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Abstract
The purpose of this scoping literature review was to examine research on police involvement in school mental health crisis 
response. The search was conducted in PsychInfo, PubMed, and ERIC and initially identified 315 articles. After applying 
inclusion/exclusion criteria, 47 articles remained. Detailed review and data extraction by three independent reviewers resulted 
in a final article count of nine. Three primary themes were identified across articles: (1) perceptions and consequences of law 
enforcement presence in schools; (2) the role of school-community partnerships in successful crisis response models; and (3) 
gaps in research and challenges of implementing and scaling existing models. Though in practice law enforcement officers 
are often involved in school mental health crisis response, there is limited empirical research supporting this approach. Our 
review did not return any randomized trials. In the absence of empirical evidence supporting the use of current models, there 
is a need for research on law enforcement involvement in school crisis response and, more broadly, community-partnered 
models of responding to student mental health needs.
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Introduction

Schools are a central component of providing mental health 
services to children and youth and are often the de facto pro-
vider of care (Anderson-Butcher et al., 2006; Farmer et al., 
2003). They are a trusted community institution that is often 
preferred by families for accessing support and resources, 
especially in regard to mental health (Albright et al., 2016). 

Providing mental health services within schools, such as 
through school-based health centers, can also address the 
barriers to mental health care in the community, including 
transportation, cost, and accessibility (Albright et al., 2016; 
Amaral et al., 2011). Approximately 50% of youth with men-
tal health disorders who use mental health services do so 
in schools (Green et al., 2013). However, schools often do 
not have the capacity to comprehensively meet the mental, 
emotional, and social needs of all students—especially in 
under-resourced communities. National surveys indicate that 
in the USA, children 3 to 17 years of age experience anxiety 
(7.1%), behavioral and conduct problems (7.4%), and clini-
cal depression (3.2%), but 20–47% of these children do not 
receive treatment (Ghandour et al., 2019).

Adolescents, in particular, may benefit from school-based 
mental health services. An estimated 16% of female adoles-
cents in the USA have symptoms of major depression, twice 
the prevalence rate among their male peers (Merikangas 
et al., 2010). Since 1999, adolescent suicide has increased 
30% in the USA, underscoring the need for improved access 
to mental health care, including crisis interventions (Centers 
for Disease Control & Prevention, 2021). In addition, mental 
health crises among teens frequently occur in schools. A 
school crisis is a situation involving unexpected disruption to 
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a school’s usual routine, psychological distress, and a need 
for immediate action to protect the safety of students, includ-
ing those who are not experiencing the crisis (Kerr & King, 
2018). This definition captures a variety of school-level 
events including mental health crises (i.e., imminent danger 
of a child to themselves or others, or serious impairment in 
function from mental illness), but also spans events related 
to disruption, violence, and threats to student safety (e.g., 
school shooting and bombing). Nevertheless, school mental 
health crises, such as student suicidal ideation or attempts in 
school, require unique resources that schools are not always 
well-equipped to provide.

Schools face challenges in providing targeted and inten-
sive mental health interventions when responding to men-
tal health crises in schools (Werlen et al., 2020). As such, 
they historically may rely on law enforcement for respond-
ing to any crisis in school, whether it is a mental health 
crisis or other school disruption. Over the past two dec-
ades, police presence in schools has nearly doubled, due 
in part to rising concern about school violence and shoot-
ings. Approximately 58% of public schools have embed-
ded police officers, often called school resource officers, 
or other law enforcement presence (Diliberti et al., 2017). 
While the presence of law enforcement officers in schools 
is widespread, it is controversial and poorly studied. Law 
enforcement response to crises in schools can vary widely, 
ranging from physical presence only to verbal de-escalation 
to physical management of dangerous situations, as well 
as relationship-building with students, parents, and school 
staff for prevention of crises. There has been a rapid dete-
rioration of confidence in law enforcement in recent years 
among adolescents (Fine et al., 2019). A recent systematic 
review indicated that there appears to be very little empiri-
cal research justifying the use of the school resource officer 
model, though this review was somewhat limited in scope 
by a focus on school resource officer use in the context 
of partnership with school nurses (Muller et al., 2021). 
However, schools continue to rely on law enforcement to 
respond to a myriad of student crises, including student 
violence and mental health emergencies.

Despite limited research, several bodies of research suggest 
reasons for concern with the role of police in school men-
tal health and crisis response. Experts in child health have 
raised concern about how exposure to police violence affects 
developing children and what role police should play in child-
serving systems, including schools (Turner & Beneke, 2019; 
Walters, 2020). There is substantial evidence that police con-
tact is harmful to the mental health and educational achieve-
ment of youth, particularly boys and youth from racial/eth-
nic minority backgrounds (Del Toro et al., 2019; Gottlieb & 

Wilson, 2019; Jahn et al., 2020; Turney, 2020). One study 
found that police intrusiveness and contact at school were pre-
dictors of heightened emotional distress (Jackson et al., 2019). 
Research also indicates that Black and Latinx students, in par-
ticular, experience disproportionate and harsher discipline in 
schools, including police involvement, which has been linked 
to a school-to-prison pipeline that contributes to racialized 
mass incarceration in the United States (Barnes & Motz, 2018; 
Rocque & Paternoster, 2011; Welch & Payne, 2010). Youth 
experiencing mental illness and mental health crisis, espe-
cially those from racial and ethnic minority backgrounds, are 
also disproportionately subjected to school discipline, arrest, 
and incarceration (Krezmien et al., 2006). Recent high-profile 
police killings of unarmed Black men, women, and youth have 
also heightened public debate about the role of law enforce-
ment in communities and the efficacy of partnerships with law 
enforcement (Dreyer et al., 2020; Ehrenfeld & Harris, 2020). 
For example, in February 2021, the Los Angeles Unified 
School District (LAUSD), the second largest school district 
in the country, approved a plan to reduce its police officer pres-
ence by a third, banned the use of pepper spray with students, 
and diverted funds to supporting Black student achievement 
(Gomez, 2021a). This action was in response to student activ-
ist and community member groups advocacy against the use 
of police force in schools—found to disproportionately affect 
Black students in LAUSD—with advocacy efforts increased 
in the wake of the murder of George Floyd and racial uprisings 
(Allen et al., 2018). Several other localities have also elimi-
nated the use of police officers in schools or are exploring this 
option (Gomez, 2021b; Swartz, 2021).

Prior systematic reviews have examined the role of police 
involvement in crisis response in communities generally, but 
have focused on adults and not specifically examined police 
response to school mental health crises among youth (Engel 
et al., 2020; Seo et al., 2021). These reviews have been incon-
clusive and inconsistent about outcomes resulting from police 
crisis response, with a lack of rigorous evaluations of police 
response models and a lack of research generally on this issue. 
One recent review examined research on embedded school 
police and school nurse relationships and also found a lack 
of evaluation data, except for a small number of descriptive 
studies of school resource officers (Muller et al., 2021). This 
review focused primarily on school police models involving 
partnership with school nurses, and as such, evidence on law 
enforcement response to crises in schools more generally 
remains poorly understood. Given these gaps and recent dis-
course around the role of law enforcement, this scoping litera-
ture review critically examines research on police involvement 
in mental health crisis response in schools spanning kindergar-
ten through twelfth grade (K12).
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Methods

Design

This scoping review used biomedical, education, and psy-
chology databases to identify studies on the role of police 
in K12 school crisis response. A scoping review is a type 
of systematic review used to synthesize and map a broad 
range of evidence about an emerging or complex topic 
that is under-reviewed in the scientific literature (Ark-
sey & O’Malley, 2005; Pham et al., 2014). The steps of 
a scoping review are as follows (1) identify a research 
question, (2) identify relevant studies using a systematic 
search strategy, (3) select appropriate studies for review, 
(4) chart the data, and (5) summarize and report the results 
(Arksey & O’Malley, 2005). We relied on the PRISMA 
Statement as a framework for reporting the methods of 
the systematic review (Moher et al., 2009) and an estab-
lished scoping review methodology for reporting results 
(Arksey & O’Malley, 2005). The role of police in school 
mental health crises is an emerging area of research, and 
there are insufficient high-quality studies on this topic for 
a systematic synthesis or meta-analysis. Given the current 
emerging state of the literature, we included a broad range 
of article types. In this review, we used the following defi-
nition of a school-based mental health crisis: at the school 
level, an unexpected disruption to a school’s usual routine, 
psychological distress, and a need for immediate action to 
protect the safety of students, including those who are not 
experiencing the crisis (Kerr & King, 2018). We defined 
an individual child mental health emergency as any situa-
tion involving immediate danger of a child to themselves 
or others, or grave disability as a result of a mental disor-
der that impairs the ability of a child to utilize elements 
of life that are essential to health, safety, and development 
(e.g., food, clothing, and shelter), and for the purposes of 
this review, which occurs at or is identified in a school 
setting (Children’s Civil Commitment and Mental Health 
Treatment Act of 1988, 1988). This study was exempt for 
IRB review because it did not involve human subjects.

Inclusion Criteria

Articles were included in this review if they focused on 
mental health crisis response in a K12 school setting with 
children or adolescents, examined the role of police in 
such crises, were published in English, and were located in 
the USA. We allowed for inclusion of qualitative or quan-
titative articles, but required that articles were data-based 
to allow for synthesis of empirical evidence and to identify 
research gaps. Single-individual case studies, editorials, 

commentaries, and other literature reviews were excluded 
to narrow the focus of the review to school-level, empiri-
cal studies. We also excluded unpublished dissertations/
theses to ensure that studies were peer-reviewed. No time 
frame for inclusion was specified. These methodological 
and topical inclusion criteria were selected to capture a 
range of literature on police involvement in school crisis 
response in the USA, but also to assess the findings of and 
gaps in empirical evidence related to this topic.

Search Strategy

The literature search was conducted from November 2020 
to January 2021 using three databases: PubMed (bio-
medical), ERIC (education), and PsychInfo (psychology). 
Search terms were (law enforcement OR police OR resource 
officer), school, and (crisis OR emergency OR mental 
health). Limits to the search were English language articles 
only, human subject articles only (i.e., exclude animal stud-
ies), and articles involving children or adolescents (under 
age 18 years).

Initially, 315 articles were identified across all three data-
bases. The article titles and abstracts were reviewed by one 
reviewer to exclude articles unrelated to the population and 
topic of focus. This included studied of adults only, stud-
ies conducted outside the USA, college or university stud-
ies, articles unrelated to mental health crisis response (e.g., 
academic outcome studies), and articles that met methodo-
logical exclusion criteria described above (e.g., literature 
reviews, editorials, and single-person case studies). There 
were 47 articles remaining after this initial screen that were 
then evaluated by two independent reviewers for inclusion/
exclusion criteria. Duplicate articles were also removed at 
this stage. When there was disagreement about inclusion/
exclusion criteria, reviewers discussed the article against 
the inclusion/exclusion criteria until consensus was reached. 
A third reviewer was available in cases of disagreement 
between reviewers, though no such instances occurred. The 
final count was nine articles selected for data extraction (see 
Fig. 1).

Data Extraction

After consensus was reached about article inclusion, data 
extraction was performed manually by one research team 
member with experience in both mental health crisis 
response and research methods. The data extractor used an 
evidence table to organize information about article design, 
the study sample/setting, a description of the interventions or 
models of crisis response (if applicable), outcomes of police 
involvement or findings of the study, and study limitations. 
The evidence table was then independently reviewed by 
two additional reviewers against articles to ensure accuracy 
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of information and full capture of article findings. Then, 
we used this information to rate each study on the strength 
of evidence and evidence quality using the Oxford Centre 
for Evidence-Based Medicine (CEBM) Levels of Evidence 
(Oxford Centre for Evidence-Based Medicine, 2009). Two 
independent reviewers rated the study designs for their level 
of evidence. In the CEBM Levels of Evidence framework, 
the strength of the evidence for each study is determined by 
study design. Level 1 evidence includes systematic reviews 
of randomized controlled trials (Level 1a), randomized con-
trolled trials (Level 1b), or all-or-nothing case series (Level 
1c); Level 2 evidence includes systematic reviews of cohort 
and ecological studies (Level 2b), individual cohort stud-
ies (Level 2b), and ecological studies (Level 2c); Level 3 
evidence includes systematic reviews of case control stud-
ies (Level 3a) or individual case control studies (Level 3b); 
Level 4 evidence includes case series studies; and Level 5 
evidence includes expert opinion (though Level 5 evidence 
was not included in this review).

Analysis

All nine studies were included in the evidence synthe-
sis. We tabulated methodologic characteristics of the nine 
studies (year published, level of evidence), assessing the 
percentage of evidence at each level of the CEBM Lev-
els of Evidence framework and the range of publication 
years. Review findings were then analyzed using a charting 
process for scoping reviews (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005). 
Charting involves sifting, sorting, and synthesizing study 
findings into key issues and themes, similar to a qualitative 

thematic analysis or narrative review methodology and 
analogous to the statistical aggregation process used in 
a quantitative meta-analysis (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005). 
Data were charted by two reviewers collaboratively, using 
a spreadsheet to simultaneously examine tabulated study 
characteristics, categorize study findings into themes, and 
identify research gaps across the nine studies.

Results

Article Description

The nine articles included in this review were published 
between 1993 and 2018. No randomized trials were identi-
fied. The studies were primarily ecological studies (Level 
2c, 33% of articles) and school-level case studies or qual-
itative research (Level 4, 56% of articles), as shown in 
Fig. 2. Several ecological studies relied on nationally rep-
resentative survey data with large sample sizes, which was 
a strength. Although case reports and qualitative research 
articles had limited generalizability and, in some cases, 
were the oldest articles, they also provided detail about 
implementation of school-law enforcement partnerships 
for crisis response that survey research did not capture. 
There were three primary themes identified across results: 
(1) perceptions and consequences of law enforcement 
presence in schools; (2) the role of school-community 
partnerships in successful crisis response models; and (3) 
gaps in research and challenges of implementing and scal-
ing existing models.

Initial Results: 
315

PsychInfo
146

PubMed
95

Excluded: 
268

Screened: 
47

Final Results:
9

Excluded: 38
• Method exclusion or duplicate
• Adults or college students
• Clinical, juvenile justice, or 

non-school community settings
• Non-crisis school issues 

(bullying, truancy, delinquency, 
suspension)

ERIC
74
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Fig. 1  Literature search flow diagram. This figure shows the literature 
search process and review of articles for inclusion/exclusion criteria 
in a systematic scoping review of police involvement in school mental 
health crisis response

Level 2c
3

33%

Level 3a
1

11%

Level 4
5

56%

Fig. 2  Levels of evidence for sample. This figure shows levels of 
evidence for nine articles included in a systematic scoping review of 
police involvement in school mental health crisis response. Levels of 
evidence were identified from the Oxford Centre for Evidence-Based 
Medicine



435School Mental Health (2022) 14:431–439 

1 3

Perceptions and Consequences of Law Enforcement 
in Schools

Certain groups of parents tended to have favorable percep-
tions of law enforcement presence in schools in relation to 
safety, while youth perceptions are unknown. In one survey, 
parents were supportive of school-law enforcement partner-
ships to promote safety and respond to violence in schools, 
and they also saw a relationship between improving mental 
health services generally and reducing school violence (Pay-
ton et al., 2017). This survey was with a primarily White 
(76% of respondents), suburban (54% of respondents), and 
male (56% of respondents) sample and may not represent 
the views of all parents, particularly those from urban school 
districts or Black- or Hispanic-majority schools (Payton 
et al., 2017). Despite this perception of some parents, stud-
ies provided limited evidence for whether the presence of 
law enforcement in schools actually promotes safety. One 
study found that school security guards and strict enforce-
ment of rules were associated with more incidents of school 
crime and disruption (Nickerson & Martens, 2008). This 
finding was attributed to neighborhood and community fac-
tors more so than school factors, but raises questions about 
the effectiveness of school security measures (Nickerson & 
Martens, 2008).

Role of School‑Community Partnerships 
in Successful Crisis Response Models

There was a strong emphasis on the need for school-com-
munity partnerships and positive relationships between law 
enforcement officers and the school community in successful 
crisis response models (Daniels et al., 2007; Derzon et al., 
2012; Heinen et al., 2006; James et al., 2011; Moriarty et al., 
1993). The school-law enforcement partnership models for 
crisis response were primarily described in case reports 
(see Supplement 1 for descriptions of models). Models 
tended to involve (1) partnership- and relationship-building 
between law enforcement personnel, school staff, students, 
and parents; (2) development of criteria for law enforcement 
response and, in some cases, school-wide trainings; and (3) 
challenges and lessons learned from individual schools or 
districts implementing these models. These case reports 
did not involve rigorous evaluation of models, and “crisis 
response” was often applied broadly to incidents of violence 
as well as mental health crises. These methodological fac-
tors limit conclusions that can be drawn about model effec-
tiveness. However, the relationships between school staff 
and law enforcement members were repeatedly emphasized 
as critical to success. In some cases, schools embedded a 
law enforcement officer in the school community, consist-
ent with a school resource officer model (DeVane, 1996; 
James et al., 2011; Moriarty et al., 1993). These schools 

emphasized relationship-building by integrating school 
resource officers into education, promoting engagement 
with parents, interagency training, and having structured 
crisis response plans with clear, predefined roles for law 
enforcement staff and school staff (DeVane, 1996; Eklund 
et al., 2018; Heinen et al., 2006; James et al., 2011; Moriarty 
et al., 1993). Notably, models tended to designate authority 
and leadership roles to law enforcement in crisis response 
situations (James et al., 2011; Moriarty et al., 1993). One 
model specifically defined the law enforcement officer role 
as authoritative versus consultative depending on the kind 
of crisis, such as violence or suicide (Moriarty et al., 1993).

Gaps in Research and Challenges of Implementing 
and Scaling Existing Models

Perhaps the most notable finding from this review was the 
absence of rigorous research on law enforcement involve-
ment in school mental health crisis response. The review 
did not identify any randomized controlled trials or quasi-
experimental studies of law enforcement involvement mod-
els. Rather, there were large-scale surveys of police con-
tact generally among youth or individual case examples of 
school-law enforcement crisis response models that were 
described, but not rigorously evaluated. It is apparent that 
there is a need for research investment in school mental 
health crisis response models to fill this gap. One of the larg-
est such past investments in research identified in this review 
was the Safe Schools/Healthy Students initiative. This pro-
gram was launched in 1999 as a collaboration between the 
US Departments of Health and Human Services, Justice, 
and Education to comprehensively address mental and emo-
tional well-being and safety in schools (Derzon et al., 2012). 
However, evaluation of this program was challenged by the 
lack of a comparison group and data inconsistencies across 
schools. The results of the Safe Schools/Healthy Students 
evaluation also point to challenges with scaling local models 
or implementing successful models in different communi-
ties. Though it is clear that school-community partnerships 
are perceived by school staff as important to successful col-
laborations with law enforcement, there are challenges to 
scaling such localized models, and there is very limited evi-
dence for whether school-law enforcement partnerships are 
useful for mental health crisis response.

Discussion

This systematic scoping review indicates that is a paucity 
of evidence-based models for law enforcement involvement 
in school mental health crisis response. Though in practice 
it is common for law enforcement officers to be involved 
in schools, primarily via a school resource officer model 
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(Muller et al., 2021), and to respond to multiple kinds of 
student crises including mental health crises, this approach 
has yet to be rigorously evaluated. Contrary to this widely 
accepted model and generally favorable perceptions of law 
enforcement involvement in schools among White and sub-
urban parents, research suggests that police contact with 
youth may have negative associations with mental and aca-
demic well-being and that policing may be disproportion-
ately directed at racial and ethnic minority students (Jack-
son et al., 2019). Existing research on school-community 
partnerships does not consider the impacts of policing on 
students generally or the possibility of differential dynamics 
with or effects on racial or ethnic minority students. These 
findings raise concerns about the appropriateness of using 
a broad definition of “crisis” in schools that engages law 
enforcement officers in response to both violence against 
others and self-harm or suicidality. As such, it is essential 
for future research to assess how school-police partnerships 
might differentially impact racial or ethnic minority youth 
and to be cautious about generalizing “successful” partner-
ship models across diverse communities. There is a need for 
research with racial/ethnic minority parents and students to 
understand a diversity of perspectives about the extent to 
which police presence in schools promotes safety.

Though existing models of mental health crisis response 
in schools involving police identified in our review were 
generally considered to be successful, there were signifi-
cant methodological limitations to how these models were 
evaluated, raising further questions about the scalability of 
“successful” school-community partnerships involving law 
enforcement. One of the largest initiatives to address safety 
and mental health in schools, the Safe Schools/Healthy 
Students program, had modest success at the meta-analy-
sis level, but methodological limitations to its evaluation 
approach do not allow us to draw conclusions about effective 
models and interventions for safety and mental health (Der-
zon et al., 2012). Despite these limitations, it is evident that 
school-community partnerships are critical to successfully 
engaging law enforcement officers in school. Crisis response 
models involving police identified in our review strongly 
emphasized relationship-building between law enforcement 
officers, students, and parents; a prevention and education 
role; and involving officers in student education (Daniels 
et al., 2007; Derzon et al., 2012; Heinen et al., 2006; James 
et al., 2011; Moriarty et al., 1993). These case reports are 
consistent with prior research indicating that strong school-
community partnerships tend to be characterized by rela-
tionships among leaders, communication around barriers, 
commitment to quality improvement, and understanding the 
community and social context (Powers et al., 2013; Weist & 
Evans, 2005; Weist et al., 2018).

School-community partnerships may be promising strat-
egy for responding to mental health crises in schools, and 

such partnerships could extend beyond law enforcement 
alone to engage other community organizations and entities 
for crisis response (e.g., mental health). There is a defined 
model of school-community partnership typologies that 
includes the following, in order of increasing complexity: 
family and interagency collaborations, full-service schools, 
full-service community schools, and community develop-
ment (Valli et al., 2016). The models identified in this review 
appear to fall into the first and second categories of school-
community partnership, family and interagency collabora-
tion and full-service schools. However, the partnerships are 
somewhat narrowly defined to be between schools and law 
enforcement only, with limited application of a partnership 
framework to other community entities. Additionally, the 
two more complex partnership categories which require 
greater shifts in school culture appear to have less of an evi-
dence base. More specific research on the efficacy of school-
law enforcement partnerships is needed, including efficacy 
for multiple kinds of crisis response and in response to dif-
ferent groups of students (e.g., racial/ethnic minorities and 
students with developmental disabilities). In settings where 
randomized controlled trials of law enforcement response 
models themselves are not feasible, schools may consider 
evaluating officer or teacher trainings or authoritative versus 
consultative roles for officers. Future research should also 
include comparative effectiveness studies of law enforce-
ment partnerships for responding to mental health crisis ver-
sus mental health or other community partnerships. Such 
studies should take care to document not only efficacy for 
student and school outcomes (e.g., student and staff percep-
tions of safety, attendance, truancy, suspension, expulsion, 
injuries/assaults, academic outcomes), but partnership char-
acteristics so that scalability and widespread implementation 
are possible.

Limitations

This review has several strengths and limitations that should 
be considered in interpreting its results. The specific search 
terms and inclusion criteria selected for the review may 
have limited articles using different definitions or terminol-
ogy. Only studies taking place in the USA and published 
in English were included, limiting the cross-cultural impli-
cations of the findings. Our review did not prespecify a 
timeframe for the studies to be as inclusive as possible, but 
the societal perception of law enforcement has changed in 
recent years after high-profile police killings of unarmed 
Black men, women, and youth in the 2010s. This limits the 
applicability of earlier research to the current school con-
text. There are strengths to this review as well. We used 
systematic methods to search a broad body of education, 
biomedical, and psychology literature. The results were veri-
fied by two independent reviewers. The inclusion criteria 
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required data-based articles so that conclusions could be 
drawn based on empirical data rather than expert opinion or 
anecdotes. We identified methodological limitations to the 
studies using an established evidence rating system, allow-
ing us both summarize findings and characterize the quality 
of scientific evidence.

Conclusion

In a context of reflection on the role of law enforcement 
officers in society and communities, it is essential to con-
sider how schools fit in. The school resource officer model is 
widely used for responding to many kinds of student crises, 
including mental health crises, but this model has not been 
empirically evaluated to assess its impact on student mental 
health. This scoping review suggests that more research is 
needed on how police involvement in school mental health 
crises affects youth mental health outcomes. It also sug-
gests that school-community partnerships hold promise for 
managing mental health crises in schools, and partnership 
models for crisis response need not be narrowly defined to 
partnerships with law enforcement alone. In the absence of 
empirical evidence supporting the use of current models, 
there is a need for research on law enforcement involve-
ment in school crisis response and, more broadly, innova-
tive, community-partnered models of responding to student 
mental health needs.
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