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l. Our Vision for Safe, Just, and Equitable Schools

The National Education Association’s vision for safe, just, and equitable schools is of thriving
spaces that are safe and welcoming for all students, discriminatory toward none, integrate the
social, emotional, physical, mental, and spiritual needs of the whole student, and equitably and
fully-fund the community school model with wraparound services and resources.

NEA’s vision is the recruitment and retention of educators who reflect the community, with
relevant professional development and tools for cultural competence and responsiveness,
prepared to center students’ needs and lived experiences, value all voices, and ensure voices
that have been historically exploited, ignored, or silenced are empowered and heard.

NEA’s vision is to emphasize evidence-based behavioral practices centered in the philosophy
of restorative justice over the criminalization and policing of students, and which dismantle and
eliminate inequitable policies, practices, and systems that deprive many of our students of their
futures and disproportionately harm Native, Asian, Black, Latin(o/a/x), Middle Eastern and North
African, Pacific Islander, and Multiracial students, including those who identify as LGBTQ+, have
disabilities, and/or are English language learners.

NEA believes all educators—which includes every adult working in our schools—are
indispensable both for realizing our vision and for transforming our schools and the broader
community so that we may end inequitable policies, practices, and systems to avert a crisis of
criminalization of our youth and instead prepare every student to achieve their full potential and
succeed in a diverse and interdependent world.

This Policy Statement sets forth principles to guide the beliefs, actions, advocacy,
partnerships, and other organization-wide efforts to achieve and sustain NEA’s vision for safe,
just, and equitable schools for every student, educator, parent/guardian, and community.

1. Guiding Principles to Achieve Our Vision

NEA is committed to changing the policies and practices of the schools in which we work to
ensure thriving spaces that are safe, just, and equitable. The Association is committed to beliefs,
actions, advocacy, and partnerships for the removal of impediments that are entirely
incompatible with our vision, such as institutional racism, white supremacy culture, inadequate
and inequitable school funding, and the criminalization and policing of students® in our
schools—all of which perpetuate the school-to-prison and school-to-deportation pipelines.?

The Association demands a transformative investment in the physical and mental health of
all students, including Native students and Asian, Black, Latin(o/a/x), Middle Eastern and North

1 Criminalization and policing of students refer to practices and enforcement of school disciplinary policies that
criminalize students’ behaviors, subjecting students to potential penalties imposed by law enforcement instead of
consequences imposed by educators.

2 School-to-prison and school-to-deportation pipelines refer to policies and practices that directly and indirectly push
Native, Asian, Black, Latin(o/a/x), Middle Eastern and North African, Pacific Islander, and Multiracial students,
including immigrant and undocumented youth, out of school and on a pathway to prison and/or deportation
including, but not limited to: harsh school discipline policies that overuse suspension and expulsion, increased
policing and surveillance that create prison-like environments in schools, and overreliance by educators on referrals
to law enforcement, the juvenile and criminal justice system, detention, and potentially deportation proceedings.
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African, Multiracial, and Pacific Islander students,® LGBTQ+ students, and students from all
economic backgrounds and abilities. Policymaking that produces a frayed network of public
services in our communities is incompatible with our vision. When equitably and fully-funded,
this network—which includes public schools, libraries, parks, transportation, food security,
access to health care and child care, affordable housing, and public service infrastructure—
energizes students, families, and their entire communities. The adoption of racial and social
equity principles at all levels of policymaking will encourage systemic solutions to these issues.
Racial and social justice in education and throughout the United States will be realized when we
ensure fair treatment resulting in equitable opportunities and outcomes for people of all races
and backgrounds.

Our work to achieve our vision for safe, just, and equitable schools is guided by five principles:

Guiding Principle 1:
Adopting a Restorative Justice Philosophy to Create a Thriving School Climate

NEA’s vision integrates the social, emotional, physical, mental, and spiritual needs of the
whole student,* in which students’ identities and lived experiences are centered within a
thriving and nurturing school climate.

Educators are critical to the development of evidence-based behavioral practices centered
in a philosophy of restorative justice that promotes caring, trusting, and positive relationships
among students and adults. Without the development of such practices, high quality teaching
and learning cannot occur. The Association’s vision for a restorative justice philosophy is
comprised of practices and processes that proactively build healthy relationships and a sense of
community. Restorative practices to address conflict and wrongdoing, behavior, rule violations,
and school climate can improve relationships between students, between students and
educators, and between educators whose behavior often serves as a role model for students.
They allow each member of the school community to develop and implement a school’s
adopted core values. Restorative practices allow individuals who may have committed harm to
take full responsibility for their behavior by addressing the individual or individuals affected by
the behavior. These practices represent a collective mindset that can help guide youth and adult
behavior and relationship management in schools.

Restorative justice practices and processes do not replace but rather complement existing
initiatives and evidence-based programs like Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports (PBIS)
or social and emotional learning models that assist in building a foundation and culture of caring.

Guiding Principle 2:
Relevant Professional Development for Culturally Competent Educators

NEA believes that educators—which includes every adult working in our schools—must be
fully supported so they are better prepared to respond to the social and emotional needs of

3 |dentities and their usage here acknowledges the Report and Recommendations of the Racial Equity Language
Review Stakeholder Group adopted by the NEA Board of Directors in May 2020. Native People are named first,
distinctly, recognized as the first people of this land with sovereign national and tribal status, and named together
with Asian, Black inclusive of African American, Latin(o/a/x) inclusive of Hispanic and Chican(o/a/x), Middle Eastern
and North African, Multiracial, and Pacific Islander people.

4 The whole student refers to the Whole Child tenets that call for all available educational resources to maximize the
achievement, skills, opportunities, and potential of each student by building upon individual strengths and addressing
individual needs. A Whole Child approach prepares students at all educational levels, including higher education, to
thrive in a democratic and diverse society and changing world as knowledgeable, creative, engaged citizens, and
lifelong learners.
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each student to ensure development of the expertise and understanding of what it means to be
culturally competent and responsive.> A culturally competent pedagogy connects students’
cultures, languages, and life experiences with the school curriculum. Leveraging a student’s
knowledge and experiences from their families and communities helps them to access and
connect with the curriculum and develop their academic skills.

Support of students who suffer from childhood trauma requires whole school involvement
and transformation. To achieve our vision, the Association and its affiliates must actively engage
in developing the means for schools and educators to address trauma and its implications for
creating safe, just, and equitable schools. Educators must be given ongoing opportunities to
develop the expertise to work with students from different racial, ethnic, and economic
backgrounds, and to support those students who may be affected by childhood trauma.

The Association must fully engage and authentically partner with stakeholders to develop
and implement, with fidelity, training that is relevant, proven, substantial, and ongoing, and
professional development tools that are responsive to the needs of students and educators and
are designed to build and increase educators’ cultural competence over the course of their
careers. At a minimum, these programs must address:

A. Development of communications skills including strategies for peer-to-peer, educator-
to-parent, and educator-to-student communication.

B. Development of cultural competence and responsiveness including awareness of one’s
own implicit biases® and trauma, understanding culturally competent pedagogy, and
becoming culturally responsive in one’s approach to education and discipline/behavior.

C. Training developed for, and delivered to, pre-service, early career, and experienced
educators.

D. Understanding of trauma and its effect on a student’s education.
E. Knowledge and skills required to transform schools into trauma-informed environments.

Guiding Principle 3:
Eliminating Disparities in Disciplinary/Behavioral Practices

NEA is committed to ending harsh school discipline/behavioral policies that directly and
indirectly contribute to a crisis of criminalization of our youth, and disproportionately harm
Native students and students of color. National research shows that these policies specifically
have a disparate impact on Native, Black, and Latin(o/a/x) students, including those who identify
as LGBTQ+, have disabilities, and/or are English language learners. Regionally, Asian, Middle
Eastern and North African, Pacific Islander, and Multiracial students experience harm and
disparate outcomes as a result of such policies. NEA demands an end to school
disciplinary/behavioral policies and practices that overuse suspension and expulsion; employ
zero-tolerance’ policies that criminalize minor infractions of school rules; increase police
presence and surveillance on school campuses that create prison-like environments; and
encourage school staff to impose exclusionary discipline or refer students to law enforcement,

5 Cultural competence means the capacity to interact effectively and respectfully with people from different racial,
ethnic, and/or economic backgrounds. Such competence includes understanding that different cultures have different
communication codes and styles, being open to learning from others, to shift out of one’s own cultural paradigm, and
to refrain from judging people before honestly exploring what motivates their behavior.

6 Implicit bias means the deep-seated attitudes or stereotypes that affect our understanding, actions, and decisions in
an unconscious manner.

7 Zero-tolerance refers to school disciplinary/behavioral policies and practices that set predetermined consequences
or punishments for specific offenses or rule infractions. Zero-tolerance policies forbid persons in positions of authority
from exercising discretion or changing punishments to fit individual circumstances.
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juvenile justice authorities, and immigration services. Students who are suspended or expelled
not only fall behind academically but are significantly more likely to drop out of school
altogether, fail to secure a job, rely on social welfare programs, and end up in prison or face
deportation.

The Association will advocate for schools, school districts, and states, in ensuring public
accountability to the communities they serve, to take appropriate steps to review their
disciplinary/behavioral policies and practices for any disparate impact on the basis of race,
ethnicity, or other protected characteristics; to take prompt and effective action to eliminate
any disparate impact found; and to continue to monitor disciplinary/behavioral policies and
practices to ensure that they are fair and nondiscriminatory.

Guiding Principle 4:
Eliminating the Criminalization and Policing of Students in Schools

NEA believes the criminalization and policing of students obstructs a thriving and nurturing
school climate. Native, Asian, Black, Latin(o/a/x), Middle Eastern and North African, Pacific
Islander, and Multiracial students, including those who identify as LGBTQ+, have disabilities,
and/or are English language learners are in greater jeopardy in schools with a presence of police
and law enforcement.? Schools with police presence rely more heavily on exclusionary
discipline, and exclusionary discipline falls disproportionately on Black students and other
students of color.

Ending the policing of students on school campuses is essential to ensure thriving spaces for
all stakeholders and to facilitate policies that dismantle inequalities and eliminate the
criminalization of youth. The Association strongly opposes the policing of students in all of its
forms which perpetuate the school-to-prison and school-to-deportation pipelines.

NEA recognizes the significance of physical school facilities as a reflection of what educators
want our schools to be—welcoming, inclusive, and supportive environments for our students,
parents/guardians, and communities.

Therefore, the Association demands an end to:

A. Participation in federal 1033 programs which deliver unnecessary weapons, vehicles,
surveillance technology, and other equipment that unjustifiably militarize the police
presence on school campuses.

B. Overreliance by educators on referrals to law enforcement which increase the likelihood
of contact with the juvenile justice system.

C. Subjective and biased enforcement of disciplinary policies such as hair and dress codes.

D. Construction of prison-like school environments that employ metal detectors, random
searches, and other building and design elements that diminish a thriving and nurturing
school climate.

Guiding Principle 5:
Student, Family, Organizational, and Community Engagement

NEA’s vision is a safe, just, and equitable school in which all students’ needs and lived
experiences are centered and voices that have been historically exploited, ignored, or silenced
are empowered and heard. The social, emotional, physical, mental, and spiritual needs of the
whole student must be strengthened and supported through education, family partnerships,
and relationship building. Students, parents/guardians, and other caregivers must be engaged
and trained in problem-solving techniques, conflict resolution skills, mental health and wellness,
and cultural competence. The development and implementation of a restorative justice
philosophy paired with restorative practices is essential for building healthy relationships and

8 Police or more specifically law enforcement refers to any sworn individual with the power to arrest, detain,
interrogate, and issue citations.
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communities to prevent and address conflict and trauma. Students must be invested in their
own success and understand that their actions and voices are critical in shaping and driving the
decisions that affect their school communities and help create inclusive, bias-free, and thriving
school climates.

The Association must fully engage and authentically partner with a comprehensive range of
stakeholders that includes students, parents/guardians and family members, local and state
affiliates, school boards, school districts, peer mentoring groups, community-based
organizations, alternative schools/juvenile correctional institutions, mental health and wellness
organizations, faith-based organizations, law enforcement, professional associations and
advocacy groups, and social justice stakeholders to identify policies, practices, and activities to
achieve a shared vision for safe, just, and equitable schools.

1. Implementing an Association-Wide Plan to Achieve Our Vision

NEA will utilize the Framework for Racial Justice in Education® to achieve our vision for safe,
just, and equitable schools through the identification of strategies, activities, stakeholders, and
internal and external levers of change required to influence sustainable transformation and
learnings across school systems. The framework identifies three strategies: awareness, capacity
building, and action encompassed within pre- and post-qualitative and quantitative evaluations.
The framework also provides direction to focus the identified strategies, tactics, and activities
while determining partnerships needed to leverage systems of change within the Association
and institutions.

NEA will utilize the Racial Equity Impact Assessment (REIA)'° to guide the development and
implementation of Association-wide plan activities. The REIA is designed to ensure stakeholders
are proactively working to prevent bias and racial inequities from appearing in identified
solutions.

The goals of NEA’s plan are to:

A. Identify and support opportunities to engage, activate, and mobilize members and
leaders to organize to achieve safe, just, and equitable schools for every student,
educator, parent/guardian, and community.

B. Develop an Association-wide understanding of the issues and impacts of the
criminalization and policing of students.

C. Develop and strengthen NEA’s partnerships and coalitions with organizations,
movements, and legislators to advocate and organize for safe, just, and equitable
schools.

D. Integrate and align the safe, just, and equitable schools vision and criteria across the
NEA enterprise priorities and activities.

9 See Report of the NEA Task Force on Safe, Just, and Equitable Schools, Appendix C.

10 see Report of the NEA Task Force on Safe, Just, and Equitable Schools, Appendix D.
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