members discussed extending the deadline, and others agreed while citing a need for the 

language of the original motion that created the Safety Committee and the expected 

deliverables. Another member shared that this conversation was hard to have without any 

community engagement having taken place, “we don't know what the work is yet, so we 

don't know if it needs to go all the way to the end of the third quarter or if we're going to 

need time. I think a lot of this work really depends on the community engagement that 

needs to be done. We have close to 30,000 students, and we want to get as many of those 

voices as possible top on that faculty, staff, and community members and parents. I'm 

really concerned that we won't allow or we're not allocating ourselves enough time to 

actually do the work because this work will resonate way beyond anyone here in this 

room.” 

One of the committee members, who was a student, pointed out that community 

engagement was contingent upon outreach and meeting format, explaining,  

“It's not about people wanting to be heard or not being heard is that we don't have the 
adequate outreach to our community to our parents, to the students. Students think these 
meetings are long, these meetings are boring. The board meetings are even longer, even 
more boring. Students don't necessarily want to have to participate, but this plan is around 
their safety, this is around our parents, our staff, our community safety, so these are 
important meetings even if they're not the most interesting to attend. We have to incentivize 
our people to be here. We have to do the outreach. We have to do the work. People are not 
just going to show up because they want to be heard or they don't want to be heard. People 
need to be aware of what's going on in order to have that option and to say hey, I want to 
be a part of this process.” 
 

A different member pointed out that the PXU Governing Board could potentially 

have three new members after the November 2022 election and suggested that any 
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timeline changes be made after those three new Governing Board Members took office in 

January 2023. After discussing several different ideas, the committee motioned to request 

to the board an extension of the December 2022 sunset deadline for the Safety Committee 

until March 31, 2023. Several times during this discussion, however, the district’s 

General Counsel had to caution some members against straying from the agenda item. 

The remainder of the meeting focused on the expectations of data collection and 

community engagement. Luis began this portion of the discussion by sharing that the 

expected number of community engagement participants would be approximately 10% of 

the total 46,000 within Phoenix Union Universe, which includes students, staff, and 

families. This would equate to about 4,600 participants and, when broken down, 2,800 

students, 400 staff, and 1,400 families. 

The data collection would take place in a myriad of ways. First, Iconino would 

administer an online survey targeting 3,450 individuals (2,100 students, 300 staff, and 

1,050 families). Second, Iconico would hold community meetings with an anticipated 

total of 250 people. Third, Iconico would administer focus groups with about 70 people 

in total. Lastly, Iconico anticipated the opportunity for community members to engage 

via the PXU School Safety website or through public comment at the Safety Committee 

meetings. Luis then invited the Student Steering Committee members to brainstorm the 

kind of data to collect from community engagement participants. Some examples 

included: What does school safety mean to you? and What is working and what is not 

working? 

The public comment during this meeting had two speakers. One speaker voiced 

support for the presence of police on campus, particularly during heavily attended 
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sporting events. The other speaker said that the committee needed to improve the 

facilitation and organization of the meetings, citing the need for meeting minutes to be 

taken and made public and not rushing to make motions and force votes. 

November 1, 2022. 

The November 1, 2022, Safety Committee meeting (Phoenix Union High School 

District, 2022n), began with a review of the minutes, both as a reminder of what had 

progressed and for committee approval and for an alignment check with open meeting 

law parameters. Other logistics were discussed, such as a schedule for future meeting 

dates. Luis Avila from Iconico shared the different approaches and modalities to collect 

the data from community members to inform the district’s decision on school safety. For 

the community focus groups, Iconico planned to use the region-based approach they had 

planned for community engagement. For purposes of outreach and the holding of 

meetings within PXU school communities, the PXU school district was split into three 

regions: Central (Camelback, Camelback Montessori, College Prep, Central, North, 

Phoenix Coding Academy, Bioscience, Franklin Police + Fire, Linda Abril Educational 

Academy), South (Betty H. Fairfax, Cesar Chavez, ARCH at Chavez, and the Academics 

at South Mountain), and West (Alhambra, PXU City, PXU Digital Academy, Carl T. 

Hayden, Maryvale, Maryvale Gifted and Talented Academy, and Trevor Brown). While 

South had a much smaller list of schools, those schools are some of the PXU district’s 

largest comprehensive high schools and are much further spread out across the district’s 

southern region.  

Iconico would hold community meetings within each region during a morning 

timeframe and an evening timeframe. Meetings would occur on two campuses within that 
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region and simultaneously be conducted with stakeholder-specific groups: students, 

parents and families, certified staff, and classified staff. In essence, this plan entailed 

holding eight meetings daily, one for each stakeholder group in the morning and one for 

each in the evening. Iconico would conduct this model twice for each of the three 

regions, resulting in an overall total of 24 community meetings. The data would be 

collected and reported through both school and region specifics. 

Iconico communicated a goal of approximately 4,600 participants (10% of the 

overall PXU school community population of 46,000). Recruitment methods would entail 

text, phone calls, emails, communication via the PXU app and social media channels, and 

media outreach. All communication would be in both English and Spanish. One of the 

committee members, who was a high school student, also suggested outreach via student 

clubs on each campus. Another committee member proposed broad outreach to the 

surrounding neighborhoods, including local business owners, neighbors, and community 

members. The committee also discussed assisting with recruitment, but the district’s legal 

representative cautioned against sidestepping the recruitment plan Iconico had in place. 

Rationale stemmed from equitable communication and accessibility to additional 

information beyond just what the Iconico recruitment methods would include. 

Luis also shared information about the online survey that would be administered 

to stakeholders from across the district. The survey would have two parts, with the first 

part asking demographic questions and broad-belief questions such as:  

Tier 1 

• Are you a student, family member, or admin/faculty member? 

• What makes you feel safe on and around campus?  
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• How would you describe PXU’s current safety environment?  

• Do you believe there is a role for law enforcement in PXU? If so, what? If not, 

why?  

The second part of the survey explored participants’ experiences regarding school safety 

and law enforcement, including asking:  

 Tier 2 

• Have you ever reported a safety concern or instance on a PXU school campus? If 

so, what was the outcome?  

• Have you had an experience with law enforcement in and/or around PXU 

campuses? If so, what was your experience?  

• What is your biggest concern about safety on and/or around PXU campuses? 

• What resources are most critical to ensure the safety of school campus 

communities? 

• What is the role of the community in shaping safety in/or around PXU campuses? 

When Luis asked for feedback on the questions, one committee member pointed out 

the question, Do you believe there is a role for law enforcement in PXU? If so, what? If 

not, why? being a closed-ended question, thus, participant responses may not provide as 

much detail as desired. A proposed example was What is the role of law enforcement in 

PXU? Luis pointed out that the wording of the proposed example possibly provided a 

suggestive bias that police needed to be included in PXU’s school safety plan. 

Additionally, a committee member suggested adding examples of resources to the 

question What resources are most critical to ensure the safety of school campus 
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communities? Another committee member wanted to know the vehicle or platform for 

administering the survey. 

Regarding survey recruitment, a student representative on the committee again shared 

the idea of working through student groups to garner participation in taking the survey 

from the students within the PXU school community. The district’s legal representative 

pointed to a newly passed state legislation, HB2161, that now required parent 

notification, a review of the survey at least seven days before students would take the 

survey, and the need for parent consent to participate. Another participant wondered if 

community groups could serve as a conduit for recruitment. 

The latter part of the meeting focused on the expected deliverables of the Safety 

Committee as prescribed by the Governing Board:  

1. Develop a law enforcement role in Phoenix Union High School District.  

2. Create internal protocols for law-related issues.  

3. Incorporate Phoenix Police Department protocols (rules of engagement) for law-

related issues.  

4. Determine the role of the Phoenix Police Department in the PXU Regional Crisis 

Response Team model.  

5. Review Grand Canyon Institute’s national research as a guiding document.  

6. Decide on the public input process.  

7. Review and develop safety proposals, including law enforcement usage as 

presented at the August 4, 2022, PXU Governing Board Meeting. 

Luis led the committee in a discussion of these deliverables by first asking the 

members what they would need for these objectives to be achieved, including being 
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provided with any additional information or inviting speakers to present on any of the 

topics. Many committee members shared comments that questioned the GCI report 

broadly, including why that organization was chosen (with one committee member 

wondering if there was a conflict of interest in the selection of GCI), whether their 

research was peer-reviewed, and what other research exists that may debunk the GCI 

findings. Some of the feedback focused on the relevancy of the GCI report since the 

report “claim[ed] that the schools researched were similar to Phoenix Union, uh having 

done research at schools myself, I think there's very little that the schools have in 

common data that correlates to actual populations of Phoenix Union.” Other suggestions 

included being provided longitudinal data about discipline and policing within PXU, 

having greater information about what “research” is, including what peer-reviewed 

research is, whether the committee could do their own research, and what existing 

research findings reveal about what works for school safety. 

The meeting finished with public comments from three speakers. One speaker began 

by thanking the facilitators and applauded the opportunities for committee engagement in 

the different decision-making points. This same speaker also reminded the committee that 

other opportunities exist beyond the police to create school safety and foster student 

wellness and empowerment and that there are many community organizations that “can 

be tapped into that would be more than excited to come into classes and help support with 

recruiting students to participate in this process.” The next speaker also questioned the 

GCI report and wondered if there could be more transparency in their findings and 

encouraged more student and community participation in exploring “how to build safety 

beyond policing.” The last speaker requested a more concerted effort for student outreach 
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for participation and input on the committee’s initiatives and ensuring that opportunities 

are accessible and inclusive.  

November 16, 2022 

The next Safety Committee on November 16, 2022 (Phoenix Union High School 

District, 2022o), began with the chair, Katie Gibson McLean, informing the committee 

that the PXU Governing Board advised them to use the GCI Report to guide their 

decision-making. The committee was then provided the space to ask questions about the 

committee's work before beginning to address the agenda items. Given that the 

November General Election had just occurred and new PXU Governing Board members 

had been determined, the election resulted in two members of the Safety Committee 

being the next PXU Governing Board Members. One committee member asked whether 

this would be “a conflict of interest with elected board members sitting on the committee 

now and moving into the new year, or is their plan to recuse themselves from the final 

vote on this plan?” Eileen Fernandez, the General Counsel for PXU, stated that this 

question was explored when committee members were being appointed, and the answer 

is no. 

Most of this meeting was spent discussing the GCI Report. In response to the 

concerns raised last week regarding the GCI Report, authors Luis Fernandez and Laura 

Rethmann were invited to respond to the committee’s questions. In response to 

questioning the relevancy of the case study schools used in the report, Luis Fernandez 

stated, “I'm not sure it is up to me to say how relevant or not relevant the work is. I can 

tell you that the research is based on a very methodical examination of districts in the 

United States that have found themselves in very similar positions.” Claudio Coria, 
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Director of PXU’s Safety Division, added, “Part of the work that leadership did in 

District is to examine what other school districts that are similar to us across the country 

and how they're navigating this transition and so what can we as Phoenix Union to learn 

from that process […] examine our current needs here in our district and see what can we 

learn from that, what learning experiences worked, what didn't work, what considerations 

we need to take in this transition process.” Laura again gave a recap of the selection of 

case study schools and an overview of findings in terms of their own experiences in 

navigating police-free schools alongside ensuring safety. 

Committee members asked additional questions about the timeline of 

implementing the recommendations from the GCI report, the capacity needed to do so, 

and what initial steps need to be taken. Luis Fernandez answered, “What's happening 

both nationally and here locally is the unfolding, so these processes are being made up, 

and as they're being made up and figured out, folks are feeling in a variety having run 

encountering different kinds of issues as they're doing that in terms of the process.” 

The rest of the meeting was spent further discussing the logistics of the data 

collection efforts that would be led and undertaken by Iconico and Javelina Consulting. 

Catherine Alonzo from Javelina presented a plan of outreach to specific target 

populations, including underrepresented student populations, students with transportation 

needs, students involved in clubs, DACA and mixed-status families, Spanish-speaking 

and monolingual families, coaches and bus drivers, campus support staff, and community 

members with disabilities, who are divergent, or who identify as a member of the 

LGBTQ+ community. Catherine again covered the different methods and tactics to be 

used in a multi-layered, repetitive approach to building awareness of how to participate in 
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the different data collection opportunities. An additional method was added, with an 

open-source toolkit that would offer community organizations, students, and 

administrators the ability to do their own outreach. 

The committee also reviewed the survey questions, some of which had been 

altered based on feedback from the previous meeting:  

Tier 1 

• Are you a student, family member, or admin/faculty member? 

• What makes you feel safe on and around campus?  

• How would you describe PXU’s current safety environment?  

• What is the role for law enforcement in PXU? If so, what? If not, why?  

 Tier 2 

• Have you ever reported a safety concern or instance on a PXU school campus? If 

so, what was the outcome?  

• Have you had an experience with law enforcement in and/or around PXU 

campuses? If so, what was your experience?  

• What is your biggest concern about safety on and/or around PXU campuses? 

• What resources are most critical to ensure the safety of school campus 

communities? 

• What is the role of the community in shaping safety in/or around PXU campuses? 

• Is there anything else you would like to share with us? 

There had also been some additional follow-up questions drafted to take into account 

the feedback from the committee: 

 Follow-Up 
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• Have you used resources or services that are available at PXU schools? If so, 

what? If not, who come? 

• What are your biggest concerns when it comes to school safety? 

• How would you like to receive information around safety on PXU campuses? 

• What does access to mental health services look like on PXU campuses? Is it 

accessible? What other resources are necessary? 

• What is the process to address concerns around safety? 

• Are there any additional safety measures that you like on campus? If so, what are 

they? 

Katie Gibson McLean, the chair, requested that the committee review these questions and 

be ready to decide which questions will be included in the survey. 

Public comment included two speakers. The first speaker questioned that although 

the committee champions community engagement, “How can you creatively and 

intentionally amplify student voices because this is not grassroots, this is very 

institutionalized, and this space is for like an observer is intimidating.” The speaker 

continued by pointing out the lack of student voice and engagement on the committee 

since “There are two current students on this committee, and I've hardly seen their voices 

and ideas amplified.” The other speaker urged a school safety plan not to include police. 

November 29, 2022 

The November 29, 2022, Safety Committee meeting began with updates on the 

various projects the committee was involved in (Phoenix Union High School District, 

2022p). The committee was invited to review the final version of the survey questions 

that would be used for the survey. Locations for the community engagement meetings 
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were also shared: meetings for the Central region at Central High School, the South 

region at Betty Fairfax High School, and the West region at Carl Hayden High School. 

Further, the methods used to communicate the opportunities to attend the community 

engagement meetings on school safety were recapped, with several additions: flyers 

would be sent home to families via Peach Jar, announcements would be posted on the 

school’s marquees, and flyers would be shared with community liaisons and student 

government and clubs. Additionally, the parameters on what would be permissible 

regarding community outreach by the committee were provided: essentially, the 

committee could encourage public attendance and participation in the community 

engagement meetings but could not encourage the public to advocate one way or another 

on school safety plans. 

After this information had been shared, one of the committee members questioned 

how the survey questions were now final. Both Katie Gibson McLean, the chair, and 

Catherine Alonzo from Javelina Consulting shared that this was the third read of 

questions and some edits could be made, so long as they were minor, like spelling or 

syntax. The same committee member also raised the issue of an absence of Phoenix PD 

officers in the dialogue and decision-making around school safety, especially because 

they seemed to be part of almost every conversation and “have knowledge and 

experience of being on our campuses working with our students and families and 

working with staff members.” Katie also responded that the Phoenix PD is part of the 

PXU school community and “are certainly welcome to come to these sessions as 

community members.” Other members agreed that Phoenix PD should have had 

representation on the committee. 
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The same committee member then asked, “Katie's been answering my questions 

and making decisions, so is that the role of the chairperson on a committee?” Katie 

responded, saying, “I feel like I have good answers to the questions, but if somebody 

disagrees a lot with what I have to say, get on the speakers list, and let's have a 

conversation about it.” The committee member continued, “You are directing with your 

responses, and nothing's being done about what I'm bringing up. I mean, I disagree with a 

lot of what you said, so is there anybody, a facilitator, a legal counsel, that can address 

my concerns?” Catherine explained, “The way that we have been handling every other 

request is taking a request, we note them all, and we communicate with the district and 

figure out what's doable. We talk about making sure everything fits, and then we come 

back, and we either have observed the request or explained why it's not possible, and 

we'll follow the same protocol with this request.” Another committee member added, “I 

think as we look at the responses to the questions, it's utilizing it for our task at hand and 

taking out our personal thoughts because one of our norms is respectful of experiences. 

You know, as a Black woman, Hispanic woman, and a mom of two black sons, those 

questions can go a lot of different ways for me, but I know I'm taking that out and 

thinking of the big picture and the task we have at hand.” 

Next, a student representative of the committee asked how the anonymity of 

students would be handled, and if something relating to harm, neglect, or abuse were to 

be disclosed, would there be mandatory reporting protocols in place. Both Eileen 

Fernandez, PXU legal counsel, and Catherine said yes. Catherine expanded on this, 

stating that anonymity could not be guaranteed for the in-person focus groups, but 

perhaps with the survey, although that would also pose a challenge in ensuring people 
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filled out the survey only one time. Katie suggested sharing some kind of disclosure 

before the focus group discussions, and Catherine agreed. 

The remaining portion of the meeting was spent with Alyssa Tarkington, Director 

of Student and Family Service, providing a historical overview of SROs in PXU schools 

and explaining how the district moved into the space of not renewing the contract for 

SROs and discussion that continued to be centered on SROs. A committee member asked 

about the 2018 school safety survey wherein students, staff, and parents overwhelmingly 

supported SROs on campus, yet district leadership agreed not to renew the SRO contract. 

Another committee tried to steer the conversation away from being so heavily focused on 

police by saying, “I do agree that SROs and police have a significant role in our safety. I 

think that's really important. […] I think what's important is that our district does not 

have a safety plan I think a lot of us focus on talking about cops and not enough talking 

about how we don't have a safety plan.” 

Public comment had two speakers. One of the speakers, who identified as an 

employee within PXU, stated that the GCI Report findings are skewed, not legitimate, 

and are propaganda of a pre-determined agenda. Another speaker, who identified as a 

current PXU student, thanked the committee for its efforts with the plan for community 

engagement but still expressed concern with recruitment. Also, this speaker echoed the 

issue of ensuring anonymity of participant responses as much as possible. 

January 11, 2023 

On January 11, 2023, the School Safety Committee reconvened (Phoenix Union 

High School District, 2023a). After approving the previous meeting minutes, the Chair, 

Katie Gibson McLean, and Catherine Alonzo with Javelina Consulting recapped some 
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points concerning the underway community engagement discussions. Catherine shared 

that there had been 110 registrants for the community engagement school safety 

discussions thus far, and about 48 people showed up. For the survey, they had received 

175 responses to date.  Catherine shared the ongoing recruitment methods and 

communication strategies, with several new methods having been added. These included 

a video from Superintendent Gestson, ParentVue and StudentVue alerts, and morning 

announcements on school campuses. When committee attendance was brought up, 

committee members were cautioned about attending these meetings for two reasons. One, 

to avoid a quorum if several committee members attend, and two, to avoid cross-

referencing data to participants since the committee would receive the raw data for 

analysis for the Governing Board recommendations. 

Luis Avila with Iconico shared several high-level findings from the sessions as 

well. One was the need for clear communication about the Safety Committee, the use of 

data from the community engagement sessions, and the long-term effects of these items 

on PXU school safety. Other takeaways included being cognizant of group and power 

dynamics, some of which could have been tampered with norms having been set at the 

start. Luis also admitted to not having made their goals for the number of community 

participants in these sessions, so Iconico and Javelina would add an additional morning 

and evening session at Central High School. 

One committee member asked to review the survey goals and then shared that 

they had attended one of the morning community engagement sessions and wanted to 

offer feedback. The committee member shared that the turnout was extremely low, and, 

in effect, all the different stakeholder groups were then put in one space together to 
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answer the focus group questions. The member stated that there were maybe only two to 

three students in attendance, but “My concern is we did not get genuine feedback from 

them. During that session, my second concern with that is how safe they felt to really 

open up and to give us feedback about how they felt about safety.” The committee 

member further suggested having participants in those sessions introduce themselves, 

wear name tags (the member mentioned this as a factor to foster trust), and display the 

questions being asked on a whiteboard or slide deck presentation because “the questions 

are very in-depth.” Luis responded by agreeing that the need for printed questions and 

name tags would be beneficial. 

Another committee member stated that three students attended one of the 

community engagement sessions. After debriefing with the students, the committee 

member shared that one of the students had said they enjoyed sharing their opinion but 

that the room was mainly filled with adults. Another student voiced a desire “that they 

would have taken more consideration of the student's perspective, mainly because 

teenagers have witnessed a lot in the last few years.” This committee member agreed 

with the stance shared earlier of not attending these meetings since it may actually inhibit 

people they know from fully participating. 

The committee then transitioned into discussing possible components of a school 

safety plan. Claudio Coria, Director of the PXU Safety Division, added that a new 

document, the ASU School Safety Alternatives report published in 2021, was added to 

the committee’s toolbox for exploring and constructing a school safety plan. Claudio 

explained that they would discuss this report in further detail during the next meeting but 

that it was made available for committee review in the meantime. Katie summarized the 
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different data collection sources and how they would be triangulated, “We're taking into 

account the GCI report, we're taking into account our community input, and we're now 

taking into account the ASU report, all of that together to make recommendations on a 

safety model within an IGA and potential Rules of Engagement for the Phoenix Police 

Department.”  

Claudio then presented four detailed options of the district safety plan that the 

PXU Governing Board had used and discussed during their prior meeting. The first 

option was to continue to the current model of using police as necessary, but with 

reduced allocated expenditures in that the district would not spend more than $650,000 

on law enforcement usage. The second option was to transition to the region-based model 

of SROs, which would also entail having a crisis response team. The overall projected 

cost for this recommendation was $500,000. The third option detailed a bridge to a larger 

vision of school safety, and it was suggested to work with local government and have an 

IGA in place. The fourth and final option focused on using 911/Crime Stop, which did 

not include the use of police officers, even those that are off-duty, and instead focused on 

working with the surrounding city for support and implementation. 

Four people spoke during public comment. The first thanked the committee for 

their work and the opportunities being provided for community engagement, especially 

with the inclusion of youth, but cautioned against the use of police in the PXU school 

safety plan. This speaker pointed out that in Uvalde, Texas, the budget portion for police 

in schools was nearly 50% of the total overall budget, yet they did not protect the school 

community. The next speaker spoke of the GCI Report, specifically stating that the report 

labeled all police as racist, yet as a PXU employee, the speaker never witnessed that 



181 

behavior with the SROs. The speaker added that the school-to-prison pipeline has not 

been due to discriminatory discipline; rather, it’s due to the lack of consequences. The 

following speaker shared about a program called Teen Court that has been shown to be 

effective in addressing school discipline issues and in “empower[ing] young people to 

take an active role in the decisions and the things that are going on within the school.” 

The final speaker identified as a parent of a child who attends Central High School and a 

staff member of PXU. The speaker stated that they would like an opportunity to 

participate in or support the work of the Safety Committee because “we are no longer in a 

proactive setting other than what we're doing here now; we're more as a reactive state.” 

January 25, 2023 

The January 25, 2023, Safety Committee meeting (Phoenix Union High School 

District, 2023b) began with Chair Katie Gibson McLean level setting the need to focus 

on ideating the recommendations for the Governing Board, since the agreed upon 

deadline was to be the end of the third quarter of the academic year in March. Luis Avila 

with Iconico then provided an overview on the major tasks for this meeting, including 

discussing the ASU School Safety Alternatives report, reviewing the progress of the 

community engagement efforts, and moving into the first stages of crafting the 

recommendations for the board. Luis also reminded the members of the original intent of 

the Safety Committee by revisiting the motion made by the previous Governing Board 

Member Pastor on August 4th, 2022, in formulating the committee. 

 Before diving into the agenda items, Luis invited members of the committee to 

openly comment on how the committee was moving along, any preliminary thoughts on 

school safety recommendations, and what, if anything, had resonated with them, 
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particularly from any public comments that had been shared at past Safety Committee 

meetings. Comments from members included: 

• advocating for the use of teen courts, citing having heard of their effectiveness 

prior to reading the ASU report.  

• (one of the student representative members) that public comment from the PXU 

teachers advocating for police has disappointed her because “a lot of Phoenix 

Union students are of color, and a lot of the students in these Phoenix Union 

schools are the most impacted with police, so having teachers want police on 

campus when they teach students of color, it’s so impacting and sucks because we 

are the ones that are affected the most […] it’s disappointing and I feel really 

unsafe.”  

• (one of the student representative members) questioning what safety means to 

these teachers and why they are choosing not to listen to students. 

• the need for greater awareness and training in harm reduction, including knowing 

how to administer Narcan in case any students experience an overdose on school 

campuses.  

• while both the GCI and ASU reports offered impactful recommendations and 

solutions, some of the ones outlined in these reports would directly violate certain 

legislative policies or put PXU in a precarious political position if adopted. 

• encouraged the committee to spend more time listening, particularly to feedback 

from the community, and more specifically, from students, on the different 

recommendation options. 
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• pointed out that the school safety recommendation might be more of a balanced 

approach, considering the district’s liability responsibilities and the different lived 

experiences of the groups that comprise the PXU community. 

Luis transitioned to providing updates on the community listening sessions, citing that 

his team planned to have a first draft of community-reported findings available on March 

8th. This draft of findings would be reviewed during the March 22nd Safety Committee 

meeting, with the goal of having a recommendation for the Governing Board by the of 

March. He also cited that the next couple of committee meetings would be dedicated to 

reviewing example intergovernmental agreements (IGA) and drafting the “rules of 

engagement” between Phoenix PD and PXU. A committee member suggested that with 

these topics, it may be beneficial to have a representative from the Phoenix PD present to 

be able “to pose questions about the plan and ask what they think of it.” Claudio Coria, 

Director of the PXU Safety Department, agreed with this suggestion.  

Another committee member also suggested inviting community organizations and 

local businesses that could play a partnership role in the school safety plan, especially the 

organizations and businesses that “students would like to partner with, we place a lot of 

emphasis on what adults want and what adults think of in a school but often times you 

know students are really at the mercy of a lot of these decision-making choices.” One of 

the student committee members agreed with this idea and explained that the Safety 

Committee has struggled to get students involved because “it seems really grown-up, this 

seems really adult, this is too teacher-y, too professional.” This same student suggested 

having similar conversations and meetings like the Safety Committee on school sites, 
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open and available for anyone to attend, which would see more attendance and 

engagement. 

Luis then posed the question of what the different committee members would need to 

enact a school safety plan they are proud of and agree with. Compromise, funding, 

flexibility, options for revision, using a “what’s best for kids” mindset, respect for others 

lived experiences, and open-mindedness were some of the common answers. 

The members of the committee were then invited to debrief their takeaways from the 

ASU School Safety Alternatives report, including language and frameworks that could be 

helpful in shaping a comprehensive understanding of school safety. One member shared 

that the report seemed unbiased in that it simply presented findings from seventeen 

school safety programs and left the decision open for others, like the Safety Committee, 

to decide what to adopt. Another member agreed with the unbiased nature of the report 

and added that the report shared different tools for school safety already being done in 

some places in Arizona. A different member said that the “report took a whole different 

approach” (from the GCI report) by providing trauma-informed and whole-community 

approaches and agreed that some of the programs in the report are being done in Arizona 

schools. Several committee members commented positively on the definition of school 

safety described in the report. Three members voiced appreciation for the mention of 

social and emotional well-being, in addition to physical well-being, for all members of 

the PXU school community.  

The conversation then turned to discussing which of the alternatives could be adopted 

or better implemented with PXU. One member advocated for more parental engagement, 

another member said they agreed with the community schools approach, while another 
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member voiced support for teen courts, democratic schools, peace education and conflict 

resolution, and restorative justice. A different member stated they liked the idea of 

adopting a trauma-informed lens and inclusive policies and practices. An additional 

practice that a committee member wanted to be expanded was substance abuse education, 

and another member wanted to assess which of the seventeen programs had already been 

implemented in PXU schools and what the outcomes have been.  

Some final comments concerning the discussion of the ASU report centered on the 

perceived success in deliberating on the report’s content, with one member citing that 

“this is one of the most successful discussions we have had […] where we are not 

arguing, we are listening to how everyone feels and their thoughts on the article.” 

Another member agreed the conversation was very productive. A final member suggested 

that to prepare the school safety recommendation for the Governing Board, the 

committee should re-read the ASU report and note which alternatives would be most 

beneficial for the PXU school community. 

For the public comment section of the meeting, there were three speakers. The first 

speaker was myself; I thanked the committee for having taken the time to review and 

discuss the ASU School Safety Alternatives report and then provided some additional 

context on specific portions of the report that were brought up during the committee’s 

discussion, as well as a background on our research team and involvement in the PXU 

reimagining school safety initiative and SPB process. The second speaker was a PXU 

employee and parent of a PXU student with a long history of family involvement in the 

PXU school community who spoke in support of SROs because they do not feel safe on 

their school’s campus and they recognize the significance and impact of SROs. The third 



186 

speaker requested 1) a revision of the code of conduct because the consequences do not 

change student behaviors and 2) the restoration of SROs because educators are struggling 

to control their classes because students are fighting and being disrespectful. 

The meeting wrapped up with Luis and Catherine Alonzo with Javelina Consulting 

providing an update on the community engagement process and strategies. Overall, they 

shared they were struggling with community engagement listening sessions and that 

traditional communication channels to share the listening sessions details were not 

working, thus positioning the community engagement goals not on track to be achieved. 

The level of engagement with the survey, however, was on track. 

Luis proposed lowering the goal for the listening sessions turnout while adding 

additional listening sessions events plus targeted focus groups with principal-organized 

groups, student organization groups, and community organizations groups. When asking 

for feedback on this approach, several committee members provided ideas. One was 

using the AI tool Hustle to replace phone banking, and another idea was to partner with 

neighborhood organizations to garner participation for the focus groups. Other 

suggestions included using flyers, morning announcements, social media outlets, and the 

Remind app. 

February 22, 2023 

The Safety Committee meeting on February 22, 2023 (Phoenix Union High School 

District, 2023c), began with Luis Avila with Iconico providing an overview of the final 

three meetings and the different agenda items for this meeting, including an overview of 

the SPB process and different examples of IGAs to inform the PXU and Phoenix PD 

IGA. Alyssa Tarkington, the Executive Director of Student and Family Services, and 
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Cyndi Tercero, the Manager of Family and Community Engagement, were present to 

provide the overview of the SPB process and a mapping of current PXU school safety 

programs and practices that coincided with the ASU School Safety Alternatives report. 

Alyssa first provided a background on the Student and Family Services Department, 

which included the resources for the various wrap-around services that the department 

provides students and families. Several of the committee members added comments 

about the need for more social workers and more funding for education in order to be 

able to provide more of these needed services.  

Cyndi then began the presentation on SPB, defining and explaining the process and 

providing details on the expansion of SPB within PXU. She also shared some of the 

outcomes that students exhibit after participating in the process, including voter 

registration rates, financial literacy knowledge, and civic engagement on campuses and 

within communities. Specific to the reimagining school safety initiative, Cyndi shared the 

timeline and milestones of the SPB process that had occurred thus far in PXU, along with 

the necessary pivots and upcoming district-wide vote. One key point that Cyndi shared 

was the PXU school community’s engagement on Polis which resulted in hundreds of 

ideas and feedback points.  

During the discussion with the Safety Committee members, one member requested 

that the Polis data be shared more publicly, including with the committee and even within 

the Iconico final report. This same committee member also asked for further clarification 

on the monies allocated to the SPB process and raised the question that given the vote 

had not yet taken place on which projects to fund, and PXU had not expended any money 

for SROs, where had the monies gone? Alyssa responded that the current SPB process to 
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reimagine school safety still had the initial $1.2 million allocated for the projects that 

would be voted upon. There was also back-and-forth clarification on whether this 

iteration of SPB included capital projects like it had in the past (Alyssa said no) and 

whether there would be an additional SPB process outside of the school safety process 

(Alyssa said she was unsure). 

Public comment had two speakers. One speaker shared they have been working with 

community organizations for over six years to address the heightened police violence of 

Phoenix PD on local communities. This speaker spoke to the IGA that the Safety 

Committee would be beginning to design, noting that anything that hints at accountability 

for Phoenix PD will be removed or not agreed to and that Phoenix PD has the strong 

backing and support of the local police unions. The second speaker built off the first 

speaker’s arguments, citing statistics of Phoenix police officers engaging in disparate 

policing and the fact that Phoenix PD is under investigation by the Department of Justice. 

As the committee began transitioning to the discussion on the IGA with the Phoenix 

PD, Claudio Coria, Director of the Safety Department, provided the committee with an 

overview of the mandatory reporting parameters requiring contact with law enforcement. 

Claudio also discussed how the district maintains a list of officers they trust to handle 

specific incidents, like child abuse or neglect, and how the district ensures that students 

are protected while at school from an arrest warrant that stems from a non-school related 

incident or the lack of parent consent to interrogation. Claudio assured the committee that 

PXU does not allow officers on school campuses to conduct those actions for these final 

two examples. 



189 

Luis then asked the committee members to share their guiding principle to be 

included in the drafting of the IGA. One member elevated the need for student well-

being, another member said community engagement, a different member said the 

centering of student voice, and a final committee member voiced support for an increased 

understanding of rights. Luis and Claudio then walked the committee through a sample 

IGA, what they called the Charlottesville document, explaining each section and the 

intention behind including specific language or mandates. The committee members then 

posed questions and highlighted areas of agreement from the example IGA.  

The meeting wrapped up with an update from Iconico on the community engagement 

efforts. The focus groups were working well, with three of six having already been 

conducted with high turnout, and the survey responses numbered over 1500, with just 

over half of those responses from current PXU students. 

March 1, 2023 

The March 1, 2023, Safety Committee meeting (Phoenix Union High School 

District, 2023d) began with Chair Katie Gibson McLean providing an outlook for that 

evening’s meeting and the final two remaining meetings. Katie also shared that this 

meeting would be the last meeting where there could possibly be any new information 

presented, and she recapped the various informational resources the committee has been 

privy to and has used in leading up to drafting their recommendation. These information 

resources included the GCI report, the ASU report, the Charlottesville document, the 

crisis response models, presentations on wrap-around services, and the proposed projects 

from the SPB process. She also shared that the community engagement report from 
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Iconico would be shared before the next meeting, as well as a presentation from a guest 

speaker from the Phoenix PD. 

 Luis Avila with Iconico transitioned to sharing some high-level, preliminary 

findings from the community engagement data. These findings were shared as themes 

that had been appearing in participant responses from the survey, listening sessions, and 

focus groups. The themes included: 

• Communication 

• Wrap-Around Resources 

• Safety Infrastructure/Systems (physical elements on school campuses) 

• Relationships between Staff and Students 

• Community Involvement 

• Training and Capacity Building 

• Crisis Response 

• Consequences and Code of Conduct 

• Law Enforcement 

Several of the committee members stated that these nine themes resonated with what the 

committee had discussed as important to school safety and were possible additions to the 

committee’s recommendation to the PXU Governing Board. Luis also shared that the 

final data report would include further details surrounding these themes. 

 The committee then began the discussion of moving forward to drafting their 

school safety recommendation. Luis posed the question to the committee of how they 

would like to proceed with the decision-making process in deciding on the final 

recommendation and presented the following options: 
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• No structure 

• Majority rules (Robert’s Rules) 

• Unanimity (everyone in agreement) 

• Hierarchy (an elected group within a group) 

• Consensus (negotiation for a majority) 

One member advocated for the use of Robert’s Rules because of the use of a formal 

structure. Another member wanted to use consensus with a specific threshold of 

agreement that would be more than” slightly over 50% agreement,” as could often be the 

case with Robert’s Rules, and in addition, allow for there to be something similar to a 

minority report or dissent outlet for those who did not wholly agree with the final 

recommendation. At this moment, the PXU legal advisor interrupted to caution the 

facilitation team that the Safety Committee was bound by Roberts Rules due to open 

meeting law requirements that the PXU Governing Board and subsequent committees 

were legally required to abide by. 

 From here, a committee member suggested pivoting and instead looking at the 

survey results and weighing the different school safety options that each member 

preferred rather than discussing how the committee would vote since that would be “a 

more beneficial use of our time.” Another member agreed, stating, “I always thought the 

committee and the time we would spend here is to be going back and forth, debating, so 

that we can identify the optimal recommendation we will be providing. […] and isn’t it a 

little late in the game to be changing the rules?” Luis responded that these meetings had 

been using dialogue and that the current meeting and next meeting would be spent 

looking at the data and discussing the options. 
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 The committee then transitioned to their work on drafting the school safety 

recommendation. They began by discussing the different recommendations for a crisis 

response model alongside a presentation given by Claudio Coria, Director of the PXU 

Safety Division. Claudio explained that there are certain situations that require a wrap-

around approach to crisis support services, and a crisis response model was proposed by 

the PXU Governing Board as a regional model wherein the PXU district is split into three 

regions (South, Northcentral, and West), with each region having its own crisis support 

team. Crisis support services would be made available via these teams composed of a 

district safety supervisor, a social worker, a psychologist, a leadership coach, a staff 

wellness specialist, a student and family victim advocate, and a support officer. Claudio 

then presented three examples of how the crisis support personnel would assist with 

different situations needing these supports: death of a student, social media threat of 

violence at a specific school, and an active shooter or other imminent threat of physical 

harm. Alyssa Tarkington, Director of Family and Student Services, added that the term 

crisis broadly means an immediate response, and she also gave examples of a gas leak or 

a water shut-off taking place on a PXU campus that would merit such a response as well. 

Claudio stated that the majority of PXU staff are generally trained in emergency 

situations and response, and while they will continue working to get all staff trained, 

these crisis support teams would provide the overall direction and guidance of response 

in crisis situations. 

 At this point, a committee member spoke up, raising points of transparency in 

decision-making and the power that the PXU Governing Board held in making 

suggestions to shape the school safety plan recommendation: 
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I have no issues with the safety team themselves, the teachers, the staff, anyone 
who's here in this meeting today, I don't have any issues with anyone here or what you're 
doing because I do feel like you are doing your absolute best to keep our scholars safe. I 
do have issues however with your board and administration. […] Why do we keep 
pretending like we're doing something that's really beneficial as a whole here when we're 
completely disregarding the members of the community except for some of them. […] I do 
feel like we're ignoring the constituents the stakeholders. I'm one of them. I'm a parent in 
Phoenix Union. […] So my issue here, […] it's really about who's making these ultimate 
decisions and we all know who makes the decisions, it's the board. I sit on the board myself 
I totally understand it all of you were just sent here to do your absolute best to make us feel 
comfortable and I don't feel uncomfortable with any of you or and I don't doubt that you 
have 100% in you every day to keep our scholars safe and to do whatever you can but the 
people at the top they're the ones that are making the mistakes. 

 
The committee members then engaged in a discussion about if not SROs, then 

what other options for school safety and security exist, and some members advocated for 

increased PXU security staff. Claudio responded to the conversation by saying, “We are 

recommending to have an IGA with law enforcement because it does outline the rules of 

engagement or the expectations that we have as a district for law enforcement and what 

law enforcement has for us. For example, selection criteria and potentially training for 

officers that could be articulated very clearly in an IGA. […] So, the IGA would be 

extremely helpful in articulating these expectations.”  

The committee then began to examine the different possible components that 

could be included in the PXU/Phoenix PD IGA. Some of the components the 

Charlottesville IGA guiding document included were: 

• Purpose and guiding principles 

• Roles and responsibilities 

• Communication and requirements expectations 

• Communication and requirements procedures 

• Investigations and searches 
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• Safety audits 

• Review and evaluation of IGA and services rendered 

The crisis response model document shared by Claudio included: 

• Officer selection 

• Training 

• Protection for special needs students 

• Decriminalization alternatives 

• Promoting alternatives to police 

As the meeting began to run short on time, Luis asked the committee to think of any other 

possible components that could be included in the PXU/Phoenix PD IGA for the next 

meeting’s discussion. The committee finished the meeting by spending time generating 

questions for the Phoenix PD representatives who would be attending the next meeting. 

 During public comment, the first speaker was a parent of two PXU students at 

Cesar Chavez High School who was concerned about the development of a hotel near the 

high school. The second speaker presented themselves as someone who works with 

community groups to address the violence enacted by Phoenix police in the community. 

The speaker asked the committee to keep some things in mind as they move forward in 

considering a potential partnership with Phoenix PD for SROs: one, the Phoenix police 

had killed six people to date that year, and two, the Phoenix PD was named in a lawsuit 

violating the city’s charter due to a lack of transparency in contracts with the police 

union. The next speaker was a parent of two PXU students at Carl Hayden High School 

and was concerned about safety issues in this high school that require police on campus, 

particularly students' psychological problems, the current security staff cannot handle the 
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student fights and drugs like fentanyl, and students are taking weapons like guns into 

schools. The last speaker began by speaking about the GCI report, stating the report is 

“not factual” and omits specifics about PXU; the information in the report is about 

policing issues in schools and communities elsewhere, and that real issues in PXU like 

absences, tardies, dug sales and use, and PXU security staff retention are ignored. The 

speaker urged the committee to remove the report from the PXU Safety Committee 

website and collect data on PXU to address instead. 

March 22, 2023 

The Safety Committee meeting on March 22, 2023 (Phoenix Union High School 

District, 2023e) began with Chair Katie Gibson McLean providing an update for the next 

and last Safety Committee meeting on March 29th. Katie shared that the last meeting 

would be starting earlier to allocate an approximately five-hour-long window for the 

committee to deliberate and finish the school safety plan recommendations. Katie stated 

there would be food catered and that the PXU school community was encouraged to 

attend, provide feedback during public comment, and witness the process. 

 In this meeting, Katie started with public comment.  

• The first speaker shared that although numerous PXU school community 

members have asked for the restoration of SROs, the PXU Governing Board has 

ignored such requests and instead created the Safety Committee to discuss ways 

to reintegrate SROs on school campuses -which the speaker claimed was quite the 

opposite since the committee was instead looking at ways to keep SROs off 

campuses.  
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• The next speaker said they would be speaking to the root causes that have spurred 

the different discussions on school safety and SROs, citing those causes as active 

shooters and gun violence. The speaker continued, stating that these challenges 

could not be solved through an introduction of further violence, and that is what 

the police are, “state-sponsored, legalized violence.” The speaker shared that the 

Phoenix PD had already killed ten people thus far this year and urged the 

committee not to entertain an IGA with Phoenix PD.  

• The following speaker who spoke was a student in a PXU school who cited how 

they have experienced Phoenix PD brutality, sharing a situation of when they 

were in middle school and the Phoenix PD SRO pepper-sprayed fighting students 

and bystanders without warning. They urged the committee to reconsider 

partnering with SRO. 

• A youth organizer with Puente Youth AZ shared disappointment with the 

committee’s decision to move forward with an IGA with police instead of 

recommending other school safety options such as mental health and social-

emotional supports. 

• The next speaker was a PXU alumni who shared some facts on Phoenix PD, so 

the committee could be mindful of entering into an IGA with them. They cited 

that over the past ten years, Phoenix PD had shot over 400 and killed over 150 

community members; on average, Phoenix PD points their guns at youth 18 years 

and younger at least once a day; Phoenix PD has been cited as one of the deadliest 

police departments in the nation; and Phoenix PD is currently under investigation 

with the U.S. Department of Justice. 
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• The following speaker stated that the youth’s frontal lobe is not yet quite 

developed. Having Phoenix PD on school campuses to handle discipline matters 

was dangerous for PXU students. This speaker asked what role the Phoenix PD 

would really be playing in school safety. 

• The last speaker brought up the school-to-prison pipeline being used as part of a 

broader ideology when the real issue is that students are not learning the 

consequences of their choices while in high school. 

The committee then proceeded to move into the meeting agenda items, the first being 

a debrief and discussion of the findings from the different community engagement 

sessions Iconico had held through the PXU school community. Luis with Iconico 

introduced colleague Edward Jacob Acuña with Iconico to present the findings from the 

report (Acuña, 2023). Edward began by providing a high-level overview of the report's 

different sections, the measures used to collect data, and the rates of engagement. The 

report was organized by first providing an introduction, followed by the themes and 

findings, then the methodology was explained, and the report finished by describing the 

different data collection strategies and outcomes. Iconico and Javelina collected 2,892 

survey responses, held six focus groups of 15-20 attendees each, and conducted 603 

phone banking conversations. 

 Committee member feedback began with one member asking if the data was 

available broken down by region or school site. Luis said the data would be available to 

view in that manner. Another committee member questioned why a land 

acknowledgment was present in the final report document and its connection to school 

safety and the community engagement data. This same committee member pointed out 
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the cited sources in the introductory narrative, stating that the Wall Street Journal is a 

“left-wing, anti-gun newspaper,” the Gun Violence Archive is nothing more than “an 

anti-gun propagandist organization,” and “Everytown for Gun Safety -what a joke they 

are.” This member then stated that these sources were biased, one-sided, and 

inappropriate -especially because these were the only sources cited. Luis responded by 

saying that as a practice, Iconico always includes a land acknowledgment in their work 

and that the report was written by Iconico staff and does not represent the views of the 

committee or the PXU district. Luis did apologize if the introductory information came 

across as a political statement as it was intended to capture current events concerns of 

K12 school safety with police. 

In response to the Iconico findings, committee members were invited to share their 

reactions, some of those included: 

• Concerns with SROs having contact with exceptional, special needs students 

without proper training 

• Using schools as community hubs for services like vaccinations and health 

and wellness checks 

• Ensuring methods for entry and exit points are monitored and secured, 

possibly with scanned badges or IDs 

• SRO and security staff training in de-escalation techniques and trauma-

informed practices 

• Protection of students’ rights in schools, i.e. unreasonable search and seizures 

• Doubt in whether SROs are most knowledgeable in law to teach civics classes 
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While not specific to any one finding in the Iconico report, one of the student members of 

the committee spoke up to share:  

What I've heard from people that want police is police being discipline. Meeting after 
meeting, that's all I've heard no concerns about safety […] that what they want for students 
is basically having like a police force, which can be really concerning as a student, since 
police don't discipline. They are the reactors to the action that was caused. […] I'm really 
disappointed in the adults who do want SROs on campus. I do really like the idea that 
having well-trained people deescalate the situations with students, like the security team at 
my school. They're really good at protecting people. […] Even having more counselors 
[…] maybe we can have more with the money that we're gonna spend on SROs. […] It's 
kind of disappointing coming on here as a student and having people who come here to 
public comment just come to comment but they don't really stay to listen to other 
experiences, especially experiences like mine. So, as a student voice, please just listen to 
the students that are on here because yes, there should be involved in whatever is going on, 
but there shouldn't be disciplinary actions for students that have to include police. 
 

 The meeting then transitioned to having three representatives from the Phoenix 

PD present to answer questions about SROs and IGAs. This segment of the meeting 

began with Catherine Alonzo with Javelina Consulting facilitating the Q&A, posing the 

questions that the committee members had drafted at the last meeting and having the 

Phoenix PD respond to them. Some of the specifics discussed included the degree and 

scope of collaboration between the school, SROs, and the broader police department. The 

example of Uvalde was used to describe the necessity of leveled communication and 

collaboration. Another point that was shared was the scope of the SRO role in schools not 

to blend into disciplinarians or behavior modifiers. The representatives touched on the 

training involved for SROs and how it differentiated from patrol officers. One 

representative described how the training was often in partnership with the Arizona 

Department of Education, and topics included classes like child development and trauma-

informed practices. This dovetailed into a conversation on how SROs are often required 
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to teach classroom lessons on topics spanning from legal rights once youth turn 18, the 

fentanyl crisis, and court procedures, to name a few. Other topics that rounded out the 

conversation were documentation requirements, alignment of policies and expectations 

between PXU and Phoenix PD, and accountability protocols for SROs. Claudio Coria, 

Director of Safety at PXU, rounded the conversation by adding some PXU context and 

guardrails that the district would need to build into the IGA with Phoenix PD. 

 In conclusion, Chair Katie made an announcement concerning the next and final 

meeting. The committee was going to be tasked with filling out a survey on their 

preferred recommendations for the school safety plan, with Iconico collating those results 

and sharing them out with the members before the next meeting, but PXU legal counsel 

had to step in and remind them of open meeting laws and that this would be a form of 

discussion outside of formal meetings. Legal counsel advised every member to take the 

survey independently and share their own results with everyone at the next meeting. 

March 29, 2023 

The final PXU Safety Committee meeting took place on March 29, 2023 (Phoenix 

Union High School District, 2023f). Chair Katie McLean Gibson stated that the meeting 

agenda was very full, so they were going to start with public comment. There were a total 

of six speakers. 

The first speaker identified themselves as a youth organizer with Puente. They 

expressed their disappointment with the committee’s decision to move forward with an 

IGA with Phoenix PD as part of the school safety model, and because they had done so, 

the speaker asked the committee not to make a recommendation but instead allow the 

PXU Governing Board to create their own safety plan. The second speaker was a PXU 
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employee and parent of a PXU student who asked the committee to put people before 

politics and make a recommendation that aligns with the needs of all stakeholders. The 

following speaker identified as a youth organizer and former PXU student who shared 

their disappointment with the lack of actually reimagining school safety since the 

committee was taking up yet again an IGA with police. The next speaker identified as a 

PXU employee and parent who believed that the PXU safety teams needed help, even if 

that included police, and that school safety also included the safety of employees. 

Another speaker identified as a youth organizer and former PXU student who was 

concerned with PXU entering into an IGA with Phoenix PD due to its violent practices 

and requested that the committee instead ask the board to adopt a school safety model 

that includes some of the recommendations the committee had previously discussed such 

as restorative justice practices, training for staff and teachers, CPR training, first aid kits 

in classrooms, campus entry and exit monitoring, more school safety team support, and 

more. The final speaker wanted to address a comment at the last meeting where one of 

the committee members “dared” anyone to bring data showing SROs misconduct on PXU 

campuses. While the speaker admitted to the data being hard to find since it was not 

tracked by PXU nor Phoenix PD, they were able to locate over 60 examples from across 

the country, with one example being with a Phoenix PD SRO who handcuffed and 

injured an autistic, non-English speaking student for nonviolent misbehaviors. The 

speaker finished by asking the committee to not engage with Phoenix PD in an IGA. 

Luis Avila with Iconico transitioned into the meeting agenda and outlined the three 

tasks of the evening’s meeting: 



202 

1. Determine whether PXU should enter into an IGA with Phoenix PD and what the 

components of an IGA with the Phoenix PD would address in terms of rules of 

agreement. 

2. Review and develop school safety proposals, including law enforcement roles and 

administrative protocols for mandatory reporting. 

3. Develop and adopt a crisis response team model. 

At this point, the committee broke into small groups with chart paper and markers to 

ideate responses to each of the tasks. The committee members spent over an hour in small 

groups formulating responses. Responses were then collated for a whole group 

discussion. 

 The whole group discussion was focused on creating recommendations to address 

the three tasks, using the Roberts Rules of Order and committee member motions. This 

discussion took approximately 2.5 hours and was composed of the members making 

motions, amending motions, and voting on motions. Motion results that passed by a 

majority vote of members on the Safety Committee were as follows: 

1. PXU to enter an agreement with the Phoenix PD (9 Ayes, 5 Nays). 

2. PXU to choose a Law Enforcement usage model to include a School Resource 

Officer at each PXU campus to assist with legally required infractions (mandatory 

reporting, mandatory law enforcement notifications), emergencies, and threats as 

well as Campus and Community Engagement. As needed and when available, use 

of off-duty school safety trained officers for school-day and large event support (9 

Ayes, 5 Nays).  
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3. Adopt the Charlottesville IGA Guiding Principles plus two additions 

(accountability and consistency across campus) (14 Ayes, 0 Nays): 

a. PXU and Phoenix PD should collaborate to reduce and prevent crime, 

violence, and victimization. 

b. Students and adults require different support and any intervention with 

students should be developmentally appropriate.  

c. A shared goal is to minimize student involvement with the juvenile and 

criminal justice systems.  

d. A clear understanding of PXU and Phoenix PD responsibilities is 

imperative in all collaborations and coordinated responses.  

e. Effective, timely community and coordination of efforts when necessary 

are essential for both parties in fulfilling their missions to serve the 

community. 

f. Respect for the rights of all individuals is fundamental. 

g. PXU and Phoenix PD will work together to uphold and promote rights and 

responsibilities for all community members at all times. 

4. Adopt the officer selection and roles and responsibilities list as follows (14 Ayes, 

0 Nays):: 

a. Officers should not participate in school discipline. 

b. Officers with zero infractions and not on the Brady List.  

c. Officers should have knowledge, experience, and/or training with special 

needs students and mental health.  

d. Officers should have a relevant degree to be on school campuses. 
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e. Officers should have prior experience working with youth or training that 

qualifies them to do so.  

f. Officers should also submit a resume for PXU review. 

g. PXU should have a committee of students, families, and administrative 

personnel to select and assess law enforcement selection. 

h. PXU should have a disciplinary record of Phoenix PD personnel.  

i. PXU should hire bilingual officers (multilingual desired).  

j. PXU should have access to officer resumes prior to employment.  

5. Adopt the training list as follows (14 Ayes, 0 Nays): 

a. Officers should use nonviolent tactics and de-escalation, including 

restorative justice practices.  

b. All safety staff should be trained in their specific roles.  

c. PXU should provide training as required by grants.  

d. PXU should provide training that is district and campus-specific. 

e. PXU should have district-mandated trainings.  

f. PXU should have quarterly trainings.  

g. PXU trainings should also include specific information concerning special 

needs students.  

h. PXU trainings should be culturally sensitive and responsive.  

i. PXU should include SEL (Social Emotional Learning) training. 

6. Protection for students, remove the qualified immunity, and any officer guns or 

tasers being locked away as follows (9 Ayes, 2 Nays, 3 Abstentions) 
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a. PXU should not assist in any non-school-related police investigation 

unless ordered by a judge.  

b. PXU should never allow warrantless arrests of students, outside of the 

bounds of mandatory reporting.  

c. PXU should make legal liaisons available to students in instances where 

students are interacting with officers.  

d. PXU should not allow Phoenix PD to be involved in student discipline.  

e. In the case that a student needs to be arrested, PXU should conduct it in a 

way that minimizes embarrassment to the student(s).  

f. PXU should make information about individual rights more accessible to 

students - students should know their rights when it comes to liaising with 

law enforcement.  

g. PXU should have FAQs available for students in the student handbook, 

which are updated at the start of each academic year.  

h. PXU should prohibit law enforcement from approaching, interrogating, 

questioning, fining, ticketing, responding to warrants, or arresting students 

on school grounds for non-school-related incidents.  

i. PXU should eliminate the ability of law enforcement (including probation 

and parole officers) to listen to the questioning or interrogation of students 

by others (such as school officials) or access documents pertaining to the 

student.  
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j. PXU should ensure that students are made aware of their rights and have 

an opportunity for consultation with counsel and/or another trusted adult 

selected by the student prior to any interrogation by the police.  

k. PXU should have an established complaint process for students. 

l. SROs should not be left alone with or around students and must be 

supervised by school staff; family members must be present before 

interrogation takes place.  

m. SROs should never use hand strikes or choke holds.  

7. Move forward with non-anonymous complaints along with accountability and 

relationships per the list as follows (9 Ayes, 2 Nays, 3 Abstentions): 

a. PXU should record, report, and track every and any interaction an officer 

has with a student.  

b. PXU should involve the community in the evaluation protocol.  

c. PXU should have processes and mechanisms in place for the district to 

request reassignments.  

d. PXU should conduct quarterly evaluations of officers.  

e. PXU should implement a system for all parties to share any complaints 

and concerns with school officials.  

f. PXU should have a complaint process available to the public, while 

protecting students, and shared with the relevant City of Phoenix 

departments (i.e., Office of Accountability & Transparency).  

g. PXU should reserve the right to request the removal of SROs; request in 

writing after other attempts to address the complaint have been explored. 
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h. PXU should establish a relationship with Phoenix PD with the priority of 

providing a safe, caring, and inclusive environment at school campuses. 

i. PXU should establish a relationship with Phoenix PD with the continued 

development of positive behavior.  

j. PXU should establish a relationship with Phoenix PD where the actions of 

all parties promote a safe and positive environment, reducing violence, 

crime, and criminalization. 

8. The committee accepts the wrap-around service recommendations as provided 

and reviewed (14 Ayes, 0 Nays): 

a. PXU should adopt an audited and documented communications process, 

with clear expectations about how the district communicates about safety 

to staff and families; it should be consistent across the district. 

b. PXU should provide proactive information to parents and families to make 

it clear how they can get involved, equipping them with resources and 

knowledge, including:  

i. Educational videos and other materials related to the safety models 

and practices. 

ii. Using multiple forms of communication, including mail. 

c. PXU students should have regional student and family advocates, 

including more community liaisons.  

d. PXU’s safety team audit should be completed to ensure equipment is fully 

functional and operational.  
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e. PXU should implement a program that involves parents, such as parent 

education nights, parent academies, etc.  

f. PXU should serve as a connector to resources offering information on how 

to access them.  

g. PXU should allow the community to offer opportunities for students to 

bridge after graduation.  

h. PXU should have a proactive crisis response, adopting a threat assessment 

protocol that mitigates harm, respects civil rights, and acknowledges racial 

and disability disparities in discipline.  

i. PXU should expect support staff to serve as substitutes for law 

enforcement.  

j. PXU should have a clear disciplinary policy that outlines district actions in 

response to specific student actions.  

k. PXU should have larger safety teams in schools. 

l. PXU should update physical school infrastructure, including transportation 

inside schools and fencing. 

m. PXU should provide training for all safety staff.  

n. PXU should provide de-escalation training across all school staff.  

o. PXU should provide restorative justice practice training and nonviolent 

techniques; this should be completed before staff are placed on campus. 

p. PXU should offer optional courses for students, including CPR, de-

escalation techniques, etc.  
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q. PXU should train other staff members like bus drivers, including them in 

professional agreements.  

r. PXU should offer harm reduction education related to drug use that is 

conducted by harm reduction oganizations.  

s. PXU should provide proper, appropriate redirection and clear expectations 

for what is expected from students and staff.  

t. PXU should provide know-your-rights training for students. 

u. PXU should have full staffing of wrap-around services, including 

counselors, social workers, therapists, and mental health workers. 

i. These social workers should be culturally competent backgrounds 

and trained in trauma-informed care. 

ii. PXU should provide 1 social worker for every 250 students on 

school campuses.  

v. PXU should ensure the safety of underrepresented groups, disadvantaged 

groups, and students with special needs.  

w. PXU should continuously build a culture of safety. 

This final meeting of the Safety Committee closed out with Chair Katie first thanking the 

committee members and recapping the work they had done for the past seven months. 

Katie also shared that she would be sharing feedback with the PXU Governing Board on 

future recommendations and support suggestions for committees like this, especially if 

they choose to do something similar in the future. Individual committee members 

thanked one another, and Claudio Coria, Director of Safety with PXU, also thanked 

everyone on behalf of PXU. 
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Final Recommendations Adopted by the Governing Board 

On June 23, 2023, the PXU Governing Board voted to adopt the following 

recommendations. These recommendations were submitted by the members of the Safety 

Committee, members of the PXU school community during the SPB process, and two of 

the PXU Governing Board members through their own drafts of school safety plans. The 

following additions were added to PXU’s NGSS plan, with parenthetical notations to 

demonstrate which recommendations were specifically derived from the two 

participatory processes: 

1. PXU shall enter into an IGA with the Phoenix PD that will establish the 

governing guidelines for the working relationship between PXU, Phoenix PD, and 

any Phoenix PD officers hired or contracted by the district. Additionally, the 

board shall approve the final version of the IGA before any Phoenix PD officers 

are hired or contracted (Safety Committee recommendation). 

2. The PXU Safety Division will create role, position, or contract descriptions for all 

law enforcement hired or contracted by the district. This includes the SROs and 

any officers contracted for events (Safety Committee recommendation). 

3. PXU, guided by the current PXU Training and professional development staff, 

shall develop and implement a plan to train current PXU staff and educators to 

work with the Campus Safety teams at events (Safety Committee and SPB 

process recommendation). 

4. PXU shall create a comprehensive, uniform, accessible, recurrent training plan 

that assures that every PXU employee and educator is in alignment on their roles 
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in keeping our schools safe (Safety Committee and SPB process 

recommendation). 

5. PXU shall create a Mandatory Notification and Reporting Process that is clear, 

accessible, included in all staff training, and is regularly communicated to the 

PXU community (Safety Committee recommendation). 

6. PXU shall develop an RFP for an independent comprehensive review of the 

Safety Division and the Student & Family Services Division. The goal of the 

comprehensive review will be to identify where the divisions are succeeding, 

where there are challenges, and ways to prepare each division for success in 

creating wellness and safety among the PXU communities starting in the 2024-

2025 school year (similar to a project idea from the SPB process, just narrowed in 

scope). 

7. PXU shall identify a list of immediate safety infrastructure needs, not covered by 

the bond, for each campus and will identify options, including additional staff 

needs or hiring vendors, for completing the list as soon as possible (Safety 

Committee and SPB process recommendation). 

8. PXU shall create a voluntary, student-led, student working group to draft a 

Student Bill of Rights. The student working group shall begin meeting during Fall 

Semester 2023-2024 with the goal of full ratification of the Student Bill of Rights 

for the 2024-2025 school year. The student working group shall identify what 

rights students already have, additional student rights not currently provided by 

the district, and how to improve communication about student rights to the 

student body (Safety Committee recommendation). 
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9. PXU shall create a confidential safety complaint process for students, staff, 

families, and educators to report incidents of violence, harassment, intimidation, 

or other inappropriate behavior related to the safety teams, private security, or law 

enforcement on PXU campuses (Safety Committee and SPB process 

recommendation). 

10. PXU shall create a board ad hoc committee composed of students, family 

members, representatives from community organizations, and representation from 

each employee group to monitor and support the district’s implementation of the 

recommendations approved by the Board for the 2023-2024 school year (not 

necessarily a recommendation but a continuation of PXU school community voice 

stemming from the outcomes of the two participatory processes). 
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CHAPTER 6 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

Overview 
 

In this section, I present and discuss the thematic findings of the case study in 

relation to the research questions. The following themes emerged from the triangulation 

of the data collected from the School PB process, the Safety Committee, and PXU 

Governing Board meetings alongside relevant findings from the three literature review 

topics. Some themes may share some overlap, especially in relation to the research 

question. Findings are organized by each research question and are further contextualized 

through quotes shared by members of the PXU school community or from my 

observation notes I took during the two processes and Governing Board meetings.  

Research Question 1 Findings 

What are the main debates on school safety, and how did the case study reflect those 

debates? 

 The PXU case study on reimagining school safety reflected three themes that 

aligned with the main debates on school safety: the tensions of SROs, the 

recommendation and adoption of school safety practices from the literature, and fears of 

school violence, specifically school shootings. Perhaps because the initial announcement 

about reimagining school safety made by then-Superintendent Gestson was anchored by 

the nonrenewal of the Phoenix PD contract for SROs, the theme of SROs was prominent 

throughout the PXU case study. Some members of the Safety Committee and the broader 

PXU school community expressed concern about having SROs return to campuses, yet 
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others expressed frustration about not having SROs back on campuses. There was 

noticeable divide of opinion among students and youth and adults concerning the 

presence of SROs on campuses. One recent PXU graduate summarized these feelings: 

"When we're talking about bringing those same police officers with another name, SROs, 

they're still the same cops. They're still the same police officers that deported my family. 

They don't make anyone feel comfortable when they have that type of history, and we're 

here frustrated that you still don't want to listen to students, to teachers, and to parents.” 

Another student agreed, further delineating the separation of viewpoints between students 

and youth and adults within the PXU school community, sharing “Just because many 

teachers have good anecdotal experiences with SROs does not mean that SROs are good 

for the students in the school or are valuable and effective for the students themselves.”  

Other concerns centered on the role that SROs would play if they made a return to 

PXU school campuses. One current PXU student shared a story about a fight in middle 

school where the SRO blanketly pepper sprayed everyone in the area, while a PXU 

employee shared concerns about the familiarity Phoenix PD has with working with youth 

since “Now you can get any random officer and worry how they will respond to the 

students.” One of the Governing Board members (before being elected) agreed that 

“Police do not ensure safety on our campuses; rather, having police on campuses 

increases the likelihood of our indigenous, Black, brown, and differently-abled scholars 

being criminalized for age-appropriate behavior." Additional debates about the presence 

of SROs focused on the revitalization of funding, with one PXU school community 

member drawing from national examples of SROs and stating, "No funding for SROs 
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should be considered as a measure for the safety of students and campuses. Uvalde and 

Parkland are prime examples of this failure of SROs to protect and serve.”  

The two participatory processes of the PXU reimagining school safety initiative 

reflected themes of policies, programs, and practices present within the literature on 

school safety. Many if the ideas championed by both the School PB and Safety 

Committee entailed student health and wellbeing (particularly mental health); 

representations of the student population in curriculum, ethnic studies courses, and 

extracurricular clubs; staff trainings to address implicit biases and become better versed 

in restorative justice practices and teen courts; and other safety logistics such as first aid 

kits in classrooms, improved communication platforms between families and schools, and 

alternative modalities for entry and exit methods on campuses, such as an ID badge 

scanner.  

The final theme reflected during the case study was the prevalence of fears 

concerning school violence and school shootings. Members of the school community 

expressed fears of the normalization of gun violence, with one educator sharing that a 

student said, “Gun violence at school is America” after one of the incidences in which a 

PXU student brought a gun to school. PXU school community members also expressed a 

lack of trust with the district and school leaders in being able to keep students and staff 

safe. One PXU educator shared that students are experiencing “fear, a lack of hope, and 

discouragement that the adults in their lives have the will or the means to keep them 

safe.” For some school community members, this lack of trust stemmed from the absence 

of SROs and their own fears of not being able to address acts of violence, with a number 

of PXU personnel sharing during public comment in meetings that police presence on 
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school campuses needed to be restored because “educators are struggling to control their 

classes because students are fighting and being disrespectful.” Some PXU personnel 

framed the desire for a return of SROs within the criminalization of youth in schools, 

with one educator stating they “felt more comfortable sitting next to convicted murderers 

and cartel drug dealers than walking across the campus.” 

Research Question 2a Findings 

What were the main features of the reimagining school safety initiative? To what extent 

did the reimaging school safety initiative align with the Empowered Deliberative 

Democracy (EDD) (Fung & Wright, 2001) framework’s guiding principles and design 

properties? 

 In analyzing the PXU reimagining school safety initiative alongside the EDD 

framework, each guiding principle and design feature yielded different outcomes. For the 

first guiding principal, the Practical Orientation of the problem, the PXU case study focus 

of school safety is indeed timely and relevant and is a topic broadly experienced by the 

PXU school community. However, the communication of purpose concerning the two 

participatory processes used to reimagine school safety was at times unclear among 

members of the PXU school community. This perceived lack of clarity began when 

Superintendent Gestson first announced a nonrenewal of contract with the Phoenix PD 

for SROs, with those monies to be used in the SPB process, but he added one caveat near 

the end of his video message: that PXU would still hire off-duty police as needed. This 

mixed messaging was not well-received by the PXU community, as was first evidenced 

ten days later during public comment in the July 17th Governing Board meeting.  



217 

Then, once the Safety Committee was introduced, with the task of examining 

different methods of using SROs on school campuses, the PXU school community again 

voiced their frustration with the mixed messaging on whether PXU would return to 

having SROs. This was evidenced by public comment from individuals from both sides 

of the issue, including members of the committee, staff and teachers, students, parents 

and families, and members of community organizations, who spoke at the Safety 

Committee meetings and the PXU Governing Board meetings. Some members of the 

PXU school community implored for the district not to renew the contract for SROs, 

while others cited the need for SROs to be returned to schools. Both sides of the debate 

shared their personal interactions and experiences with SROs and questioned what other 

school safety alternatives existed beyond SROs.  

For the second guiding principle of the EDD framework, Bottom-up Participation, 

the PXU case study certainly showed an increase in school community engagement in 

two ways. For one, the School PB process collected over 700 ideas from the PXU school 

community to reimagine school safety. These ideas, once submitted on Polis an online 

deliberative platform, in turn garnered over 33,000 reactions, such as up votes (agree), 

down votes (disagree), or questions asking for further clarification about the proposed 

idea. Granted, there was probably more than one idea and reaction submitted per person, 

but the initial engagement of the PXU school community in the process signals the desire 

to participate in decision-making processes and enact their voice. 

Also, the attendance of the PXU school community at both Safety Committee and 

Governing Board meetings increased, along with the number of school community 

members who signed up to provide public comments. Some of the Governing Board 
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meetings had over 60 public comments. Parent and family attendees who had not 

attended a board meeting before (or were even aware of the meetings) began to attend the 

meetings and sign up to speak during public comment. PXU students (both present and 

former) were also increasingly present at the Safety Committee meetings and PXU 

Governing Board meetings, even coordinating signs and shirts to wear. Although, many 

of the public comments demanded more opportunities for participation in the two 

processes and decision-making opportunities at large. These requests were particularly 

prevalent concerning the Safety Committee since the final number of participating 

committee members was 15, which many cited as problematic that 15 people would be 

making recommendations on behalf of nearly 30,000 PXU students, personnel, parents 

and families, and community members.  

 Next, the Deliberative Solution Generation principle (number three) appeared to 

be a slight achievement during the PXU case study. Overall, some of the end results of 

this case study align with and validate the needs and ideas of the PXU school community 

as they appeared in the School PB process, Safety Committee meetings, and public 

comments. These validations include installing improved outdoor lighting on campuses 

for PXU school community members who may be on campus after dark, adding 

additional security cameras across different campuses, repairing fencing surrounding a 

school campus’s perimeter where the fence had become broken or nonexistent, and the 

purchasing of first aid kits for every classroom. On the other hand, the final decision 

concerning the topic of SROs was more of a compromised solution in that not every PXU 

school site would have an SRO housed on campus, but instead the district would 
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implement a regional SRO model wherein one officer would serve several school 

communities and shift their presence as needed. 

 For the first design feature, Devolution, the two processes initially began as 

distinct models with participatory methods to center PXU’s school community decision-

making powers and provide opportunities for elevating authentic and tangible 

recommendations. As the two processes unfolded, however, both experienced a shift to 

simply ideating solutions to then share with the Governing Board for final approval and 

adoption. This final result of participation was more in line with the consultation rungs of 

Arnstein’s and Hart’s ladders, without any direct decision-making power allocated to the 

members of the PXU school community. 

 The PXU case study to reimagine school safety was least reflective of the second 

design feature, Centralized Supervision and Coordination. As was seen with the School 

PB process, the centralized supervisors (district leaders and the Governing Board) were 

very hands-off and, at times, minimally supportive in helping move the process forward. 

The two participatory processes may have benefitted from greater process alignment, the 

sharing of key actors and roles, and more effective use of resources allocated to each 

process. This was particularly apparent once the Safety Committee was provided 

information about the different ideas proposed during the School PB process and its 

members agreed with pursuing some of those ideas within their own recommendations 

and during the sharing of expert contributions, such as the ASU School Safety 

Alternative report, since both processes would have benefitted from receiving the same 

foundational knowledge to inform their decision-making.  
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For the final design feature, State Centered, not Voluntaristic, the PXU school 

safety initiative resulted in several tangible outcomes that supported opportunities for 

ongoing participation on decision-making and program, policy, and practice monitoring 

and evaluation. Three of the recommendations that the PXU Governing Board voted to 

adopt center the PXU school community voice and participation. One is a Student’s Bill 

of Rights Committee, another is an anonymous safety hotline that PXU school 

community members can use to report feelings and experiences of being unsafe, and the 

final one is a task force to monitor the implementation of these new 2023-2024 school 

safety. The PXU school safety initiative also produced a task force to investigate the 

notably disparate discipline practices of Black and African American students, created 

the PXU School Safety Division, and institutionalized the practice of sharing data on 

various aspects of school safety at each Governing Board meeting. Additionally, the 

Governing Board requested that the PXU Safety Division and the Family and Community 

Services Division provide the district and PXU school community with data updates on 

discipline, safety, and expenditures more frequently, and as part of the adopted 

recommendations, the PXU Governing Board will require an independent review of these 

two departments will be conducted for continued improvement. 

Research Question 2b Findings 

What challenges and accomplishments were experienced during the reimagining school 

safety initiative thorough the enabling conditions of inclusion, representation, and 

power? 
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 In terms of the enabling condition of inclusion, challenges included the format, 

structure, communication, and time of the School PB, Safety Committee, and Governing 

Board meetings. Both the SPB process and the Safety Committee struggled with aspects 

of time and structure. The SPB process began in December 2020, with the initial goal of a 

final vote by May 2021. When that timeline was unattainable, PBP proposed conducting 

the final vote in Fall 2021. The earmarked time for voting was then moved to Spring 

2022 and then again to Fall 2022. By that time, the Safety Committee was already being 

formulated, and a final vote for the School PB process in Spring 2023 morphed into more 

of an acknowledgment of the proposed ideas and PXU school community preferences 

without any commitment to implementation follow-through. The Safety Committee 

experienced a similar struggle with the timeline since their initial plan was to wrap up in 

December 2022, but they instead had to extend until the end of March 2023. 

Furthermore, the School PB process was conducted entirely online due to its 

launch during the COVID-19 pandemic and its district-wide approach that later in the 

process entailed holding meetings with stakeholder groups from across the district. The 

online format posed a myriad of challenges with access to devices, reliable wifi, and 

pertinent information for participating such as meeting agendas and participant 

expectations. One PXU school community shared, “There have been community groups 

who felt like they were shut out of the process, and there were students and parents who 

wanted to participate, and they weren't able to connect.” Additionally, PXU school 

community members voiced concerns that the meeting times were not inclusive for 

everyone to attend, especially working families and students.  
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Additional challenges existed with the communication of participation 

opportunities, with one parent sharing during their translated public comment, “You 

know, I never knew these meetings existed. I didn't know that we could be here. I didn't 

know about the school board. I didn't know the decisions about our students’ safety were 

being made in these spaces, and we don't get called, and we're not invited to these 

spaces.” A Governing Board member even pointed out the lack of inclusive 

communication with the community when the board was about to vote on adopting 

recommendations for the district school safety plan, stating, “It sounds like the 

community doesn't feel like they've been included, so what are we voting on?”  

Also, the format in which information was being shared was often one-sided, 

without opportunities for dialogue (the Roberts Rules format prevents this unless an item 

that is raised during public comment is listed on the meeting agenda). Additionally, the 

Safety Committee design did not initially include public comment and was only added 

after the members requested for it to be included. 

An accomplishment of the inclusion enabling condition was for PXU to provide 

language translation for public meetings and public comments. At the onset of the 

reimagining school safety initiative, there was not language translation provided at any of 

the meetings, yet many PXU school community members, including parents and family 

members of students, who did not speak English sat through entire public meetings 

without access to translation services. During public comment, they would either speak in 

their native language without translation for other meeting attendees or have an English-

speaking friend or family member translate their public comment. The latter of the two 

was unfair since the time for translation was initially not considered, so the individual 
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giving public comment was essentially receiving less time than those who gave their 

public comment in English. After several meetings of this occurring, other PXU school 

community members spoke up, with one community member saying, “Parents and 

students that come from monolingual families want to come and receive the same 

information as English speakers, and that includes them being able to provide comment 

but also to be able to listen to all the information read, all the information that's provided 

to English speakers at those meetings […] I feel like they deserve the same access.” PXU 

then began to provide translation services via headsets and extend the public comment 

time to twice the amount to accommodate the ability to properly provide and translate the 

public comments of non-English speaking school community members. While this 

accomplishment includes the language translation for Spanish speakers, members of the 

PXU school community speak many other languages, so there still exists a need to ensure 

equitable participation in community engagement opportunities for all within the PXU 

school community. 

In analyzing the enabling condition of representation, the make-up and 

opportunities of participation in two processes produced several challenges. While the 

School PB process was meant to include all PXU school community members throughout 

the process, participation waned after the initial idea collection phase. This was due to 

several factors, including access to meetings (as was described in the inclusion section), 

shifting of district priorities, the return to in-person learning, etc. Ultimately, engagement 

in the School PB process attracted the “usual suspects,” or those school community 

members already predisposed to leadership and participation opportunities, and the 

process was not completed as a proper School PB process. Rather the School PB process 



224 

resulted in a simple consultation exercise of ideating alternatives to reimagine school 

safety. Similarly, the Safety Committee, albeit meant to represent the entire PXU school 

community, was not proportionately balanced since only three student representatives 

were initially serving on the committee (by the time the committee concluded, there was 

only one).  

Overall, the representation within the two processes was problematic and did not 

unnoticed by the broader PXU school community. Several community members, 

including Governing Board members, pointed out the lack of representation of the entire 

school community, and pointedly, the lack of student representation, with some 

community members saying, “Y'all are making decisions on student safety without the 

input of the students, so how do you know what's going to make students feel safe when 

you're not even asking them?”  and “I kind of want to get a better student representation 

here because you've got two students, but how many actual students go to Phoenix Union 

High School?” The ask for greater student representation was a common theme in public 

comments during meetings, and even among participants in the School PB process and 

members of the Safety Committee. This ask was also likened to not feeling heard, with 

one PXU employee questioning, “Are you seeking information regarding student and 

staff safety from all experts? Are you coming to campuses and witnessing the issues 

firsthand? Are you dictating policies and procedures to teachers and administration, or 

are you actively collaborating? Are you talking to the parents who are withdrawing their 

children from campuses they feel are unsafe?” One student on the Safety Committee 

lamented, “It's kind of disappointing coming on here as a student and having people who 

come here to public comment just come to comment but they don't really stay to listen to 
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other experiences, especially experiences like mine. So, as a student voice, please just 

listen to the students that are on here.” 

A minor accomplishment in the representation enabling condition entailed the 

facilitators of the Safety Committee and district leadership listening to and fulfilling 

committee members’ requests to invite the Phoenix PD to a meeting to answer any 

questions committee members may have. Given that police and SROs were common 

topics of conversation within this setting, the committee members wanted the ability to 

hear directly from the Phoenix PD about concerns they may have. A committee member 

spoke up, saying, “Those are the people that we really want to hear from since that's the 

way we can make improvements by being able to listen to what they have to say about 

their perspective as people who are actually on the ground at the time.” 

The power enabling condition was similar to the challenges with the devolution 

design principle in that decision-making power was ultimately held by the PXU 

Governing Board. While the School PB is meant to culminate in a school community-

wide vote to decide which projects to fund and implement, the school community-wide 

vote never happened. The Safety Committee members were all able to vote on which 

recommendations to elevate to the PXU Governing Board, but as one member of the 

Safety Committee reiterated, “So my issue here, […] it's really about who's making these 

ultimate decisions and we all know who makes the decisions, it's the board.” Some of the 

PXU school community members did recognize the potential of the reimagining school 

safety initiative for enhancing greater community impacts, with one of the Safety 

Committee members sharing, “This work will resonate way beyond anyone here in this 

room.” 
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Research Question 3 Findings 

What lessons can be learned from this case study for using participatory processes to 

address wicked problems in school communities? 

The findings for research question three are very much rooted in my own 

observations of the two processes and the holistic or big-picture framing of school safety 

and participatory governance. While I do provide some very detailed recommendations in 

the conclusion for practitioners within school communities wanting to implement 

democratic processes to solve complex, wicked problems, I will outline three broad 

lessons that can be learned from this case study: external shocks, process consideration, 

and partnerships. 

First, participatory processes within K-12 spaces are not immune to external shocks 

that can affect the efficacy of the process. One external shock stemmed from news of 

school shootings taking place across the country, and discussion during several of the 

processes’ meetings centered on these events and the corresponding fears. From January 

2021 through October 2023 across the U.S., there were 119 school shootings that resulted 

in 73 deaths (57 students and 16 school staff or other adults) and 143 injuries (Maxwell et 

al., 2021, 2022, 2023). PXU had one of these incidences occur on one of their own 

campuses (Hernandez et al., 2021) and another outside of a football game (Obert, 2022), 

as well as a false alarm on a different campus (Bradley, 2022) and two occasions in 

which the school campus personnel intercepted a possible school shooting on two other 

campuses (12 News, 2023; Williams, 2023). These occurrences of school shootings, gun 

violence, and ongoing media coverage were persistent reminders of the importance of 

school safety and fostered uncertainties around methods to combat such threats. 
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Alongside the conversations of policing and disparate outcomes in school discipline, the 

topic of school shootings was consistently present throughout the two processes, either 

among the participants of these processes or the during public comments made by PXU 

school community members.  

A second external shock that was ever-present in the background of these two 

processes was Arizona’s 2022 State Superintendent race which was ultimately won by 

Tom Horne. Since taking office, Superintendent Horne has adamantly championed an 

increased presence of SROs in Arizona’s K12 schools. He has provided grants to schools 

for SROs, prioritizing funding for SROs over that for counselors and social workers 

(Dowd, 2023), and has even partnered with a third-party organization to employ off-duty 

police officers as School Safety Officers (SSOs) on Arizona’s K-12 school campuses 

(Riley, 2023). SSOs are different from SROs since SROs must complete at least 40 hours 

of training to work within a school setting, while SSOs need only to complete eight hours 

of training within the first two months of employment. This added emphasis via such a 

public figure pitted the PXU reimagining school safety initiative against politicized 

policies and public school funding streams. 

Another external shock was the near-constant presence of PXU in the news due to its 

COVID-19 masking policy that garnered a lawsuit and had to be heard at a Maricopa 

County Court (Duda et al., 2021). While PXU did win the lawsuit that defied an 

executive order by enacting a mask mandate on school campuses, the politically divisive 

rhetoric around masking positioned PXU in receiving a barrage of messages and 

commentary, along with media coverage, concerning their decision. From there, the 

public scrutiny expanded beyond mask policies, with PXU receiving heightened local and 
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national media attention for the decision to not renew contracts with SROs External 

shocks like these can greatly affect an already complex process and topic, further 

complicating the process's implementation and outcomes and adding to the various 

factors that already comprise the wicked problem. 

There were several process considerations that provided a learning opportunity for 

schools that want to use participatory processes to address wicked problems. Many of 

these lessons are discussed in previous research findings, such as inclusive access, 

meeting formats and times, and representation. An additional lesson that is related to the 

process is transparency. Transparency was a challenge in terms of the school safety 

budget, particularly with the SPB process. When Superintendent Gestson first announced 

that PXU would not renew its contract with Phoenix PD for SROs, the amount cited was 

$1.2 million a year that was being spent on SROs. This dollar amount was then to be 

allocated to the different stakeholder groups in the SPB process to ideate school safety 

ideas that did not include SROs. The student group would decide on projects totaling 

$500,000, the staff group would decide on projects totaling $500,00, and the parent and 

family group would decide on projects totaling $200,000. Because the timeline of the 

SPB process extended over the course of several budget cycles, PXU leadership and the 

PXU Governing Board approved the spending of some of those monies on other school 

initiatives without public input, such as the formation of the PXU Safety Department. To 

date, the allocation of what would have been the SRO contract monies has not been 

publicly shared, even after requests made by two PXU Governing Board members and 

several members of the PXU school community. 
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The implementation and facilitation of the two processes involved leveraging 

partnerships with content experts (PBP), researchers (PGI, SIRC, GCI), consultants 

(Iconico, Javelina), and community organizations (Mi Familia Vota, LUCHA, Poder, and 

Puente). These partnerships spanned from the local to national levels and provided 

different structures of support to PXU and the processes. Notably, these partnerships 

were forged through existing professional relationships and projects worked on with PXU 

Governing Board members or district leadership.  

While the involvement of the partnership organizations stemmed from 

relationships built with specific members of the PXU Governing Board and district 

personnel, some of the organizations were seen as outsiders or not knowledgeable of the 

greater PXU school community. This was evidenced with the pushback against GCI and 

their report in the Safety Committee meetings and the questioning of who PBP was when 

some of the PXU Governing Board members were inquiring into the SPB process. Also, 

the three reports published over the course of PXU’s reimagining school safety initiative 

(the GCI report and the two PGI/SIRC reports) included some overlap and redundancies 

in the literature review and findings. The delineation of content for reports could have 

been better streamlined to decrease the burden on participants in the two processes and 

members of the PXU Governing Board of having to read all three of these reports. 

Some partnering organizations were either not used to their full potential or for 

their core competency, while others lacked situational awareness and know-how with 

particular tasks. One example is that while the PGI and SIRC teams have extensive 

experience in research, their only true research outputs were the two literature reviews 

(which they conducted motu propio). Their knowledge and expertise could have been 
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used in a host of other ways, including conducting process and impact evaluations after 

each democratic process ended. Moreover, the two consulting groups tasked with 

facilitating the Safety Committee displayed moments of not being familiar with 

Arizona’s open meeting law requirements nor Roberts Rules of Order, both of which the 

Safety Committee had to abide by according to the PXU legal representation, and the 

facilitators had to be stopped and informed of protocols on several occasions.  

Discussion 
 

Overall, PXU implemented a unique approach to school community decision-

making through two parallel participatory processes. Both of these processes were 

formulated as a means to infuse school community voice in the decisions concerning 

school safety and showed promising potential as a model for the intentional involvement 

of the school community in deliberative opportunities and participatory decision-making. 

The PXU Governing Board did adopt several recommendations and project ideas 

provided by the School PB process and Safety Committee, yet many others were tabled 

or not considered at all. Given the findings of this case study, there are several factors 

that may have impeded the quality and effectiveness of the two participatory processes 

and sidelined some of the outcomes desired by the PXU school community. 

Both the School PB process and Safety Committee provided opportunities for 

deliberation, although, there could have been other methods used to garner deeper and 

more inclusive participation from members within the PXU school community who had 

the desire to participate but were unable to join in the online School PB meetings or were 

not selected to as a member of the Safety Committee. One issue was that communication 
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about the two participatory processes was intermittent and not always timely or regular. 

Due to the lack of community education around the two processes and the complex 

problem of school safety, there existed a gap in understanding the research on SROs and 

punitive measures, the PXU data depicting disparate discipline practices by race and 

gender, and the role the two processes were meant to play in involving the community in 

reimagining school safety. A lack of early messaging and communication on PXU’s 

intent with these decisions and processes, including the effects of policing in K-12 

schools, other school safety alternatives, and expectations and desired outcomes of the 

two participatory processes, might have assisted the PXU school community with 

understanding and fostered greater buy-in. However, the mixed messaging from the onset 

and throughout PXU’s reimagining school safety initiative did seem to create confusion, 

foster distrust and skepticism, and affect the potential impacts and validity of the two 

processes. 

One of the oft-noted challenges of the two participatory processes, and even 

during PXU Governing Board meetings, was the lack of representation in decision-

making. There were multiple incidences in which PXU school community members cited 

not feeling heard by district leadership or not having the opportunity to engage in efforts 

to reimagine school safety meaningfully. Participation was indeed a challenge during the 

SPB process due to the online nature and the competing effects of the COVID-19 

pandemic. The Safety Committee only included three students total (one of whom did not 

regularly attend the meetings), even though the committee was originally named the 

Student Safety Committee. This challenge was raised on several occasions during public 

comment and even noted during discussion between the Safety Committee members. 
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Additionally, during public comment, several committee members and PXU school 

community members pointed out the omission of any representation from the Phoenix 

PD, specifically on the Safety Committee since the police were at the center of almost 

every committee discussion.  

Additionally, the length of these processes affected levels of participation and 

retention. Over time, some of the SPB stakeholder group meetings were sparsely 

attended, and the retention of individuals engaged in the online process had begun to 

slowly decline. The Safety Committee, albeit a shorter timeline, still stretched into the 

Spring 2023 semester after having planned to complete this committee’s goals by 

December 2022. After starting with 21 members the Safety Committee ended with 15 

members. Moreover, two of the Safety Committee meetings had to be postponed when 

there was no quorum present, thus pushing back the timeline for the committee to decide 

on school safety recommendations to share with the PXU Governing Board. The 

challenges with time were inextricably linked to the overall participation from the PXU 

school community. 

While the SPB process had not been operationalized in a traditional manner (i.e. 

timeline, campaign phase, final vote), several of the projects that were ideated by 

students, parents and families, and staff during the Idea Collection phase of the process 

were taken up by the PXU Governing Board and district leadership to install or enact. 

Likewise, recommendations from the Safety Committee, such as increased training for 

PXU staff and especially the security staff, were included in the school safety plan that 

the PXU Governing Board voted to adopt. Greater alignment and interplay between the 

two participatory processes may have provided stronger support and a more thorough 
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plan for specific recommendations. Having the participants from both processes engage 

in shared learning and project ideation could have potentially resulted in better-informed 

decision-making and more detailed project ideas. This overlap of processes could have 

also provided the opportunity for a better alignment of work between the different partner 

organizations who supported each process. 

Lastly, while both processes combined lasted nearly three years, over this time 

period, there has been no effort to capture participant satisfaction, experiences, or 

feedback on the two processes and their outcomes. Since both processes were derived 

from models of participatory governance, an evaluation of some kind at the end of each 

process would close the feedback loop. If PXU were to use participatory processes for 

future decision-making opportunities, the participants’ feedback from these two processes 

would be valuable. 
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CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSION 

Summary 
 

This dissertation brought together three distinct areas of research under the 

auspice of participatory processes to address wicked problems: school safety and 

policing, participatory governance in K-12 schools, and student voice. While each of 

these areas of research has been individually developed and has ongoing research 

agendas, very little, if any, research has yet to simultaneously explore all three of these 

areas in one study. Using the Empowered Deliberative Democracy (EDD) framework and 

the enabling conditions of inclusion, representation, and power, I employed a case study 

research design to explore two parallel participatory processes used in Phoenix Union 

High School District (PXU) to reimagine school safety. While some findings aligned 

with current research on school safety and some of the guiding principles and design 

features of the EDD framework, the enabling conditions and data collected from school 

community deliberations and public comments revealed challenges inherent to the 

process design and the culminating decision was still designated to the PXU Governing 

Board. However, the school safety recommendations adopted by the Governing Board 

encompass some of the school community-derived ideas and the centering of student 

voice. This case study serves as a catalyst for exploring how democratic innovations can 

be used in K-12 schools to address school safety. 
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Limitations and Strengths 

Several limitations were identified during this case study, but from these 

limitations, there are strengths as well. For one, the literature on student-centered 

participatory processes within K-12 schools that result in a policy or programmatic 

outcome is woefully lacking, and even more so with CA. Outside of a handful of studies 

on SPB and the more traditional forms of participatory processes, there are little to no 

studies on CA in K12 spaces. Therefore, much of the literature on this topic was derived 

from municipal or broad community-based processes, which greatly differ from K-12 

educational institutions. However, this gap in the research literature also provides the 

opportunity for further research on similar processes.  

Additionally, the context of this study was unique in that a diverse, large, urban 

high school-only district undertook two parallel processes to address school safety with 

an overt focus on addressing the use of SROs. While the two parallel processes certainly 

had their own focus, both were still working towards the final goal of reimagining school 

safety for the PXU school district. I had hoped to compare findings or assess alignment in 

experiences and lessons learned, but I found no similar initiatives in the literature or 

through web searches, specifically with comparable schools or districts.  

On the other hand, this case study had many data options to tell a detailed story of 

the two processes and the entire initiative. I hope what I presented in this case study does 

justice in providing a thorough description of PXU’s initiative to reimagine school safety, 

especially because I chose which data to collect, and the data was reported through my 

lens. While undertaking these two pioneering processes was messy and complicated, the 

experience positions the PXU case study on reimagining the wicked problem of school 
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safety through participatory processes as a first, with opportunities for other schools and 

districts to innovate and build upon what was learned here.  

Also, my role in this case study was sometimes a challenge to traverse. I first 

began my process-oriented research focused on the SPB process, but once that process 

came to a standstill and the Student Steering Committee began to take shape, I saw the 

value in sharing the work of our PGI and SIRC teams. My outreach and communication 

with PXU Governing Board Members, community organizations, PXU personnel, and 

members of the PXU school community fostered the inside-outside positionality I spoke 

of. At times, in conversation with PXU school community members, I understood the 

need to remain impartial, while at other times, I felt the need to speak more openly or 

candidly. Throughout the study, I forged connections that were built on trust and 

reciprocity, and in presenting the data, I aimed to preserve the nature of those 

connections.  

However, I wish that after the PXU Governing Board made their final decision on 

which plan to adopt, I would have had the opportunity to interview key decision-makers 

and participants from each process. Due to the delayed decision from the PXU Governing 

Board and the timeline for finishing my dissertation, these additional interviews would 

not have been feasible. I think that having participants debrief on their experience and 

provide feedback concerning their participation would not only further round out the 

findings of this case study but also provide reflective lessons learned for future 

participatory processes. This may have allowed me to better confirm some of my 

speculations about the data I collected and is something I will consider for further 

research. 



237 

Recommendations and Implications 

Drawing on the lessons emanating from this case study, K-12 schools may consider 

the following five recommendations when implementing a participatory process to 

address a complex or wicked problem. These recommendations are based on the findings 

from this case study that exemplified the significance of process design and how 

inclusive and representative participation greatly affects the quality of the process and 

subsequent outcomes. They are also reflective of what was shared through participant 

experiences and quotes during PXU’s two participatory processes to reimagine school 

safety. Additionally, when writing these recommendations, I drew from other literature 

that provides guidance in implementing participatory processes (Bobbio, 2019; Fung, 

2015) and addressing wicked problems (NeMoyer et al., 2020).  

1. Plan the process with a well-designed timeline, structure, ample opportunities for 

inclusive participation of all school community members, and a clear, transparent 

purpose, expectations, and goal(s) to be communicated among all stakeholders 

and school community members from the onset. 

2. Prepare for ample time to be spent in a space conducive to both small-group 

deliberation and large-group debriefing, with equitable opportunities for 

participants to discuss the topic with different and diverse school community 

groups throughout the process.  

3. Provide balanced, accessible resources and information about the topic, taking 

steps to ensure that no participants feel disenfranchised (i.e., language translation, 

simple language, plain fonts, text size, visuals), and allow for participants enough 

time to process the resources and information. 
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4. Ensure that facilitators and community partner organizations who assist with 

moderating groups or process design and logistics are neutral and fair and are 

familiar with the school community’s context and values, as well as the format, 

structure, and protocols of the process. 

5. Once the process is complete and a final recommendation or policy has been 

proposed, continue to provide transparent communication and feedback on the 

culminating result and engage stakeholders and participants in an evaluative 

process to provide feedback, share satisfaction with the experience, and inform 

possible future iterations of participatory processes. 

While these recommendations are written with schools in mind, they are worded to be 

generalizable enough for broader community organizations and institutions to adopt for 

the implementation of participatory processes. Additionally, I hope these 

recommendations are translatable for use in a variety of school settings, including those 

outside of the U.S. Gun and police violence, especially in schools, may be thought as a 

U.S.-centric problem, yet many schools across the world are having to navigate wicked 

problems, including the use of police in schools. For example, just as PXU and other 

schools across the U.S. chose not to renew contracts for police in K-12 schools, a few 

other localities outside the U.S. did so as well, including Toronto, Canada, and the U.K. 

(Belsha, 2020). Many of these places have since reversed course and are now requesting 

an increase in police presence on campus as a marker of school safety (Belsha, 2023; 

Morton, 2022), with the U.K. experiencing a 43% year-on-year rise in the amount of 

police based in the U.K.’s schools (Campbell, 2023). Therefore, this case study may 

provide school communities both within and outside of the U.S. with insights into the 
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various recommendations the PXU Governing Board adopted as part of the district’s 

reimagining school safety initiative and an overview of participatory governance models 

that aim to include the school community in a shared decision-making process. 

The adoption and implementation of participatory processes, like School PB and CA, 

in K-12 schools is not widespread but is slowly growing. Both models, especially if 

designed to be more connected with one another, have the potential to elevate and adopt 

ideas from the school community, positively impact a school’s climate and equip students 

with the skills and experiences to be civic changemakers within their own school 

communities and beyond. As was seen in the two processes, many of the ideas that 

surfaced during the School PB process focused on adopting new or providing changes to 

existing programs, policies, or practices, while many of the recommendations put forth 

by members of the Safety Committee would also require a budget and a dedicated 

funding stream. Together, these two processes may have been more inclusive and 

powerful, especially without any preconceived requirements of community-derived ideas 

and solutions. 

On one hand, wicked problems in K-12 educational spaces require diverse 

perspectives for creative solutions, while on the other hand, inclusive and representative 

democratic processes that center student and school community voice hold promise. 

School communities can embed inclusive engagement opportunities for all stakeholders, 

particularly students, to address school community issues by pioneering processes like 

these within the school community. Considering the need and potential value-add of 

implementing more inclusive democratic engagement opportunities in schools and with 

youth, K-12 schools are well-positioned to provide such opportunities. Future research 
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will provide valuable insight and results of using participatory processes that center 

young people’s voices to address wicked problems. 
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APPENDIX A 

SAMPLE SCHOOL-SITE DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
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Step 1: Define Safety 

Ingredients of a safe school environment 

Think about the times during the school day/week when you 

feel most safe. 

Where are you and what are you doing? 

What is it about these moments that make you feel safe? 

Think about the moments where you’ve felt the least safe on 

campus?  

What was it about these moments that made them feel 

threatening? 

Step 2: Identify Needs What is PXU already doing well to create a safe school 

environment for students, staff, and parents/guardians?  

What are the top issues related to safety that tend to be 

unaddressed in PXU schools?  

Are there any safety concerns you think are specific to your 

school? 

What types of improvements would you prioritize to make 

PXU safer for students, staff, and parents and families? 

 

Step 3: Submit Ideas What ideas do you have to make PXU safer?  

Can include programs, activities, policies, physical 

improvements, etc. 
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s v

ia
 a

 w
eb

 re
so

ur
ce

 p
ag

e 
w

ith
 

se
lf-

gu
id

ed
 q

ue
sti

on
s, 

sta
ff 

m
en

ta
l h

ea
lth

 a
pp

oi
nt

m
en

t l
in

k,
 ro

ad
 m

ap
 fo

r 
co

m
pl

ai
nt

s, 
et

c.
 

Co
m

m
un

ic
at

io
n 

Sy
ste

m
s &

 
Pr

ot
oc

ol
s 

PX
U

 S
af

et
y 

A
ca

de
m

y 

Th
is 

pr
oj

ec
t w

ou
ld

 c
re

at
e 

a 
tw

o-
da

y 
sa

fe
ty

 tr
ai

ni
ng

/a
ca

de
m

y.
 T

hi
s o

nb
oa

rd
in

g 
pr

og
ra

m
 w

ou
ld

 h
ap

pe
n 

at
 th

e 
be

gi
nn

in
g 

of
 th

e 
sc

ho
ol

 y
ea

r a
nd

 w
ou

ld
 b

e 
de

sig
ne

d 
fo

r d
ist

ric
t a

nd
 c

am
pu

s t
ea

m
s t

o 
re

vi
ew

 a
nd

 re
fin

e 
pr

ot
oc

ol
s. 

Th
is

 
pr

oj
ec

t w
ou

ld
 e

ns
ur

e 
th

at
 a

ll 
PX

U
 st

af
f a

re
 fa

m
ili

ar
 w

ith
 th

e 
re

so
ur

ce
s a

va
ila

bl
e 

an
d 

ca
n 

sh
ar

e 
le

ar
ni

ng
s w

ith
 c

am
pu

s s
ta

ff.
 

Em
er

ge
nc

y 
M

an
ag

em
en

t/R
es

po
ns

e 
&

 S
af

et
y 

Pr
ot

oc
ol

s 
K

ey
 C

ar
d 

A
cc

es
s 

Th
is 

pr
oj

ec
t w

ou
ld

 p
ro

vi
de

 a
n 

ad
di

tio
na

l l
ay

er
 o

f s
af

et
y 

by
 p

ro
vi

di
ng

 st
af

f 
m

em
be

rs
 a

nd
 a

pp
ro

ve
d 

vo
lu

nt
ee

rs
 w

ith
 a

 k
ey

 c
ar

d 
to

 a
cc

es
s a

pp
ro

pr
ia

te
 o

r 
ap

pr
ov

ed
 b

ui
ld

in
gs

, c
la

ss
ro

om
s, 

an
d/

or
 o

ffi
ce

s. 
Sc

ho
ol

/D
ist

ric
t I

D
s c

ou
ld

 b
e 

us
ed

 fo
r k

ey
s c

ar
d 

ac
ce

ss
, w

hi
ch

 c
ou

ld
 b

e 
pr

og
ra

m
ed

 a
nd

 u
pd

at
ed

 a
s n

ee
de

d.
 

Th
is 

w
ou

ld
 a

llo
w

 fo
r q

ui
ck

 a
nd

 e
as

y 
ac

ce
ss

 to
 lo

ck
, o

pe
n 

an
d 

ac
ce

ss
 sp

ac
es

 
m

or
e 

se
am

le
ss

ly
 o

n 
ca

m
pu

se
s. 

M
en

ta
l, 

Ph
ys

ic
al

 a
nd

 S
oc

ia
l-

Em
ot

io
na

l H
ea

lth
 

M
in

df
ul

ne
ss

 L
ou

ng
e 

Th
is 

pr
oj

ec
t w

ou
ld

 a
llo

w
 fo

r a
 d

es
ig

na
te

d 
st

af
f c

al
m

 ro
om

 sp
ac

e 
to

 a
llo

w
 fo

r 
st

af
f t

o 
qu

ie
tly

 a
nd

 m
in

df
ul

ly
 re

ch
ar

ge
. T

he
 ro

om
 w

ou
ld

 b
e 

eq
ui

pp
ed

 w
ith

 
fu

rn
itu

re
 a

nd
 a

cc
es

so
rie

s t
o 

pr
ov

id
e 

a 
ca

lm
in

g 
sta

te
 o

f m
in

d.
 

M
en

ta
l, 

Ph
ys

ic
al

 a
nd

 S
oc

ia
l-

Em
ot

io
na

l H
ea

lth
 

SE
L 

Cu
rri

cu
lu

m
 a

nd
 A

ct
iv

iti
es

 
Th

is 
pr

oj
ec

t w
ou

ld
 p

ro
vi

de
 a

dd
iti

on
al

 S
EL

 tr
ai

ni
ng

 a
nd

 w
or

ks
ho

p 
co

nt
en

t (
SE

L 
le

ss
on

s)
 fo

r s
tu

de
nt

s t
o 

be
 fa

ci
lit

at
ed

 d
ur

in
g 

A
dv

iso
ry

, I
n 

Sc
ho

ol
 S

us
pe

ns
io

n,
 

an
d 

A
fte

r S
ch

oo
l D

et
en

tio
n.

 

Sk
ill

 B
ui

ld
in

g/
Pr

of
es

sio
na

l 
D

ev
el

op
m

en
t 

D
e-

Es
ca

la
tio

n 
Tr

ai
ni

ng
 

Th
is 

pr
op

os
al

 w
ou

ld
 p

ro
vi

de
 a

ll 
sta

ff 
w

ith
 D

e-
Es

ca
la

tio
n 

Tr
ai

ni
ng

 a
s a

 re
qu

ire
d 

pr
of

es
sio

na
l d

ev
el

op
m

en
t o

pp
or

tu
ni

ty
. T

he
 tr

ai
ni

ng
 w

ou
ld

 b
e 

re
qu

ire
d 

fo
r a

ll 
ce

rti
fie

d,
 c

la
ss

ifi
ed

, a
nd

 a
dm

in
ist

ra
tiv

e 
sta

ff 
an

d 
co

ul
d 

be
 p

ar
t o

f t
he

 a
nn

ua
l i

n-
se

rv
ic

e 
tra

in
in

g 
se

ss
io

ns
. 

  
 

Sk
ill

 B
ui

ld
in

g/
Pr

of
es

sio
na

l 
D

ev
el

op
m

en
t 

  

 
 

 
Le

t’s
 R

es
to

re
 R

es
to

ra
tiv

e 
Ju

st
ic

e 
   

Th
is 

pr
oj

ec
t w

ou
ld

 a
llo

w
 fo

r t
he

 h
iri

ng
 o

f a
 1

.0
 F

TE
 R

es
to

ra
tiv

e 
Ju

sti
ce

 
Co

or
di

na
to

r t
o 

de
sig

n 
an

d 
de

liv
er

 R
J t

ra
in

in
g 

fo
r c

am
pu

s s
ta

ff.
  T

hi
s w

ou
ld

 
al

lo
w

 fo
r a

 tr
ai

n 
th

e 
tra

in
er

 m
od

el
 to

 e
m

po
w

er
 c

am
pu

s s
ta

ff 
to

 im
pl

em
en

t 
re

sto
ra

tiv
e 

pr
ac

tic
es

 o
n 

th
ei

r r
es

pe
ct

iv
e 

ca
m

pu
se

s w
ith

 su
pp

or
t a

nd
 g

ui
da

nc
e.

 
Th

e 
co

or
di

na
to

r w
ou

ld
 c

ol
le

ct
 a

nd
 a

na
ly

ze
 d

at
a 

to
 m

on
ito

r f
id

el
ity

 a
nd

 im
pa

ct
. 

Th
is 

pr
oj

ec
t w

ou
ld

 in
cl

ud
e 

a 
sm

al
l b

ud
ge

t f
or

 m
at

er
ia

ls 
to

 su
pp

or
t t

he
 

re
sto

ra
tiv

e 
ju

sti
ce

 c
oo

rd
in

at
or

. 
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Student Ideas 
 

Ph
ys

ic
al

 S
pa

ce
s/P

hy
sic

al
 S

af
et

y 
Ex

te
nd

ed
 T

im
e 

fo
r 

Co
m

m
un

ity
 T

im
e 

Th
is 

pr
oj

ec
t w

ou
ld

 fu
nd

 a
cc

es
s t

o 
se

cu
re

 lo
ca

tio
ns

 o
n 

ca
m

pu
s f

or
 st

ud
en

ts
 to

 b
e 

an
d 

stu
dy

 a
fte

r t
he

 sc
ho

ol
 d

ay
. I

t w
ou

ld
 c

re
at

e 
de

sig
na

te
d 

ar
ea

s w
he

re
 st

ud
en

ts 
co

ul
d 

ch
ec

k 
in

 w
hi

le
 th

ey
 c

om
pl

et
e 

w
or

k 
or

 p
re

pa
re

 fo
r t

ra
ve

lin
g 

ho
m

e 
or

 to
 

ot
he

r e
xt

ra
cu

rri
cu

la
r a

ct
iv

iti
es

. 

  
Ph

ys
ic

al
 S

pa
ce

s/P
hy

sic
al

 S
af

et
y 

  
Br

ig
ht

en
 U

p 
th

e 
Li

gh
ts 

Th
is 

pr
oj

ec
t w

ou
ld

 a
dd

 im
pr

ov
ed

 li
gh

tin
g 

ac
ro

ss
 c

am
pu

se
s t

o 
en

su
re

 th
at

 
st

ud
en

ts
 fe

el
 sa

fe
 tr

av
el

in
g 

on
 c

am
pu

s a
fte

r h
ou

rs
 a

nd
 w

he
n 

da
rk

. T
hi

s p
ro

je
ct

 
w

ou
ld

 p
rio

rit
iz

e 
ca

m
pu

se
s t

ha
t h

av
e 

ne
w

 li
gh

tin
g 

su
pp

or
t o

r h
av

en
't 

ha
d 

lig
ht

in
g 

in
ve

stm
en

ts 
as

 re
ce

nt
ly

 a
s o

th
er

 c
am

pu
se

s. 

M
en

ta
l, 

Ph
ys

ic
al

 a
nd

 S
oc

ia
l-

Em
ot

io
na

l H
ea

lth
 

H
ea

lth
y 

Sn
ac

k 
Ca

bi
ne

t 

Th
is 

pr
oj

ec
t w

ou
ld

 c
re

at
e 

a 
he

al
th

y 
sn

ac
k 

ca
bi

ne
t i

n 
ea

ch
 b

ui
ld

in
g 

m
ai

nt
ai

ne
d 

by
 th

e 
Co

m
m

un
ity

 L
ia

is
on

 o
r o

th
er

 o
n-

si
te

 st
af

f f
or

 c
am

pu
se

s w
ith

ou
t a

 
Co

m
m

un
ity

 L
ia

iso
n.

 A
ny

 st
ud

en
t w

ho
 n

ee
ds

 a
 h

ea
lth

y 
sn

ac
k 

to
 su

pp
or

t t
he

m
 in

 
ge

tti
ng

 th
ou

gh
 th

e 
sc

ho
ol

 d
ay

 a
nd

 fu
el

in
g 

a 
po

si
tiv

e 
da

y 
w

ou
ld

 b
e 

ab
le

 to
 

re
qu

es
t a

 sn
ac

k.
 T

hi
s p

ro
je

ct
 a

dd
re

ss
es

 th
e 

ne
ed

 fo
r h

ea
lth

y 
fo

od
 o

pt
io

ns
 to

 k
ee

p 
st

ud
en

ts
 e

ng
ag

ed
 a

nd
 a

bl
e 

to
 p

ar
tic

ip
at

e 
fu

lly
 in

 sc
ho

ol
. 

M
en

ta
l, 

Ph
ys

ic
al

 a
nd

 S
oc

ia
l-

Em
ot

io
na

l H
ea

lth
 

Fr
ee

 P
er

io
d 

Pa
ck

s 

Th
is 

pr
oj

ec
t w

ou
ld

 p
ro

vi
de

 p
re

-fi
lle

d 
m

ac
hi

ne
s a

t e
ve

ry
 sc

ho
ol

 to
 in

cr
ea

se
 

ac
ce

ss
 to

 fr
ee

 h
yg

ie
ne

 p
ro

du
ct

s i
n 

ea
ch

 b
ui

ld
in

g 
fo

r p
eo

pl
e 

w
ith

 p
er

io
ds

. 
H

yg
ie

ne
 p

ro
du

ct
s a

re
 a

va
ila

bl
e 

in
 th

e 
Co

m
m

un
ity

 L
ia

iso
n 

of
fic

e,
 b

ut
 it

 is
 

so
m

et
im

es
 d

iff
ic

ul
t t

o 
ge

t t
o 

th
ei

r o
ffi

ce
 fo

r e
m

er
ge

nc
y 

ne
ed

s. 
 H

av
in

g 
fre

e 
pr

od
uc

ts 
in

 th
e 

re
st

ro
om

s w
ill

 m
ak

e 
it 

ea
si

er
 fo

r s
tu

de
nt

s t
o 

ha
ve

 q
ui

ck
 a

cc
es

s t
o 

ge
t w

ha
t t

he
y 

ne
ed

. O
ur

 g
oa

l i
s t

o 
id

en
tif

y 
at

 le
as

t o
ne

 re
st

ro
om

 o
n 

ea
ch

 c
am

pu
s 

an
d 

in
cr

ea
se

 th
e 

pu
rc

ha
se

 o
f m

ac
hi

ne
s o

ve
r t

he
 y

ea
rs

. 

M
en

ta
l, 

Ph
ys

ic
al

 a
nd

 S
oc

ia
l-

Em
ot

io
na

l H
ea

lth
 

M
en

ta
l H

ea
lth

 M
at

te
rs

 T
oo

 

Th
is 

pr
oj

ec
t w

ou
ld

 a
dd

 m
ul

tip
le

 su
pp

or
t c

en
te

rs
 o

n 
ca

m
pu

se
s w

he
re

 th
ey

 a
re

 
m

os
t n

ee
de

d.
 T

he
se

 c
en

te
rs

 w
ou

ld
 b

e 
sp

ac
es

 to
 d

es
tre

ss
 (t

hi
s w

ou
ld

 fu
nd

 
ph

ys
ic

al
 o

bj
ec

ts 
su

ch
 a

s c
oo

l l
am

ps
, c

ou
ch

es
, e

tc
.),

 p
ro

vi
de

 sp
ac

e 
an

d 
re

so
ur

ce
s 

fo
r s

tu
de

nt
 p

ee
r m

en
to

rs
hi

p 
tra

in
in

g,
 a

nd
 c

re
at

e 
a 

sa
fe

 sp
ac

e 
fo

r L
G

BT
Q

+ 
st

ud
en

ts
 a

s w
el

l. 

 
M

en
ta

l, 
Ph

ys
ic

al
 a

nd
 S

oc
ia

l-
Em

ot
io

na
l H

ea
lth

 

 
Li

fe
 A

ffi
rm

in
g 

G
en

de
r-N

eu
tra

l 
Re

str
oo

m
s 

Th
is 

pr
oj

ec
t w

ou
ld

 fu
nd

 th
e 

co
ns

tru
ct

io
n 

or
 re

no
va

tio
n 

fo
r m

or
e 

ge
nd

er
-n

eu
tra

l 
ba

th
ro

om
s o

n 
ca

m
pu

se
s t

ha
t n

ee
d 

th
em

. H
av

in
g 

a 
si

ng
ul

ar
 b

at
hr

oo
m

 a
nd

 
cr

ea
tin

g 
a 

m
or

e 
in

cl
us

iv
e 

ba
th

ro
om

 e
nv

iro
nm

en
t i

s l
ife

 a
ffi

rm
in

g 
fo

r s
tu

de
nt

s 
w

ho
 a

re
 g

en
de

r n
on

-c
on

fo
rm

in
g 

an
d 

ge
nd

er
 e

xp
an

siv
e.

 

Sk
ill

 B
ui

ld
in

g/
Pr

of
es

sio
na

l 
D

ev
el

op
m

en
t 

Sa
fe

ty
 S

pe
ak

er
s B

ur
ea

u 

Th
is 

pr
oj

ec
t w

ou
ld

 in
ve

st 
in

 a
 v

ar
ie

ty
 tr

ai
ni

ng
s a

nd
 e

xp
er

ie
nc

ed
 g

ue
st 

sp
ea

ke
rs

 
to

 a
dd

re
ss

 sa
fe

ty
 so

lu
tio

ns
 a

nd
 st

ra
te

gi
es

, s
pe

ci
fic

al
ly

 a
ro

un
d 

stu
de

nt
 a

nd
 st

af
f 

sa
fe

ty
 re

ga
rd

in
g 

to
pi

cs
 li

ke
 L

G
B

TQ
+ 

pe
rs

on
s, 

m
en

ta
l h

ea
lth

, c
op

in
g 

sk
ill

s, 
di

ve
rs

ity
, l

ife
 sk

ill
s, 

se
ns

iti
vi

ty
 tr

ai
ni

ng
 (d

e-
es

ca
la

tio
n 

str
at

eg
ie

s)
. 

Sk
ill

 B
ui

ld
in

g/
Pr

of
es

sio
na

l 
D

ev
el

op
m

en
t 

Jo
b 

an
d 

R
es

ou
rc

e 
Fa

irs
 

Th
is 

pr
oj

ec
t w

ou
ld

 e
sta

bl
ish

 a
t l

ea
st 

tw
o 

ad
di

tio
na

l j
ob

 a
nd

 re
so

ur
ce

 fa
irs

 o
n 

ev
er

y 
ca

m
pu

s e
ac

h 
ye

ar
 th

at
 a

re
 o

pe
n 

to
 st

ud
en

ts 
fro

m
 a

cr
os

s t
he

 d
ist

ric
t t

o 
fin

d 
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 em
pl

oy
m

en
t o

r o
th

er
 re

so
ur

ce
s t

o 
su

pp
or

t w
el

l r
ou

nd
ed

 e
ng

ag
em

en
t i

n 
co

m
m

un
iti

es
 a

nd
 sk

ill
 b

ui
ld

in
g.

 

Parent and Family Ideas 

Co
m

m
un

ic
at

io
n 

Sy
ste

m
s &

 
Pr

ot
oc

ol
s 

En
ha

nc
e 

th
e 

Pa
re

nt
 

Ex
pe

rie
nc

e 

Th
is 

pr
oj

ec
t w

ou
ld

 fo
cu

s o
n 

de
ve

lo
pi

ng
 m

or
e 

pa
re

nt
 a

nd
 fa

m
ily

 e
ng

ag
em

en
t 

op
po

rtu
ni

tie
s a

cr
os

s t
he

 d
ist

ric
t. 

Th
is

 w
ou

ld
 in

cl
ud

e 
ad

di
tio

na
l s

ch
ed

ul
in

g 
an

d 
tim

e 
se

t a
sid

e 
fo

r p
ar

en
t/f

am
ily

 c
on

fe
re

nc
es

, w
or

ks
ho

ps
 o

n 
ac

ad
em

ic
 a

nd
 so

ci
al

 
w

el
l-b

ei
ng

 fo
r s

tu
de

nt
s a

nd
 fa

m
ili

es
, a

nd
 o

pp
or

tu
ni

tie
s f

or
 sh

ar
in

g 
in

fo
rm

at
io

n 
w

ith
 a

nd
 a

m
on

g 
pa

re
nt

s a
nd

 fa
m

ili
es

. 

Co
m

m
un

ic
at

io
n 

Sy
ste

m
s &

 
Pr

ot
oc

ol
s 

Le
t’s

 T
al

k 
M

or
e 

Th
is 

pr
oj

ec
t w

ou
ld

 e
nh

an
ce

 c
om

m
un

ic
at

io
n 

m
et

ho
ds

 w
ith

 p
ar

en
ts 

an
d 

fa
m

ili
es

 
ac

ro
ss

 th
e 

di
str

ic
t. 

Be
yo

nd
 th

e 
au

to
-g

en
er

at
ed

 v
oi

ce
m

ai
ls 

an
d 

te
xt

s, 
th

er
e 

w
ill

 b
e 

an
 o

pp
or

tu
ni

ty
 fo

r p
ar

en
ts 

to
 b

e 
ab

le
 to

 c
om

m
un

ic
at

e 
w

ith
 c

am
pu

s s
ta

ff 
vi

a 
a 

tw
o-

w
ay

 c
om

m
un

ic
at

io
n 

sy
st

em
, i

.e
. "

Pr
es

s 1
 to

 sp
ea

k 
to

 a
tte

nd
an

ce
, P

re
ss

 2
 to

 
sp

ea
k 

to
 C

ou
ns

el
or

...
, P

re
ss

 3
 to

 sp
ea

k 
to

...
" 

Ph
ys

ic
al

 S
pa

ce
s/P

hy
sic

al
 S

af
et

y 
Su

bs
ta

nc
e 

Su
pp

or
t a

nd
 

Pr
ev

en
tio

n 

Th
is 

pr
oj

ec
t w

ou
ld

 fu
nd

 th
e 

cr
ea

tio
n 

of
 a

 p
la

n 
to

 c
re

at
e 

sa
fe

r r
es

tro
om

s f
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