House Bill 123
School Systems — Reportable Offenses — Alterations
Ways and Means Committee — February 5, 2026
UNFAVORABLE

Thank you for the opportunity to present written testimony in opposition to House Bill 123. |
am a long-time resident of Montgomery County and recently served on its Commission on Juvenile
Justice. Before retiring from the Federal government, I worked for more than three decades on
education policy at the U.S. Department of Education.

I am opposed to House Bill 123 because it harms children and does not improve public safety.
By expanding the long list of reportable offenses that are already specified in the law, it increases the
likelihood that more children, particularly Black children, will be removed from the school
environment that is best suited to help them stay engaged in school, develop the social-emotional
skills they need to succeed, and remain on a path to graduation. Communities are not made safer
when children who are justice involved are not supported and put at risk of academic failure,
dropping out of school, and future justice involvement.

Requiring the police to notify school officials that a student has been arrested for committing a
reportable offense in the community is billed as a school safety mechanism. The theory is that school
officials would use that information to identify students whose placement needs to be changed
because their presence may endanger other students or staff. Specifically, they are tasked with
determining whether the presence of the child poses an imminent threat of serious harm. The
problem is that school officials have used the information about reportable offenses to remove
students who are not dangerous, but who are regarded as children who should be excluded
from a regular school.

Exclusionary discipline continues to be overused in schools throughout the State despite efforts to
contain it and evidence that it is counterproductive and disproportionately harms Black children and
children with disabilities." It should not be surprising that in a State in which school officials continue
to rely too heavily on suspensions to manage classroom behavior, some are misusing information
about reportable offenses to justify yet another form of push-out. Students who may never be
adjudicated delinquent for the reportable offense for which they were arrested are nevertheless
being pushed into learning environments that are not remotely comparable to that of the
student’s regular school. In school year 2023-2024, almost two-thirds of the children removed by
school officials were placed in alternative schools or virtual learning at home.?
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Alternative schools typically have more limited curriculum offerings than regular public schools.
They are often places where children are subjected to harsh discipline and suspended at high rates. A
presentation by the Assistant State Superintendent describes enormous differences in
absenteeism, graduation, dropout, and college enrollment rates between alternative high schools
in Maryland and Maryland high schools overall.3

As bad as alternative schools can be for students who are placed in them involuntarily,
consigning children to virtual learning at home can make it even harder for children to succeed.
A youth left at home alone to learn without the structure of a classroom and the influence of
peers will struggle with motivation, leading to reduced engagement. The social isolation and the
lack of face-to-face interaction can result in increased anxiety, depression, and stress. At home a
student is less likely to develop the social-emotional skills that are needed to build positive
relationships with peers and adults and make good decisions about social interactions and
behavior.* There can be significant technical challenges relating to problems with internet
connectivity and inadequate digital skills. Researchers have found significant differences in social
and emotional health and academic success between students in virtual learning and those in in-person
classes.’

Adding more reportable offenses increases the likelihood that more Black students will be
pushed out of their regular school unjustifiably because of the implicit bias that is at play
when adults are making decisions that involve Black children. Black children are seen by law
enforcement and school officials as more culpable, more adult-like, than white children.® This
adultification contributes to Black students being overrepresented among those with reportable
offenses and the likelihood that they will be more harshly treated due to reportable offenses.
Sadly, many of these young people are victims themselves, traumatized by adverse childhood
experiences (ACEs). A supportive school environment can play a critical role in ameliorating
the harmful effects of ACEs on a child’s development, mental health, and behavior. Pushing
these children out of school can compound the negative impacts of childhood trauma.’
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Maryland has yet to develop a workable, evidence-based framework for reportable offenses
that ensures school safety while protecting the rights of students who are arrested in the
community and that avoids disproportionately harming vulnerable populations. At this
point, it is counterproductive for legislators to add to a list of reportable offenses that already
includes offenses that have no relation to school behavior or bearing on school safety but that are
misused and result in students being denied equitable education opportunities.

Pending a thorough examination of this issue by a body like the Commission on Juvenile Justice
Reform and Emerging and Best Practices, I urge legislators to rely on the processes that are
currently in place for the administration of juvenile justice and for making decisions, informed
by risk assessments, regarding the conditions under which a young person who has been arrested
can safely return to school and the community. To do otherwise unnecessarily puts more
vulnerable young people at risk of long-lasting negative consequences without safety benefits.

For these reasons, I urge an Unfavorable report for HB 123.

Carol Cichowski
Bethesda, Maryland



