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"[The School Task Force Program] of the Houston Police 
Department [combats] juvenile crime by taking aim at truancy 
and the numerous problems associated with it." 

By 
SGT. JOE R. MARTIN 
SGT. ARNIE D. SCHULZE 
and 

SGT. MIKE VALDEZ 
Field Operations Command 
Police Department 
Houston, TX 
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The problems of juvenile crime and 
crimes against juveniles are areas that 
few police departments have been able 
to addres,1 adequately. For the most 
part, juvenil e divisions are tasked with 
so many responsibilities that they can 
seldom respond to the concerns of 
neighborhood schools. This article out
lines the efforts of the Houston Police 
Department to combat juvenile crime by 
taking aim at truancy and the numerous 
problems associated with it. 

It was hypothesized that a small 
squad of officers trained and dedicated 
to the ideals of a safe school campus 
and surrounding neighborhoods could 
and would affect the opportunity and 
occurrence of juvenile-related criminal 
activity. It was also hoped such a pro
gram could affect the number of stu
dents dropping out of school every 
year. 

In response to these concerns and 
ideas, a sergeant working in the North 
Shepherd Patrol Division was assigned 
the responsibility of drafting an initial 
proposal and an operational outline for 
the creation of a School Task Force 
Program. To guide the performance of 
the program, goals were established to: 

1) Encourage juveniles to remain in 
a structured environment by 
making every effort to return 
truants to the classroom; 

2) Improve the communications 
among all agencies working with 
juveniles, whether their purpose 
is el.Jcation, administration, 
enforcement, or correction; 

3) Reduce the opportunity for the 
adult offender to "prey" on the 
juvenile (encompasses selling of 
narcotics, sexually graphic 
materials, inhalants, and alcohol 
which contribute to the 
delinquency of juveniles by 
involving them in criminal 
activity); 

4) Facilitate long-term, positive 
attitude changes in the juvenile 
community regarding the 
perception of the role of the 
police; and 

5) Reduce the incidents of juvenile
related criminal activity (as a 
victim or perpetrator), including 
burglary, assault, mpes, 
robberies, criminal mischief, auto 
thefts, and traffic violations. 

With these goals as the foundation, the 
program began on an experimental ba
sis in February 1985. 



Sergeant Martin 

Sergeant Schulze 

Prior to actual implementation, the 
North Shepherd Patrol Division ser
geant met with the director of security 
for the Houston Independent School 
District, since the success of the pro
gram depended, in part, on the support 
of the school district's law enforcement 
personnel. This contact was fruitful in 
that it established liaison with the se
curity department, whereby officers 
could discuss the relative merits' of the 
program as well as any unexpected 
problems that surfaced. 

The sergeant also spent a consid
erable amount of time meeting with the 
principals and assistant principals of 
each of the affected schools. Again, at 
these sessions, the sergeant discussed 
the basic goals of the program, the re
sponsibilities of the officers, and their 
relationship to the management activi
ties of the school. Generally, all of the 
administrators were receptive to the 
program, with each of them sharing a 
variety of concerns with the sergeant. 
Among these concerns were the need 
to resolve the problems associated with 
trespassers, various types at disturb
ances, the temptation offered by game
rooms, handling truants, and 
conducting apprehensions on campus. 

Each assistant principal was des
ignated as the school's liaison to the 
police department, so that officers re
sponsible for a particular school would 
know whom to contact in the event they 
were in need of assistance. With this 
arrangement, principals could still mon
itor the activities of task force personnel 
while actually being relieved of truancy 
and security problems. 

Officially, the experimental pro
gram began on February 1, 1985, and 

concluded on May 31, 1985. The offi
cers made a t!:ltal of 1 ,449 arrests, of 
which 498 were for truancy. Apprehen
sions were made for, but were not lim
ited to, the sale and delivery of 
narcotics, public intoxication, trespass
ing, disrupting classes, theft, burglary, 
criminal mischief, resisting arrest, un
authorized use of a motor vehicle, ag
gravated assault, simple assault, 
disorderly conduct, arson, and posses
sion of narcotics, alcohol by a minor, 
narcotics paraphernalia, and weapons. 
Based on the overall success, a deci
sion was made to expand the program. 

The expansion of the School Task 
Force Program occurred prior to the 
start of the 1985/1986 school year. Ex
pansion was limited to three additional 
divisions (the pilot program continued 
as originally designed). The purpose for 
not expanding the program throughout 
the city was twofold. First, since the 
pilot program was run on an experi
mental basis, there was some concern 
over the ability to replic-ate the program 
on a large scale. Second, the support
ing agencies were not sure they could 
handle the increased workload. De
mands placed upon the Juvenile Divi
sion, Harris County Youth Services, 
Harris County Juvenile Probation, and 
all of the newly affected schools were 
sure to put a strain on existing work
loads and use of facilities. 

The expanded school task force 
consisted of 27 officers and 4 ser
geants. Each of the four divisions had 
a sergeant and a number of officers as
s;1ned to administer the program at tar
geted schools within their divisiona.1 
boundaries. 

May 1988 I 9 



Sergeant Valdez 

Chief Brown 

The officers assigned to the school 
task force were volunteers who were 
selected on the basis 0' their desire and 
willingness to participate in the pro
gram. Their primary responsibilities 
were to maintain high Visibility in and 
around the middle schools and high 
schools. 

General responsibilities were de
veloped to identify how officers would 
spend their time during each tour of 
duty. In cooperation with school officials 
and school district security coordina
tors, officers maintained a proactive pa
trol on and around the campuses. 

Officers would also conduct con
stant "sweeps" or "roundups" of 
truants around the schools and handle 
calls from attendance clerks who pro
vided information on those students 
who had attendance problems. Partic
ular attention was given to convenience 
stores, game rooms, parks, shopping 
malls, abandoned businesses and/or 
residences, and wooded areas. 

In addition, officers became in
volved with the students and their par
ents through the Professional Teacher's 
Organization and individual counseling 
sessions when requested. Maintaining 
high visibility on school campuses pro
vided the students the opportunity to 
establish rapport with task force squad 
members and/or beat officers. 

Particular attention was also given 
to businesses that were selling or dis
playing sexually oriented material to mi
nors or selling narcotics paraphernalia, 
alcohol, inhalants, and cigarettes to mi
nors. These establishments, including 
bookstores, gamerooms, convenience 
stores, etc., disrupted school activities 
by enticing students off campus which 

resulted in students engaging in crimi
nal activities. Officers were also able to 
enforce violations of occupancy laws, 
health code violations, and tax stamp 
violations on video games, pinball ma
chines, and juke boxes within these es
tablishments. The amount of time spent 
by officers in anyone area depended 
on the existence and frequency of 
these problems as identified at individ
ual schools. 

As a general rule, task force offi
cers perform the same type of tasks ir
respective of their assigned station. 
The officers usually work their assign
ment in uniform and attend roll call with 
the regular beat officers. The emphasis 
on certain tasks varies according to the 
different types of schools and the socio
economic makeup of the surrounding 
neighborhoods. Both the officers and 
the supervisors of the program realized 
the program was not just limited to 
strictly performing enforcement activi
ties. For example, some officers be
came involved in strengthening their 
relationships with the students by mak
ing presentations in the school and/or 
attendance at extra-curricular activities, 
such as studenVfaculty sports games. 

Establishing good rapport with 
school officials and the students was 
equally important in that it enhanced 
the exchange of information beneficial 
to both parties. Herein lies one of the 
primary reasons for including this type 
of responsibility within the concept of 
neighborhood-oriented policing. 

In order to obtain a comprehensive 
assessment of the expanded program 
from September 1985, through May 
1986, two types of data were col/ected 
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"In cooperation with school officials and school district 
security coordinators, officers maintained a proactive patrol on 

and around the campuses." 

Exchanging information 
with students is a critical 
responsibility of the task 

force officers. 

and examined-the results of a pre! 
post-survey questionnaire and the re
corded arrest activity data of the police 
personnel involved in the program. 
Both survey questionnaires were dis
tributed to a random sample of 1 ,000 
teachers and administrators before and 
after the school year began. The pre
survey return rate was 83%, the post
survey return rate was 70%. The results 
of the survey indicated such re!evant 
perceptions as: 

-Program awareness improved 
among the respondents during 
the tenure of the profJram; 

-There was a genuine desire on 
behalf of the respondents to 
become involved in reducing 
truancy rates; 

-Approximately 50 percent of the 
respondents believed the truancy 

program did not reduce the 
truancy rate, as recorded through 
absentee statistics. The police 
department was unable to obtain 
absentee statistics, as school 
district administrators stated they 
could not provide department 
personnel with the statistics 
requested. Therefore, it was 
impossible to verify the perception 
of the respondents. However, it 
should be noted over 3,000 
truants were apprehended and 
returned to the schools during the 
course of the 1985/1986 school 
year; 

-Respondents felt secure while on 
school grounds; 

-Respondents were of the opinion 
that most students respected the 
law. And those who agreed with 
idea that they could do more to 

enhance that respect increased 
from 77% to 83% between the 
two rating periods. 

-Although the respondents 
believed the program was a 
success, the level of success on 
the post-test measure was lower 
(80%) than the pre-test measure 
expectations (93%); and 

-Surprisingly, almost half of the 
respondents indicated a lack of 
concern regarding the nature of 
the rapport established between 
the officers and the students. 

Overall, the survey responses 
were very favorable toward the pro
gram. In spite of the initial concern, the 
receptiveness of school personnel to 
officer involvement exceeded all expec
tations. In numerous instances, rela
tionships were mutally supportive to the 
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"[The School Task Force Program] serves to strengthen 
community ties with the Houston Police Department which, in 

turn, improves the perception of safety within the 
neighborhoods . ... " 

extent school officials considered the 
task force officers as "their police offi
cers." 

A review of the arrest and activity 
data for the same time period (Septem
ber 1985, to May 1986) revealed many 
interesting findings: 

-Officers involved in the program 
worked approximately 30,000 
hours, at the cost of $429,000. It 
should be noted this cost reflects 
the officers' normal salaries. 
Actual additional salary 
expenditures came to only $1,300 
for overtime; 

-During this period, a total of 
17,633 activities were conducted 
by the officers, resulting in 8,360 
arrests, stemming from the 
handling of over 4,500 juveniles; 
and 

-A total of 1,038 misdemeanors 
and 144 felony arrests were 
recorded by the officers; yet, of 
the Part I crimes, only minor 
reductions were found in 18% of 
the beets for burglaries and 21 % 
of the beats for thefts. 
There was a consensus among the 

task force sergeants that the program 
did not have a significant impact on re
ducing overall reported Part I criminal 
offenses. Despite the fact that a total of 
3,774 truant apprehensions were 
made, the reported Part I crime rates 
remained constant when compared to 
statistics from the same time period and 
the same area prior to program imple
mentation. The perception that juve
niles were primarily responsible for a 
large portion of the criminal activity has 
become highly questionable, particu
larly durir)g school hours when the task 
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force operated. Because the number of 
schools far exceeded the number of of
ficers available for intensified service, it 
became impossible for an adequate 
number of apprehensions to be made. 
This suggests that a higher concentra
tion of officers could result in a larger 
number of juvenile apprehensions, with 
the resulting impact on the crime rate. 
Despite not being able to significantly 
reduce felony and misdemeanor crimi
nal activity in the targeted areas, the 
officers uncovered a wide range of ac
tivities requiring their attention which, 
heretofore, went unreported. 

A number of recommendations 
were made concerning citywide expan
sion of the progralT'. These included 
deploying personnel on the basis of 
student-to-officer ratios, separating the 
duties of task force officers from other 
types of duties, increasing the availa
bility of equipment, and standardizing 
apprehension and detection proce
dures. With the majority of these rec
ommendations accepted, the school 
task force was expanded to provide 
service to the entire City of Houston. 

The degree of success of the pro
gram must be viewed from several dif
ferent aspects. The number of juvenile
related apprehensions substantially ex
ceeded the juvenile arrest figures at
tained prior to implementation of the 
program. Although there were not sig
nificant decreases in any of the major 
crime categories that could be corre
lated to the program, there were some 
decreases. The areas targeted for the 
program experienced no significant in
crease in Part I crimes. Police visibility 
has been enhanced. Officer/student re
lationships are no ·Ionger just antago
nistic; friendships have been formed. 

Once the program had become 
well-established in the targeted 
schools, the problems created by dis
reputable businesses in and around the 
school decreased through the use of 
more effective law enforcement tactics. 
Calls for service increased, primarily 
due to school administrators, teachers, 
and parents discovering that the task 
force officers could provide a wealth of 
services to them. The task force officers 
are now being called on to assist in 
counseling sessions, to share informa
tion about different programs, and to re
solve a multitude of other police-related 
problems. 

Through their dedication, the offi
cers have established a reputation of 
caring for what happens to the stu
dents, which is frequently reciprocated 
by the students. Students and teachers 
now feel safer while at the schools, and 
officers have been told parents now 
have more confidence in the safety of 
the school campus. 

Incidents regarding adult of
fenders' involvement with students now 
receive an immediate, thorough inves
tigation, frequently resulting in arrests. 
From the aspect of the increased real 
and perceived safety of the students, 
plus all of the other noted benefits, the 
program is regarded as a resounding 
success by the participating officers 
and supervisors. It serves as an edu
cational tool for school administrators, 
the parents, and the students. It also 
serves to strengthen community ties 
with the Houston Police Department 
which, in turn, improves the perception 
of safety within the neighborhoods 
throughout the City of Houston. [f~~ 




