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Abstract

Researchers have written a good deal in the last two decades about the rela-
tionship between public education and criminal justice as a pipeline by which
public school practices correlate with or cause increased lifetime risk for in-
carceration for Black and Latinx youth. This article flips the script of the
school-to-prison pipeline metaphor by reversing the question.What are the
effects of criminal justice on public schooling? Reviewing recent social sci-
ence research from multiple disciplines on policing and incarceration, this
article describes the relationship of criminal justice to public education as
hobbling, a social process by which the massification of policing and in-
carceration systematically compromises the ability of target demographics
of American children to enjoy their rights to a free and appropriate public
education.
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INTRODUCTION

The provision of public schooling and the pursuit of criminal justice stand as central pillars
of local and state government, accounting for half of all local spending and playing a cen-
tral role in local economies, property valuation, residential patterns, and daily life. Researchers
have written a good deal in the past two decades about the relationship between the two as
a pipeline by which public school practices correlate with or cause increased lifetime risk for
incarceration for Black and Latinx youth. This article flips the script of the school-to-prison
pipeline metaphor by reversing the question. What are the effects of criminal justice on pub-
lic schooling? Reviewing recent social science research from multiple disciplines, this article
describes the relationship of criminal justice to public education as hobbling, a social process
by which the massification of policing and incarceration systematically compromises the abil-
ity of target demographics of American children to enjoy their rights to a free and appropri-
ate public education. When we consider the unique role that public education plays in fram-
ing the life aspirations of young people and their families in terms of individual attainment—
laundering the deep political, social, and institutional structures arrayed against them—hobbling
constitutes an especially pernicious form of economic and racial oppression in the guise of
justice.

A review of research on the vast and interrelated workings of criminal justice and public educa-
tion requires boundaries. Although criminal justice includes a wide array of activities and institu-
tions (courts, supervision, financial transactions, parole officers, foster care, and juvenile diversion
programs), this article reviews research on proactive policing; school/police partnerships; andmass
incarceration in adult prisons, jails, juvenile detention centers, and residential programs. Likewise,
although public education describes pre-K to public colleges and universities, museums, arts festi-
vals, and more, this article focuses on K–12 public schooling, with limited commentary on higher
education. Within those boundaries, this article reviews research from the past decade on three
interrelated issues: child well-being, school performance, and the civic learning that results from
criminal justice encounters (what we might call criminal justice as public education). It begins,
however, with a brief exploration of some conceptual and methodological challenges associated
with this work.

RELATION AND FIGURATION

The relationship between justice and education has been a central preoccupation of Western
thought since Plato’s Republic, and the relationship figured prominently in theories of Ameri-
can government during the early republican period of federal and state constitutionalism ( Justice
2015). During the formative period of state and local governance in the mid-nineteenth century,
policymakers emphasized the importance of soft-power solutions to social disorder among whites,
seeking to preserve neo-republican commitments to liberty and small government by supporting
common schooling for all white children—acculturating European immigrants, reducing crime,
eradicating poverty (understood as an individual failing), and ensuring political unity (Kaestle
1983). For locals, however, one of the primary incentives of the bottom-up social movement that
built common schools was the development of capital. As the market economy accelerated in
the nineteenth-century North, a common school provided children with useful cultural, social,
and human capital and, increasingly, social certification in an impersonal labor market. More-
over, white property owners identified the benefits of good schools for their property valuation
and regional reputation (Beadie 2010). Today all 50 states make provisions for public schooling in
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their constitutions. Both state and federal jurisprudence recognize that the state’s role in educating
citizens is one of its core responsibilities ( Justice & Meares 2021).1

At the same time, however, nineteenth-century America was a slave republic, a fact reflected in
the provision of public education. Before the Civil War, Black formal schooling in slave states was
almost universally forbidden in order to maintain social control, with grotesque consequences for
noncompliance. In the antebellum North, most common schools either excluded or segregated
free Black children into inferior schools, and the prospect of private academies admitting Black
students led to riots in Connecticut and New Hampshire (Douglas 2005). Although free Black
Americans built the public schools of the South during Reconstruction, under Jim Crow, south-
ern whites aggressively erected racially separate and deeply unequal public school systems, with
the overt purpose of creating a politically and economically subordinate underclass (Anderson
1988). In the North and South, racial caste education was useful to white elites, providing poor
and working-class whites with greater access to capital and a psychological wage of supposed su-
periority, while providing northern industrial capitalists with an available strike-breaking labor
force and southern agrarian capitalists with a new form of serfdom to replace formal slavery (Bell
2004, Du Bois 1976). And of course, white anti-Blackness was an enduring cultural phenomenon
with a life of its own.

Today, caste is legally forbidden in law and social policy, but as an empirical matter, the admin-
istration of big justice and the provision of public education in the United States remain deeply
unjust and reflect their caste origins. In the former case, decades of research demonstrate that
social class, gender, and race bias persist in every step of the policing, adjudication, and punish-
ment of crime (e.g., Soss & Weaver 2017, Stevens & Morash 2015, Wildeman & Muller 2012).
For the past 30 years (a generation and a half ), criminal justice entanglement in the United States
has been massive in scale by international and historical standards, and in relation to crime rates,
as well as disproportional along intersecting lines of social class, race, and sex. As a result, for
Black and Latinx men in some cities, police stopping and frisking became routine; for men and
boys of some age cohorts, spending time in jail or prison, or having a parent who has, is modal
(Fagan & Ash 2017, Pettit & Western 2004, Tyler et al. 2014, Wildeman 2014). For example,
Fagan (2010) estimates that in the single year of 2006, even before the program peaked, New
York City’s regime of stop–question–frisk (SQF) stopped 80% of African American adolescents
ages 16–17, as opposed to rates of 38% and 10% for Hispanics and whites, respectively. Thus,
whereas many white Americans view the law generally, and criminal justice institutions—police,
courts, carceral institutions—as legitimate, many others are deeply and quite rationally estranged
from them (Bell 2016,Gibson 2018, Soss &Weaver 2017). In the realm of public schooling, inputs
such as expenditures, curricular offerings, and academic tracks are also highly stratified by family
socioeconomic status and race (Baker 2018, Legette 2020, Sutton 2017); so, too, are outcomes
measured by test scores, graduation rates, and completion of higher education (Berkowitz et al.
2017, Kuhfeld et al. 2018, Paschall et al. 2018, Sirin 2016). Determining the relationship between
criminal justice and education is therefore difficult in part because both domains of government
policy are not only codeterminative but also covariate to broader patterns, including economic
(in)equality and racism.

1The federal jurisprudence on the necessity of public education to a republican form of government was quite
stable throughout the twentieth century, despite a variety of types of rulings about its details; see, for example,
Pierce v. Society of Sisters (1925), Brown v. Board of Education (1954),Wisconsin v. Yoder (1972), and Plyler v. Doe
(1982).
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Another characteristic of American criminal justice and education makes studying their rela-
tionship simultaneously challenging and essential: scale. American criminal justice is massive, with
levels of incarceration or state supervision unparalleled anywhere, at any time, in human history.
Levels of involuntary police contact in some neighborhoods resemble totalitarian states. This big
justice (mass imprisonment and proactive policing using SQF and neighborhood saturation) has
had a variety of damaging effects on civil society. Simultaneously, American schools have adopted
big-consequences school policies that emphasize harsh punishments and police presence on school
grounds, as well as high-stakes tests that incentivize schools to push out struggling students and
require policy makers to punish struggling schools. These policies, encouraged or mandated by
state and federal law, have also had deleterious consequences for struggling children in a variety
of ways.

Moreover, researchers of aggregate effects of big justice face the problem of accounting for
the background effects of the very existence of police forces and prisons. Insofar as policing and
incarceration as state activities play a role in maintaining a baseline of public safety, we have no
large-scale counterfactual to test whether the complete absence or abolition of either activity re-
sults in particular effects with regard to public safety generally or children’s safety-related school
experiences specifically. Personal, community, and school safety are critical to learning and teach-
ing in schools (Côté-Lussier & Fitzpatrick 2016)—indeed, to civilization itself (Sharkey 2018a,b;
Sharkey et al. 2014). Viewing safety effects narrowly along a single dimension both is challenging
and can yield misleading conclusions, however, and leads us to ask, safety for whom? For exam-
ple, Geller & Fagan (2019) suggest that although New York City saw small positive effects of
reduced crime during its decade-long policy of proactively policing high-crime neighborhoods,
this marginal gain in safety from crime must be weighed against the lack of safety, or even psycho-
logical harm, that people experienced when they, or people they saw or knew, were stopped and
frisked on a regular basis.

Likewise, there are considerable challenges to studying the effects of mass incarceration on
adolescents and children—either from their personal detainment and incarceration or,muchmore
commonly, from the incarceration of their parents. There is no standardized national data set
for studying the experience and effects of incarceration, and what does exist is characterized by
point-in-time population surveys that can miss people serving a short sentence in state and fed-
eral prisons, as well as a serious lack of comprehensive data from jails (Natl. Res. Counc. 2014,
Wildeman & Muller 2012). As a result, researchers often turn to large, survey-based longitudinal
data sets—e.g., the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study, the National Longitudinal Study
of Adolescent to Adult Health—that were not designed specifically for the study of prison effects
(Sykes & Pettit 2014, Wildeman et al. 2018). Moreover, although the outsized racial disparity of
incarceration is obvious, we need a great deal more research on the racialized mechanisms, experi-
ences, and secondary effects of mass incarceration on children (Haskins &Lee 2016). For example,
the extraordinarily high concentration of incarceration inflicted on Black Americans makes quan-
titative models of carceral exposure at the individual and family level risk categorical bias toward
white family structure, as well as on the problem of accounting for community-level exposure
(Lee et al. 2015, Sykes & Pettit 2014, Wildeman & Wakefield 2014). Likewise, Massoglia et al.
(2013) and Haskins & Lee (2016) suggest that white and Black Americans’ experiences post in-
carceration differ significantly based on prior structural differences between the groups, as well as
on strategies of resilience.

Figurative language plays a significant role in how researchers explain the nature of the rela-
tionship between public schooling and criminal justice, and there are serious scientific and con-
ceptual consequences behind figuration that describes empirical challenges, relations and causality,
and normative commitments. The school-to-prison pipeline metaphor, first introduced in 2003,

34 Justice



has been wildly successful, generating a rich body of research while also serving as a rallying cry
for reformers (Crawley&Hirschfield 2018,Hirschfield 2018). Echoing the traditional jeremiad of
American civil rights discourse, the metaphor evokes and disrupts basic assumptions of what pub-
lic schools are supposed to do—reduce crime, train good workers, and make good citizens. That
some public schools and school practices systematically do the opposite is alarming.Nevertheless,
some researchers have also expressed reservations about the utility of the school-to-prison pipeline
metaphor for adequately explaining the relationship between public schools and prisons specif-
ically, or the state functions of education and criminal justice generally (Crawley & Hirschfield
2018, McGrew 2016).

Looking in the other direction, those who focus on criminal justice have also used figurative
language to describe its relationship to civil society generally, including education. Some have used
words like spillover and collateral to describe secondary effects on children and families (Foster
& Hagan 2009, Kirk & Sampson 2013, Kirk & Wakefield 2018, Mauer & Chesney-Lind 2002).
Laub (2018) uses headwinds and tailwinds in the life course. Recent scholarly book titles on mass
imprisonment include words like collapse, plague, and a New Jim Crow (Alexander 2010,Drucker
2011, Stuntz 2011). Gottschalk (2014) describes mass imprisonment metaphorically as a cancer
that has metastasized across multiple areas of governance. Scholarship on policing and courts has
described relationships to the body politic as predatory (Carbado 2016, Page et al. 2019). Tyler
et al. (2014) provocatively describe police stops in New York City as teachable moments.

In this article, I develop the idea of hobbling, which builds on a critical race analysis of both
criminal justice and education as spaces where white supremacy has been historically maintained
through facially race-neutral laws and policies that either conserve or enhance white advantage.
The purpose of hobbling, as a general matter, is not the elimination of mobility but its reduction
to the point of compatibility with domination. Historically, those people responsible for the en-
slavement of other people would incapacitate individuals labeled as flight risks through use of de-
vices, such as leg irons, or through bodily mutilation.Metaphorically speaking, hobbling describes
the systematic process that has emerged in the United States by which big justice strategies for
policing and punishment increase the obstacles that Black, Latinx, and poor children face as they
attempt to advance in their social mobility through public schooling.

Viewing the functioning of criminal justice generally as hobbling via public school performance
highlights the unique historical and political role of schooling as a site of social mobility. Unlike
other forms of social welfare, the provision of education is woven into state constitutions as a
core obligation of government. Since 1954, federal (and state) law has increasingly insisted on fa-
cially, racially inclusive institutional arrangements while leaving the structures of white supremacy
intact—the origin point of critical race theory (Bell 2004). In some cases, the hobbles are tempo-
rary setbacks in the zero-sum game of getting ahead of others through school achievement. In
other cases, the hobbles are social and medical disfigurements that radically curtail a child’s long-
term ability in absolute terms to excel in schooling at the secondary and tertiary levels. Function-
ally, hobbling need not affect every individual child as long as it results in aggregate ordering and
maintenance of categorical racial and socioeconomic hierarchies. Drawing on life course theories
of crime and desistence, hobbling can be seen as a form of cumulative disadvantage inflicted on
Black and Latinx children through big justice policing and incarceration that systematically in-
terfere with their right to a public education under state law, and their right to equal protection
under federal law.

THE EFFECT OF POLICING ON PUBLIC EDUCATION

Police contact can have a significant adverse effect on children’s public education—indirectly by
harming their health and well-being and directly by compromising their school achievement, and
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by offering them a competing, negative civic education in its own right. Research in the last decade
from numerous cities and types of data sets confirms and expands on previous findings on the over-
all negative, and potentially disastrous, consequences of youth contact with police. Even vicarious
experience can have a negative effect—an important but unsurprising finding given the heightened
cognitive orientation of adolescents to peer influence.

Police and Youth Well-Being

As a general matter, mental health and well-being have strong effects on people’s ability to learn.
Effective policing can, in theory, contribute to reductions in crime and community violence and
increase public health, trust, and community safety, which presumably correlate with youth well-
being. Moreover, in extremely dangerous contexts (gang violence or acute addiction), police con-
tact that results in incarceration can have positive outcomes for suspects and their family members
(e.g., Turney & Wildeman 2015). In practice, however, research suggests quite the reverse: Most
forms of involuntary police contact, even images of police contact with people we do not know
personally, can have negative consequences for mental health and perceptions of safety in and of
themselves. These effects are racially disproportionate. In a widely cited study in The Lancet, for
example, Bor et al. (2018) found a causal negative effect on the mental health of Black respondents
resulting from recent in-state police killings of unarmed Black civilians.They found no such effect
on white respondents. Indeed, Najdowski et al. (2015) found that Black men, but not white men,
experienced stereotype threat during both actual and anticipated police contact, which resulted in
precisely the types of nervous behavior that police view as suspicious.

Over the last two decades and across the United States, so-called proactive policing strate-
gies have intentionally increased rates of nonconsensual police contact in target neighborhoods,
despite the fact that, in the vast majority of instances, subjects of these encounters have done noth-
ing illegal. Those subject to involuntary SQF encounters are often minors and disproportionately
young men of color (Fagan 2017, Rudovsky & Harris 2018). As Bandes et al. (2019) note in their
review of research on the psychological health costs of SQF policing, not only is the encounter
inherently nonconsensual, it can often escalate into verbal abuse and physical violence against the
suspect and can cause trauma.

Much of the research on big justice policing strategies has focused on major cities and has
been done with adults aged 18 and older, or has mixed adolescents and young adults. The findings
are striking. In a qualitative study of adolescent and young Black men living in poverty in San
Francisco, Jones (2014) found that routine contact with police was a source of mortification,
fear, and trauma. Geller et al. (2014) phone interviewed more than 1,200 young men aged
18–26 in areas targeted by the New York Police Department (NYPD), using validated mental
health diagnostic scales for trauma and anxiety. They found that the frequency of police contact
predicted anxiety, whereas the level of personal intrusion during the stop predicted levels of
trauma. Merging community health data on 8,066 participants with neighborhood-level SQF
data from the NYPD, Sewell et al. (2016, p. 3) found that neighborhood-level frisk and use
of force proportions correlated with negative mental health for men, including general psy-
chological distress, “nervousness, effort, and worthlessness.” Shedd (2015) found that Chicago
youth who encountered police experienced psychological distress and distrust. In a study of four
cities, Baltimore, Philadelphia, New York, and Washington, DC, DeVylder et al. (2017, p. 466)
surveyed 1,615 participants and found a range of indicators of police victimization (physical
and psychological) to be alarmingly high and disproportionate to “racial/ethnic minorities,
males, transgender respondents and younger adults,” and also associated with depression and
psychological distress. Although fewer scholars examine the effects of police contact on girls’
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mental health, in a longitudinal study of 2,450 adolescent females drawing from the Pittsburg
Girls Study data set, Hipwell et al. (2018, p. 1252) found that self-control and responsibility
declined as a result of police contact, delaying “normative psychosocial maturation.”

Police and School Performance

When police make (or even threaten to make) involuntary contact with a child, research sug-
gests that the child’s school performance can suffer. School performance can be measured in sev-
eral ways—attendance, individual and average course grades, scores on standardized tests, and the
completion of degree programs (high school diplomas and associate’s and bachelor’s degrees, for
example). Unfortunately, most of the evidence for the school achievement effect of police contact
comes from large longitudinal studies and is consequently limited by the more vulnerable status
of children and families in those studies, telling us less about, say, middle- and upper-class white
families who have, historically, different relationships with the police.

Several studies show that arrest can be devastating, irrespective of later consequences of the
arrest or determinations of guilt or innocence.Using data from 4,909 students in poor, segregated
Chicago neighborhoods, for example, Hirschfield (2009) found a strong relationship between of-
ficial sanctioning (arrest) during high school and subsequent dropout. In a follow-up study, Kirk
& Sampson (2013) used similar methods in a multi-wave analysis of overlapping data sets from
the Project on Human Development in Chicago Neighborhoods Longitudinal Cohort Study, the
Chicago Police Department, Chicago Public Schools, and the US Census. They found that arrest
has a highly significant effect on dropout that is not mediated by a student’s educational expecta-
tions, school attachments, or friend support (factors previously theorized to be mediators). The
effects lingered for students who did graduate from high school, curtailing enrollment in four-
year colleges (but not two-year institutions). Widdowson et al. (2016) confirmed these findings
of arrest effects on two- and four-year college attendance using data from the National Longitu-
dinal Survey of Youth of 1997. Lopes et al. (2012) also found a significant effect of formal police
intervention (nontrivial contact or arrest) on subsequent dropping out of high school among the
1,000 youth samples in the Rochester Youth Development Study, which they integrated with data
from police, public schools, and the Department of Social Services.

Arrest is only one aspect of police contact, however. In a more granular analysis, Gottlieb
& Wilson (2019) drew on the Fragile Families data set to differentiate among types of police
contact—vicarious, no arrest, and arrest—and found that all three negatively affected students’
grade point average. Indeed, just the threat of police contact can damage school achievement.
Using administrative data from New York City’s Operation Impact, Legewie & Fagan (2019)
followed the NYPD’s moving impact zones over time and linked these with student test scores
before, during, and after. They found that one group of students—Black boys—saw a significant
decline in school attendance and test scores as a result of exposure to police surges. (There were
no statistically significant variations for other groups.)

Involuntary Police Contact as Civic Education

In the last decade, numerous studies have documented the effects of involuntary police contact on
the subject’s civic identity, including trust in police, trust in legal authorities generally, and one’s
own civic self-concept. This scholarship confirms and expands upon the research base of previous
decades: Legitimacy and trust depend on quality of treatment by authorities (Braga et al. 2014,
Fagan & Tyler 2005, Tyler 1990, Tyler & Trinkner 2017). Civic learning can result from personal
or vicarious contact with criminal justice authorities and has been found for minors and adults
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alike. Indeed, studies of young adults are relevant to adolescents not only because they are subject
to the same personal experiences but also because children learn from the adults around them,
and both groups learn vicariously from observing treatment of in-group others. In the context
of big justice, where frequent and targeted contact with criminal justice agencies is a state policy
objective, civic experience and identity formation are systematically and continually shaped by
what is supposed to be a rare occurrence: involuntary contact with law enforcement ( Justice &
Meares 2014, Lerman & Weaver 2014).

Researchers use various related measures for civic identity development, such as belief that
legal authorities are legitimate, legal cynicism, and systems engagement/avoidance. Surveying a
weighted and stratified sample of 1,261 young men aged 18–26 in New York City, Tyler et al.
(2014) found that the quality of personal experience with police stops correlated with the perceived
legitimacy of the police. Importantly, so too did individual perceptions of police fairness based on
police activity in the neighborhood. Tyler et al. also found that this belief in the legitimacy of
police correlated with other reported civic behaviors, such as law abidingness, willingness to serve
on juries, and voluntary cooperation with police in criminal investigations. Drawing on a national
sample of 3,001 teens (mean age 15.5 years) from the Fragile Families data set, Geller & Fagan
(2019) likewise found that legal cynicism was higher among children who had both personal and
vicarious contact with police, with the intrusiveness of those contacts increasing the effect. And
in a study using multiple data sets, Brayne (2014) found patterns of systems avoidance, by which
people with criminal justice contact subsequently avoid involvement with surveilling institutions,
including medical facilities and educational, financial, and employment institutions.

Race is a critically important variable in the relationship between police contact and civic learn-
ing. High levels of legal cynicism and low legal legitimacy in poor, Black neighborhoods are well
documented in research literature.Using the Pathways to Desistence data set, a longitudinal study
of serious adolescent offenders aged 14–17 in Phoenix and Philadelphia, Fine & Cauffman (2015)
confirmed previous studies that Black youth accorded police lower legitimacy than did Latinx
youth, and much lower than did white youth. They also found that the effect of first arrest on
Black youths’ perceptions of police legitimacy was more pronounced than for the other groups.
In a broad survey of police and civilian interactions, Epp et al. (2014) found that police contact is
an engine for the racialized civic identity gap.

Vicarious civic learning also occurs when people gain knowledge of how police have treated
in-group others and can influence how they engage with public resources and institutions. For
example, in their innovative study of Milwaukee, Desmond et al. (2016) found that police-related
911 calls, especially those in Black neighborhoods, dropped significantly after a highly publicized
local incident of police brutality—an effect that lasted more than a year. Other studies have found
significant effects for adolescents, for whom peer experience in particular was a significant factor
in attitudes toward legal authorities (Fine et al. 2016, Stuart 2016).

Another expression of civic identity (and, often, mental health impairment) is criminal behav-
ior. Using longitudinal data from a four-wave study on 645 boys of color predominantly from
ninth and tenth grade, Del Toro et al. (2019) found that frequency of police stops predicted more
frequent delinquent behavior 6, 12, and 18 months later. Strain theory predicts a link between
psychological distress and delinquent behavior, and qualitative studies have linked police contact
to increased delinquent behavior (Bell 2016, Kirk & Papachristos 2011, Stuart 2016). Del Toro
et al.’s key finding was that the criminogenic effect of police-initiated stops was partially mediated
by psychological distress that resulted from intrusive or abusive experiences.

Finally, it is important to note that although procedurally just police behavior can lead to more
trust in state actors, for many Americans and their children the state is not just, whether in the
provision of public education or in the provision of public safety. By using legitimacy as a yardstick,
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researchers can offer persuasive evidence to policy makers about the risk of police practice to the
status quo, but these normative measures also risk implying that law abidingness and trust in
police are desirable, or even reasonable, civic behaviors in a context of state injustice. The killing
of George Floyd in the summer of 2020, one of the many unarmed Black men and women killed
by police each year, highlighted the deep injustices of policing as a mechanism of public safety
maintenance, inspiring protests across the country and the globe on a scale not seen in decades.
In Mobilized by Injustice, Walker (2020) anticipated this moment, using a cross-sectional analysis
of five survey data sets to understand the ways in which unjust personal and vicarious contact
with police and incarceration can lead to political mobilization.Walker’s analysis suggests that we
need more research on the affective consequences of criminal justice contact that do not lead to
civic withdrawal, such as mistrust and cynicism, but lead instead to organized resistance, such as
mechanisms of resilience, outrage, and solidarity (e.g., Burt et al. 2017).

School–Police Partnerships

Although relationships between public schools and police date to the mid-twentieth century, big
justice spilled into a nationwide investment in zero-tolerance school discipline policies in the
1990s, including more, and more intense, exclusionary punishments (suspension, expulsion) and
the building of police–public school partnerships. Between 1975 and 2007, the percentage of pub-
lic schools with assigned, sworn school resource officers (SROs) rose from 1% to 40%, an aston-
ishing change considering that there was, and is, no research base to support their effectiveness
in making schools safer or improving learning ( James & Dragoo 2018, James &McCallion 2013,
Kupchik 2016).

In fact, qualitative and quantitative studies suggest that SROs not only fail to make schools
safer but actually increase students’ risk of arrest for low-level infractions that would ordinarily
not come to the attention of police. Theriot (2009) compared 28 schools in a midsized metro area
SRO program and found a strong causal link between SRO presence and disorderly conduct ar-
rests. Using a nationally representative sample of schools from the USDepartment of Education’s
School Survey on Crime and Safety (SSOCS), Na & Gottfredson (2013) found that the presence
of SROs more than doubled the rate of referrals to law enforcement for “simple assault without a
weapon” and also correlated with harsher consequences for all types of crime. In a follow-up study
using more recent SSOCS data and controlling for more variables, Nance (2016) found a similar
result: The presence of SROs dramatically increases the likelihood of student misbehavior being
reported to law enforcement across a variety of categories, violent and nonviolent alike.

Despite observational and survey data suggesting that many SROs are well meaning and seek
to build trusting and supportive relationships with children, their work is structured in ways that,
in the aggregate, put children at greater risk of criminal justice contact by framing misbehavior
in terms of criminal activity, exposing children to SROs’ implicit racial biases, and putting SROs
in situations for which they are not trained to respond outside of their law-enforcement capacity
(Kupchik 2010, Kupchik et al. 2020). State-level legislation across the United States has created
a raft of laws mandating school administrators report misbehaving students to police—present in
schools or not—for vaguely defined forms of misbehavior, such as disorderly conduct (González
2012, Ripley 2016). SRO training and clarity of mission in schools vary widely, giving SROs wide
discretion and little accountability to school staff (Bleakley & Bleakley 2018).Given the genealogy
of SRO programs, it should not be surprising that there is a direct correlation between the per-
centage of students of color in a high school and the presence of SROs (Onyeka-Crawford et al.
2017). Legal scholars have raised serious concerns about increased, mandatory contact between
children and law enforcement and the legal and institutional structuring of children’s rights (e.g.,
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Theriot & Cuellar 2016). These concerns are supported by several qualitative studies of children
of color’s experiences with SROs, which can be characterized by suspicion, negative labeling, and
outright abuse (Kupchik 2010, Nolan & Willis 2011, Rios 2011).

MASS INCARCERATION AND PUBLIC EDUCATION

Although incarceration is often justified in terms of educative purposes—rehabilitation and de-
terrence chief among them—mass incarceration has been fueled primarily by the politics of fear,
retribution, and racism (Haney-López 2014, Hinton 2016, Natl. Res. Counc. 2014, Pfaff 2017)
and allocates cumulative disadvantage in ways that exacerbate racial and socioeconomic inequal-
ity (Wakefield 2014, Wakefield & Uggen 2010). Viewed through the lens of critical race theory,
mass incarceration is, to some degree, old wine in new bottles: the institutionalization of hun-
dreds of years of state-sanctioned violence toward and spatial removal and conceptual erasure of
people of color and deviant whites, including the poor (Hinton & Cook 2021). The educational
effects of mass incarceration are primary and secondary, affecting children directly if they person-
ally are incarcerated, but much more commonly affecting them through the incarceration of their
parents/caregivers, community members, and even school peers and staff (Massoglia & Pridemore
2015,Natl. Res. Counc. 2014, Soss 2014). The aggregative effects of both forms of exposure to in-
carceration constitute systematic class- and race-based hobbles to equal educational opportunities
guaranteed by state law.

Decades of research show that incarcerating youth is, at best, ineffective at reducing crime
and more typically causes short- and long-term academic, social, and psychological damage (e.g.,
Lambie & Randell 2013). The demographic contours of this population have been generally con-
sistent over time. In 2017, approximately 15% of residentially confined youth were female, and
67% were youth of color. Black youth were detained and committed at six times and four times
the rate of white youth, respectively (Hockenberry 2020). A heartening development in youth
incarceration during the last decade, however, has been its steady decline. According to the De-
partment of Justice, between 1997 and 2017, the number of youth detained declined by 44%,
whereas the number committed to institutions declined 64%, a combined decline from 105,055
to 43,580 (Hockenberry 2020). The significance of this decline for children and communities is
not yet well understood.

In contrast, the place of parental incarceration in the lives of American children is stagger-
ing. Looking at the 1990 birth cohort from 1990 to age 14, Wildeman & Andersen (2015) found
the cumulative risk of parental incarceration in prison is 7.96% (paternal) and 0.58% (maternal).
(These estimates are low because they do not include jail time.) In a more wide-ranging study,
Murphey & Cooper (2015) use interview data from the 2011–2012 National Survey of Children’s
Health to find a similar result. Approximately 7% of all US children aged 0–17 experienced the
incarceration in prison or jail of a parent living with them. This exposure was unequal: Black chil-
dren were nearly twice as likely as white children to have an incarcerated parent (11.5% versus
6.0%); children living in poverty were three times as likely as children with family income at two
times the poverty rate (12.5 versus 3.9); and children outside metropolitan areas were more likely
to have an incarcerated parent compared with their metropolitan counterparts (10.7 versus 6.3).
Adding further nuance, Muller & Wildeman (2016) broke down parental incarceration data by
region, finding considerable variation in the exposure of children of color to harm. In the North-
east (except New York), for example, they found total risk of parental incarceration at 5.4%, but
by race, the risk was starkly apartheid: 1.7% white, 18.4% Black, and 11.6% Latinx. In Texas, the
total risk was 8.6% but 2.2% white, 20.7% Black, and 8.8% Latinx. Research is sparse regarding
the carceral experiences of other ethnic and racial groups.
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Mass Incarceration and Youth Well-Being

There is a great deal of evidence that incarceration is detrimental to child well-being and can be
seen as a form of state-inflicted, long-term debilitation that disproportionately targets children
who are poor, Black and Latinx, boys, and poor Black boys most of all. Not surprisingly, young
people who end up in state carceral care already face more well-being challenges and needs related
to mental, physical, and sexual/reproductive health. Moreover, incarcerated youth are nearly four
times as likely as their public school cohorts to require special education services and are typically
well below grade level in math and reading (Counc. State Gov. Justice Cent. 2015). Establish-
ing the role of incarceration as an independent variable in the lives of already-troubled youth
is therefore difficult. According to 2011 data, the youth carceral population distributes roughly
evenly across three types of institutions: short-term detention centers (34%), group homes (30%),
and long-term carceral facilities (27%), with the remainder in alternative programs (Davis et al.
2014). Federal and state governments make little effort to document, or even standardize, their
widely divergent and often insufficient programming and its results (Counc. State Gov. Justice
Cent. 2015). A state-by-state review of litigation and research by the Annie E. Casey Foundation
(2011) concluded that youth carceral facilities were ineffective at reducing recidivism and improv-
ing educational trajectories but also dangerous places exposing children to physical, sexual, and
psychological abuse. Likewise, in a survey of 188 young men in juvenile and adult facilities in New
York and New Jersey, Fagan & Kupchik (2011) found that although conditions in youth facilities
are less harsh than in adult ones, spending time in either is likely to impair the social, emotional,
and academic health of inmates. A large body of research shows that youth carceral experience
in residential and secure facilities tends to exacerbate existing challenges in the long term while
adding new ones (Barnert et al. 2016)—in other words, to increase disadvantage.

Three recent studies add to this picture. Gilman et al. (2015) used data from the Seattle School
Development Project, a longitudinal survey of 808 fifth-grade students from 18 elementary public
schools serving high-crime neighborhoods to track the long-term effects of police contact with
or without incarceration deep into adulthood (ages 27–33). They found that people incarcerated
during adolescence were more likely in adulthood to have abusive/dependent relationships with
alcohol, have been reincarcerated, and have received welfare more often than those youth who
experienced police encounters without incarceration. Using an even larger data set from the 1997
National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, Sugie & Turney (2017) reached a similar conclusion. Ar-
rest during youth was associated with later reduced mental health in adulthood, and subsequent
incarceration doubled the strength of the association.Those who lived in disadvantaged areas dur-
ing adolescence weremore at risk.And in a novel study of adolescent development,Dmitrieva et al.
(2012) measured the deleterious effect of youth incarceration on aspects of psychosocial develop-
ment, using interview data from 1,171 incarcerated youth aged 14–17. They found heterogeneous
effects depending on facility type (secure versus residential treatment) and age of exposure. Se-
cure facility experience was associated with a short-term decline in temperance and responsibility,
whereas residential experience was associated with a negative effect on long-term developmental
trajectory of psychosocial maturity, perspective, and responsibility. Older participants had greater
short-term negative effects from secure facilities but greater benefits from residential ones. In
short, they found that although all incarceration impedes normal psychological development, ex-
periencing safety can mitigate the long-term effects.

For the five to six million American children who have experienced it through their parents—
especially and most often fathers—our national policy of mass incarceration is also costly and
racially disproportionate. Parental incarceration destabilizes families and reduces their func-
tioning (Wildeman et al. 2016) and is associated with lower levels of paternal child support
(Geller et al. 2011, McLeod & Gottlieb 2018) and greater residential instability (Tasca et al.
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2011). Moreover, paternal incarceration negatively affects families’ connections to broader social
institutions, networks, and activities—a process Foster & Hagan (2015) call systemic exclusion.
The risk of these harms is vastly racialized. Black children born in 1990, for example, had a 25%
chance of having a father incarcerated, as opposed to 3.6% of white children of the same age
(Wakefield & Wildeman 2011).

Children with an incarcerated parent exhibit a range of behavioral, health, and social problems
(Arditti 2012,Wakefield 2014). In terms of physical health, Roettger & Boardman (2012) used Ad
Health data to find an association between parental incarceration and increased body mass index
and obesity in young women and found further association with depression—suggesting that this
negative health effect is a result of internalizing, stress-coping behavior. In terms of psychological
development, Geller et al. (2011) found that children with incarcerated fathers show increased
aggression and attention deficits, a similar finding to that of Kjellstrand et al.’s (2018) study of
361 Oregon fifth graders. In a complex analytic model that compares children who have expe-
rienced paternal incarceration with those who will experience it, Porter & King (2015) found a
spurious connection between paternal incarceration and instrumental delinquency (such as theft)
but a strong correlation with expressive delinquency (such as interpersonal violence or property
destruction), in part because of reduced attachment to fathers. Finally, two novel studies found
that adolescents who have experienced recent parental incarceration suffer social network harm
and associate with more marginal peers (Bryan 2017, Cochran et al. 2018).

Mass Incarceration and School Performance

Both primary and secondary experiences with incarceration have a negative effect on school per-
formance. Two recent studies offer some insight. Aizer & Doyle (2015) used administrative court
data for more than 35,000 Chicago youth over a 10-year period, linking this data set to public
school and adult incarceration data. Because judges vary in their rates of decisions to incarcerate,
Aizer & Doyle could hold other variables constant while looking at the effect of encountering a
low- versus high-incarceration judge. Depending on the model, they found that juvenile incarcer-
ation alone decreased the likelihood of graduating from high school by between 13% and 39%
and increased the likelihood of entering adult prison by between 23% and 41% by age 25 in com-
parison to youth from the same neighborhood. The strongest effects were for youth incarcerated
at the lowest age range, 15–16 years. Echoing previous studies, they found that once a youth is
incarcerated, he or she is unlikely to return to school.

Although scholarship has long associated more schooling with better social and economic out-
comes for youth, one recent study examined the aspects of carceral school programs that appear
to make a difference. Jäggi et al. (2020) used data from Pathways to Desistence (Mulvey 2011),
a seven-year, multi-wave study of adolescents adjudicated delinquent or convicted of serious of-
fenses. Looking at a sample of 569 (50 female) youth and young adults sentenced to adult prison,
Jäggi et al. found that the quality of engagement with carceral school programming (e.g., pos-
itive relationships with teachers, time in attendance, aspiration, and time spent on homework),
and not achievement measured by grades, predicted better school performance and other proso-
cial behaviors post release. This finding was consistent with previous quantitative and qualitative
studies finding clear advantages to school attachment for justice-involved youth (Blomberg et al.
2011, 2012; Cavendish 2013), as well as degree attainment while in prison (Duwe & Clark 2014).
Although such work offers a basis for hope, it also highlights the outrageous, deliberate underin-
vestment in high-quality programming generally (Phelps 2011).

The last decade has seen an explosion of research interest on the effects of secondary con-
tact through parental incarceration. Indeed, reviews of research alone have appeared recently in
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the Annual Review of Criminology (Kirk & Wakefield 2018), the Annual Review of Sociology (Foster
& Hagan 2015, Massoglia & Pridemore 2015), The Lancet (Wildeman & Wang 2017), and else-
where, as well as in commissioned reports by the American Psychological Association (Wildeman
et al. 2018) and the National Research Council (Natl. Res. Counc. 2014). Although a decade ago
there was a good deal of theory but still-inconclusive data about whether parental incarceration,
as opposed to other associated factors, had a significant effect on child schooling and well-being
(Murray et al. 2012a,b), research demonstrates that parental incarceration is generally harmful to
children both in terms of their schooling and in terms of their overall well-being, and that con-
ditions in which the effects of parental incarceration are null or beneficial to children are already
highly detrimental to their schooling (Turney&Wildeman 2015,Wildeman et al. 2018). Research
also suggests that parental incarceration has negative effects not only on children but even on their
teachers (Dallaire et al. 2010) and whole schools (Hagan & Foster 2012).

Generally speaking, children with incarcerated parents are less engaged and have more aca-
demic and social problems in school (Murphey & Cooper 2015, Nichols et al. 2016), and we now
have a better understanding of the differences betweenmaternal and paternal incarceration effects,
as well as some of the causal and mediating mechanisms.Using data on nearly 7,000 Cook County
elementary school–aged children over a 12-year period, and distinguishing between mothers who
entered jail for three days or less and those who entered prison, Cho (2009a) found that chil-
dren who experienced maternal imprisonment did not experience subsequently lower test scores
in reading and math—a surprising finding at the time. In another study of the same data, Cho
(2009b) found that children whose mothers were imprisoned were less likely to experience grade
retention. In a subsequent study, however, Cho (2011) found that students with maternal incarcer-
ation had a greater risk of dropping out unless they were at a school where maternal incarceration
was common.

Several studies have used Fragile Families data to better understand the effects of paternal in-
carceration. Haskins (2014) found that paternal incarceration by age five was associated with a
boy’s decreased social-emotional readiness for school. Turney & Haskins (2014) found that these
same children were also more likely to experience grade retention between kindergarten and third
grade—a phenomenon that cut across racial groups—and that an important mechanism is the
teacher’s perception of the child’s academic abilities, rather than objective measures of those abil-
ities [confirming Dallaire et al.’s (2010) finding that teachers can make discriminatory judgments
about children with incarcerated parents]. Haskins & Jacobsen (2017) found a negative effect of
parental incarceration on engagement with their children’s schools (stronger for paternal than
for maternal incarceration), suggesting that incarceration creates psychological and physical bar-
riers to parents’ involvement with their children’s schooling. Moreover, paternal incarceration is
associated with increased suspension or expulsion from elementary school, attributed in part to
children’s behavior and social detachment ( Jacobsen 2019), and, for African American boys, is
associated with decreases in literacy development.

Mass Incarceration as Civic Education

Finally, mass incarceration as a social practice has measurable civic consequences for those who
experience it first- or secondhand. Given the vast scale and racial disproportionality in carceral
contact, the structural and affective impediments of mass incarceration adhered to Black boys and
men (in particular) constitute a national system of civic hobbling in their own right, in competition
with what is supposed to be a core function of state government.

Mass incarceration not only entails a variety of civic impediments in state laws that come
with being convicted—disenfranchisement, banishment from aid programs, and barriers to
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employment and licensing, among others—but also creates a kind of policy feedback loop in
which individuals, communities, and whole demographic groups have experiences that shape their
notions of their relationship to the state. Most of the research focus has been on the damaging
primary consequences for adults—legal cynicism, systems avoidance, and reduced civic and
social participation—and does not distinguish among those who entered the system as children.
Nevertheless, it is reasonable to assume that the experience would be similar, especially given the
body of research on adverse effects on children that are related to civic beliefs and behaviors.

A small but robust body of recent scholarship finds secondary civic effects on families of incar-
cerated men, including in youth. Important qualitative work (Stuart 2016, Stuart & Miller 2017)
demonstrates that adult prison culture can reproduce itself in high-contact neighborhoods, ac-
culturating youth to prison norms through adult role models. Using Fragile Families data, Sugie
(2015) found that romantic partners of incarcerated people experienced a chilling effect on their
own participation in civic and religious domains. Combining ethnographic data with interviews
and Ad Health data, Lee et al. (2014) found that children of incarcerated people have lower rates
of civic engagement, including voting, volunteering, and trust in government, and posits that these
are the result of transmission of beliefs and behaviors of adult family members, as well as the child’s
own negative experiences with the criminal justice encounters and contexts that their parents
navigate.

CONCLUSION

In her bookReproducing Racism, Roithmayr (2014) argues that racial inequality in theUnited States
is now statistically locked in to our social institutions. Even if the law really were colorblind, she
argues, without affirmative countermeasures, racial inequality will endure. Research over the past
decade on the effects of criminal justice on public education suggests that we have not even reached
the point of racial neutrality. The massification of policing and incarceration exacerbate inequality
by creating a range of hobbles in the educational careers of children who are poor, who are not
white, and who are Black and living in poverty most of all. These hobbles are multifaceted and
terrifyingly quotidian. Framing them from the perspective of policy—that they can be weighed
as costs against safety benefits, or that they are, like breakage, an unavoidable aspect of the busi-
ness of justice—misses the point. There is no colorblindness or race neutrality in criminal justice
policies that so systematically undermine the state’s responsibility to provide equal educational
opportunity. Educational hobbling-as-justice is criminal justice indeed.
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