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The Philadelphia Police School Diversion Program
Designed to dismantle the school-to-prison pipeline, the Diversion Program was 
developed via collaboration among the Philadelphia Police Department (PPD), 
School District of Philadelphia (SDP), Philadelphia Department of Human Services 
(DHS), and other city agencies. Implemented across all city schools in 2014, this 
innovative policing strategy diverts—in lieu of arrest—students with no 
delinquency history who commit one of several specified offenses in schools and, 
based on identified needs, offers voluntary, community-based prevention services 
to diverted youth and their families.

The Diversion Process:

Department of Human Services home 
visit
A DHS social worker conducts a preliminary home visit to 
evaluate the family’s and youth’s strengths and needs and 
offers a referral to Intensive Preventive Services (IPS). 

Police determine offense eligibility 
for diversion 
Responding PPD officer identifies whether the reported 
incident meets diversion eligibility criteria based on a pre-
determined list of low-level offenses, such as disorderly 
conduct, possession of a non-firearm weapon, and 
trespassing. 

Diversion Intake Center reviews 
delinquency history
PPD officer calls the Diversion Intake Center to determine 
whether a given youth has any prior adjudications or open 
court cases which would disqualify them from diversion.

Behavioral incident occurs in school
A school staff member (e.g., teacher, principal, school safety 
officer) may call police to report the incident. School 
personnel retain the authority to enact school-based 
discipline (e.g., suspension, referral for expulsion).  



Samples for 1- and 2-year follow-up analyses

To evaluate the impact of the Philadelphia Police School Diversion Program, we 
compared diverted youth outcomes to those of comparable youth arrested in 
schools the year before Diversion Program implementation. 

Samples for 4- and 5-year Follow-up analyses

Avg. 
Age:

15.5

14.9

Gender 
(% M)

61.8%

69.2%

IEP
(%Yes)

31.8%

30.0%

14.0%

Identifying the comparable arrested sample

Full 
Arrested
(n = 1,021)

Comparable
Arrested 

(n = 531)

< 10 
years
old

Open cases or 
prior 

adjudication

Ineligible
Offense

Youth in the comparable arrested sample included all students arrested in schools 
during the 2013-2014 school year (i.e., the year before the Diversion Program began) 
who were at least 10 years old, who committed a diversion-eligible offense, and who 
did not have an open case or prior adjudication (n = 531). 

At the time of this study, 4- to 5-year follow-up data were only available for the first 
cohort of diverted youth (i.e., those diverted during the 2014-2015 school year). 

Compared to the broader SDP population, Black youth and male youth were 
overrepresented among arrested and diverted youth. 

Additionally, 30% of diverted youth and 33% of comparable arrested youth had a 
history of child welfare involvement at the time of their school-based incident. 

Comparable
Arrested
(n = 531)

All SDP
Students

Full 
Diverted

(n = 1,281)

14.0%52.0% 19.5% 8.3% 6.4%

7.7%

9.4%

76.6%

73.8%

10.9%

14.5%

1.1%

1.6%

3.6%

0.6%

Black/AA Hispanic/Latino White Asian Multi/Other

Avg. 
Age:

Gender 
(% M)

14.8 69.8%

IEP
(%Yes)

35.6%

15.5 61.8% 31.8%

Diverted youth
Youth in the full diverted sample were diverted from arrest through the Philadelphia 
Police School Diversion Program for a school-based incident during the 2014-2015, 
2015-2016, or 2016-2017 school year (n = 1,281). 

2014-2015 
Diverted
(n = 427)

9.6%73.8% 14.8% 1.2%

0.6%

Comparable
Arrested
(n = 531)

7.7%76.6% 10.9% 1.1%
3.6%

Black/AA Hispanic/Latino White Asian Multi/Other

Demographics of examined youth

51.6%



From the year before program implementation to year 5 of the program, the 
number of school based arrests decreased by 84%. Notably, the number of 
school-based arrests for possession of non-firearm weapons, marijuana 
possession, and disorderly conduct decreased by more than 90%. 

reduction in annual # of reported serious 
behavioral incidents

The annual number of serious 
behavioral incidents reported 
in schools declined 34% from 
the year before program 
implementation to the 
program’s fifth year of 
operation. 

This finding suggests that even 
as arrests decreased, school 
safety was not compromised. 

reduced # of school-based arrests by

34%

84%

While Maintaining School Safety

before program implementation to year 5 of program operation

from the year

Reduced Arrests
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30 36 42 48 54 6024

Reduced Future Justice System Contact

Diverted youth were significantly less likely to have a recidivism arrest than 
comparable arrested youth 5 years after their referring school-based incident 
(40.6% vs. 48.1%, respectively). 

Reduced recidivism arrests 
among diverted youth

1.4
diverted youth to have a recidivism arrest in the 
five years following their school-based incident 

arrested youth were Times more likely than

Arrested: 48%

Diverted: 41%

*This finding was generated while accounting for youth characteristics (i.e., age, race/ethnicity, gender) 
and offense type.

*

6 12 18



Prevented Collateral Consequences

Not only did program implementation eliminate school-based arrests for the 
referring incident, but in the five years following that referring incident, the 
majority of diverted (59%) youth did not go on to experience a future arrest.

% Arrested at the time of the Original School incident

collateral 
consequences 

of arrest

A primary goal of the Diversion Program was to spare youth 
the trauma of arrest and its collateral consequences.

Military
Youth with a 

juvenile arrest 
may be ineligible to 

enlist in the 
military

Trauma
Arrest itself—being 

handcuffed, transported 
in a police vehicle,  

fingerprinted, held for 
hours, & potentially 

detained—can be 
traumatic

Fines
Arrested youth 
must pay fines, 
court costs, & 

may be required 
to pay restitution

Privacy
Some juvenile court 

proceedings & 
records

are publicly 
available 

Sentencing
For certain offenses, 

a juvenile record 
can significantly 

affect subsequent 
adult sentencing 

Immigration
Some juvenile 

records can 
affect a youth’s 

immigration 
status

DNA
Children adjudicated 
for a felony offense & 
some misdemeanor 

offenses must submit 
a DNA sample to the 

State

100% of youth arrested in schools in the pre-Diversion program 

period carried the effects of school-based arrest into the future, 
while  59% of diverted youth never experienced an arrest—Not at 

the time of the school incident Nor in the following 5 years. 

% with a Recidivism arrest within 5 years of the School incident 

48% of arrested Youth

41% of Diverted youth

100% of arrested Youth

0% of Diverted youth



Diverted youth were less likely to experience 
exclusionary school discipline in the year 
following their referring incident

Diverted and arrested youth did not differ significantly in likelihood of suspension
for their referring school-based incident. However, after controlling for youth 
characteristics and suspension history, arrested youth were 1.6 times more likely 
than diverted youth to be suspended in the year following a referring incident and 
1.6 times more likely to be referred for expulsion or disciplinary transfer in the year 
following their referring incident.

However, the long-term picture is more complex

When examining outcomes four years after a referring incident for the first cohort of 
diverted youth (i.e., diverted in the 2014-2015 school year), we observed mixed 
findings related to school discipline and academic achievement. 

Although likelihood of suspension in the four years following a referring incident 
appeared to differ significantly between diverted and comparable arrested youth, 
this difference was not statistically significant once we accounted for other 
important youth characteristics and suspension history, implying that factors other 
than diversion or arrest were driving the difference. 

Additionally, diverted and comparable arrested youth demonstrated no significant 
differences in school dropout or on-time graduation in the four-year follow-up. 

Aimed to keep kids in school

Expulsion or 
Disciplinary Transfer 

within 1 year

Diverted Youth

Arrested Youth

Types of Exclusionary School Discipline
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Suspension 
within 1 year

13%
10%

48%

38%

72%
68%

*

*

* statistically significant 
difference



Timeline to Contact

of families

Connected Youth to Voluntary 
Prevention Services

Importantly, youth who could and could not be contacted did not differ 
significantly in their demographic characteristics (e.g., age, race, gender) or the 
type of incident that prompted their diversion. 

Youth who accepted services after DHS contact typically completed a 
program intake within 20 days of their diversion incident.*

Number of Diverted Youth 
Connected with Services

In addition to intensive prevention programming, providers linked youth and 
families with supplemental resources, such as mentoring, mental health 
services, and community organizations to address food and housing insecurity. 

7 days 2 days 8 days

Diversion Home Visit Program Referral Program Intake 

*Due to the skewed nature of the data, the median was used to determine the typical time between service points.  

74%dhs successfully contacted

89% of these families accepted offered services

When Contact was Made with Families,
Most Diverted Youth Connected with Services 
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Received 
Home Visit

Accepted
Services

Referred to 
Programming

Received 
Program Intake

98%

89% 89%

77%

2014 – 2015 222

2015 – 2016 290

2016 – 2017 251

2017 – 2018 192

2018 – 2019 194

50 students =



“Fewer kids 
getting 

arrested”

“Kids get the 
services that 
they need”

“Better 
relationships 

with students”

“Children are 
getting a 

second chance”

In officers’ own words,  positives 
of the Diversion Program include: 

Police support for Diversion Program 
grew over time

of officers agreed with the program86%by year 5

Surveyed officers reported that the Diversion Program improved their 
relationships with students; they also reported the program improved school 
safety (e.g., reduced the number of youth carrying weapons into school).

Percentage of Surveyed Officers

Agreed

Disagreed

Undecided

57%

86%

11%

9%

32%

5%

Before program implementation

End of year 5 of program operation



Costs to Agencies:

Cost Savings:

2014-2015 2018-2019

Net Total Savings:

$2,352,112
$706,398

$2,636,112
$748,667

$1,929,714$1,603,445

Reduced direct and indirect costs by $1.6 million 
to  $1.9 million Annually

*All values are adjusted to 2019 dollars.

With partners from the Vera Institute of Justice, we conducted a cost-benefit 
analysis based on data from the first year (2014-2015) and fifth year (2018-2019) of 
the Diversion Program to capture both “start-up” and “mature” program costs. 

Program implementation increased some costs (e.g., salary, benefits, service 
provider contracts) to the Philadelphia Police Department and the Department of 
Human Services. The School District of Philadelphia reported no additional costs 
related to the Diversion Program. All costs were outweighed by considerable cost-
savings from fewer school-based arrests, associated youth detentions and 
commitments, and recidivism arrests, as well as fewer costs to victims and lost 
productivity costs associated with recidivism arrests.

Compared to the year before program implementation, the Diversion Program 
produced more than $1.6 million in net annual savings in 2014-2015 and more 
than $1.9 million in net annual savings in 2018-2019.

Program Costs to
Agencies:

Program-Related 
Cost Savings:

Salary & 
benefits for 

new 
positions

Supplemental 
funding for 
community 
providers

Fewer 
youth 

detentions

Fewer youth 
commitments

Fewer 
recidivism 

arrests

Fewer post-
incident 

suspensions

Fewer 
victim & 

lost 
productivity 

costs 

Fewer 
school-
based 
arrests

Produced Net Financial Benefits for 
Stakeholders



Considerations & Future Directions

• Arrested youth were 1.4 times more likely than diverted youth to have a 
subsequent arrest in the five years following their school-based incident.

• Arrested youth were 1.6 times more likely than diverted youth to be 
suspended from school in the year after their examined school-based incident.

• Program implementation saved stakeholders between $1.6 million and 
$1.9 million annually compared to prior school-based arrest practices. 

Implementing school-based diversion produced no negative outcomes and resulted 

in several important positive outcomes: an 84% reduction in the annual number of 
school-based arrests, a significant decrease in likelihood of recidivism arrest, and 
connection of youth with voluntary community-based intensive prevention services.

The Philadelphia Police School Diversion Program disrupted the school-to-prison 
pipeline, substantially reducing school-based arrests without compromising school 
safety. 

• In the Diversion Program’s first five years, 2,036 students were spared the 
traumatic experience of an arrest and its many negative collateral consequences. 

The Diversion Program reflects a change in police policy, creating automatic 
diversion in lieu of arrest for all eligible youth. This change resulted in clear 
reductions in school-based arrests. 

However, school staff maintained discretion for responding to youth incidents 
(e.g., with exclusionary discipline). We saw few differences in long-term school 
related outcomes between youth diverted in the program’s first year (i.e., 2014-
2015) and comparable youth arrested in the previous year. This finding may 
suggest a need for more structure in school personnel decision making, which 
could similarly improve school outcomes for diverted youth.

Recently, the School District of Philadelphia has been working to address this 
issue with targeted reforms; results of these efforts may be reflected in future 
long-term analysis of additional diverted cohorts.

• When social workers offered diverted youth and families voluntary services, 89%
accepted them and received a referral to a local provider.

86% of school police officers reported strong agreement with the Diversion 
Program, and officers reported observing the program’s benefits to school 
safety.

Takeaways after 5 years



Contact Dr. Naomi Goldstein and The  Juvenile Justice Research & Reform Lab at: neg23@drexel.edu 

Philadelphia Police Department
• Former Commissioner Charles Ramsey 
• Former Commissioner Richard Ross, Jr.
• Commissioner Danielle M. Outlaw 
• Research & Analysis Director Kevin Thomas
• Analyst Manager George Kikuchi
• Diversion Liaison Officer La’Tonya Bey
• Diversion Liaison Officer Vicente Ramirez

School District of Philadelphia 
• Chief of School Safety Kevin Bethel
• Superintendent William R. Hite, Jr. 
• Chief of Student Support Services Karyn T. Lynch 
• Deputy Chief Rachel Holzman
• Former Deputy Chief Jody Greenblatt 
• Research, Policy, & Practice Director Theodore Wills
• Research, Policy, & Practice Director Ebru Erdem

Philadelphia Department of Human Services
• Former Commissioner Anne Marie Ambrose 
• Acting Managing Director Vanessa Garrett Harley 
• Acting Deputy Mayor Jessica Shapiro
• Commissioner Kimberly Ali 
• Former Deputy Mayor Cynthia Figueroa
• Former Deputy Commissioner Timene Farlow
• Deputy Commissioner Gary Williams
• Director of Court & Community Services David Bruce
• Program Administrator Damon Trent

Program Partners
Juvenile Justice Division
Department of Human Services
City of Philadelphia

Philadelphia Police Department

School District of Philadelphia

Defender Association of Philadelphia

Philadelphia Court of Common Pleas
Family Court in the First Judicial District

Philadelphia District Attorney’s Office

Office of Grants
City of Philadelphia

Office of Public Safety 
City of Philadelphia

Research Partners
Juvenile Justice Research and Reform Lab
Department of Psychological and Brain Sciences
Drexel University

Vera Institute of Justice

Supporting Agencies
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