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Thank you Chair Chang-Diaz, Chair Williams, Vice Chair Cyr, and Vice Chair Malia for the
opportunity to provide testimony to the Joint Committee on Racial Equity, Civil Rights, and
Inclusion (“Committee”). | am encouraged by the much needed commitment to advancing equity
and justice for my constituents in the Massachusetts 7th Congressional District and all residents
of the Commonwealth.

It is critical that this Committee prioritizes legislation that will dismantle the school-to-
confinement nexus by reallocating funding from school-based law enforcement and investing
that money in culturally responsive nurses, mental health professionals, and other trauma-
informed staff. When our education system is intertwined with the criminal legal system,
students of color and students, LGBTQ+ students, and students with disabilities are
disproportionately forced to endure unjust treatment that infringes on their right to learn. Instead
of police, we must provide our youth with the proven resources that help them grow and
cultivate their potential. Students need counseling, not criminalization.

For years, | have heard from children and parents, read news reports, and witnessed horrific
footage depicting the unacceptable abuse, humiliation, and trauma that our young people
experience dueto the significant presence of law enforcement in our schools. This is happening
in Massachusetts, just miles away from the State House.

A child has no business being forced to interact with law enforcement. Recently, in response to
sustained community pressure and advocacy, the City of Somerville voted to suspend the school
district’s school-police Memorandum of Understanding and end the systematic presence of
police in Somerville Public Schools.! Itis past time the rest of the Commonwealth takes stepsto
putan end to police in schools.

Failing to disentangle our education system from the criminal legal system will continue to harm
our students. Classrooms should not be places characterized by fear and criminalization. It is
well documented that students in schools with police are more likely to be suspended, referred to
law enforcement, and arrested in school.2 Harsh, zero-tolerance discipline policies are
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disproportionately weaponized against students who are Black, Brown, Indigenous, LGBTQ +,
and those with disabilities.3 Girls of color, more specifically, experience greater rates of police
harassment and violence while in school, exacerbating the pushout crisis.* Across Massachusetts,
Black girls are four times as likely to be arrested as white girls.> To address this ongoing
problem, I introduced the Ending PUSHOUT Act, federal legislation to address exclusionary
discipline practices and policies imbued with racial and gender bias. There must be a deliberate
and concerted effort to ensure our schools are places for learning and growth, which means
removing law enforcement from the classroom.

Instead of funding police officers, Massachusetts should invest in counselors, nurses, social
workers, and other trained professionals in order to ensure healthy school climates. Every student
deserves a culturally congruent, trauma-informed support system. However, one out of every
three students in the Commonwealth attends a school with a police officer but no school
psychologist, school nurse, social worker, or counselor.” Additionally, 66% of all students (more
than 600,000 children) across the state attend a school that fails to meet the adequate school to
counselor ratio.8 These are inexcusable failures that will have lasting negative impacts on the
development of our youth. Schools that employ more school-based mental health providers see
fewer disciplinary incidents, improved academic achievement, and higher graduation rates.? In
the last year alone, our young people have been exposed to unprecedented mental distress,
including trauma from police violence and the COVID-19 pandemic, so we must do all that we
can to facilitate their healing.
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In Congress, | have introduced, along with Senator Chris Murphy of Connecticut, the Counseling
Not Criminalization in Schools Act that can serve as a model for this Committee.10 The
legislation would prohibit the use of federal funds on police in schools and instead provide
resources to school districts to support the hiring of counselors, nurses, social workers and other
health care providers—critical personnel with the training and professional expertise in serving
vulnerable students, improving educational outcomes, and keeping schools safe. My bill was
created in partnership with students, parents, teachers, and advocates in Massachusetts and
across the country. Black and brown students, immigrant students, students with disabilities,
LGBTQ+ students, and other historically marginalized students demand and deserveto learn in a
setting free from fear. Anditis incumbent upon all policymakers to manifest that reality.

This Committee has an opportunity to be intentional and precise in legislating justice and equity
by replacing law enforcement in our schools with counselors. As we begin to turn the page on
the COVID-19 pandemic, we cannot simply return to the status quo because the status quo was
never good enough. In this moment, it is critical that we do all that we can to root out systemic
oppression everywhere it exists, including in our schools.

A more just Commonwealth is possible.
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