THIS OUNCE OF PREVENTION IS WELL WORTH THE COST
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You can pay me now, or you can pay me later.  Do you remember that line in the ad campaign for oil filters?  In the television commercials, a mechanic was standing in front of a lift with a car getting a major overhaul.  The point?  A few dollars toward prevention now, saves expensive repairs later.
Prevention is a complex concept, especially when it involves public policy or expenditures.   It is easy to see the immediate results of most funded activities.  For example, when we allocate money to highways ,we see the roads.    But, when money is allocated to programs to prevent problems we cannot always see the results.  In fact, it is difficult to prove that something didn’t happen; that a child did not use drugs; that a student was not bullied.
Recently, a Messenger editorial raised the question of whether or not district support for School Resource Officers (SRO) is an effective use of funds.  At issue is support for full time uniformed law enforcement officers in local schools.  For several years, schools in Ontario County have had SROs funded in part by State money.  The Canandaigua schools use a Canandaigua City Police Department Officer.  Geneva uses an officer from the Geneva Police Department, while other schools use an Ontario County Deputy Sheriff or New York State Police Officer.  SROs are trained to provide security as well as to identify, provide counseling to, and refer students who are at risk for problem behaviors such as delinquency, substance abuse ,or violence.
In answer to the question of effectiveness I would offer the following information.  In 2005, Evalumetrics Research (www.evalumetrics.org) conducted an evaluation of the SRO program in Ontario County school districts.  The evaluation found that during the 2004-2005 school year the SROs made over 360 contacts with students in each school, more than half with high school students.  The most frequent reasons for contact were bullying or other behaviors related to school such as suspicious condition, vehicle and traffic, and checking the welfare of students who do not report to school.  After one year of the program, high school students reported a dramatic increase in contacting the SRO for help.  When the program started, when asked why the SRO was in school the most common reasons given were safety and the reduction of violence.  However, after one year, middle and high school students believed the SRO was there to help with all kinds of problems.    In fact, both middle and high school students ranked the SRO as one of three people they would most likely go to for help if they were threatened.  After one year of the SRO being in the schools there was a dramatic decrease in the proportion of middle and high school students who reported safety at school as a major concern, while middle school students reported a dramatic decrease in concern about bullying.  When asked directly, over eight of ten middle and high school students said they felt safe at school.  

The Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) reported that calls from schools to 911, or directly to the police, are common and costly in terms of officer response and investigation time.  One report indicated that placing a fulltime SRO in the school virtually eliminated these calls and saved substantial resources.  This experience was confirmed locally.
The cost of fulltime School Resource Officers is substantial.  Numerous research studies indicate that such costs pale in comparison to the cost of bullying, crime, substance abuse and academic failure that can significantly be reduced with an effective SRO program.
I for one would rather pay them now.

