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Harmful School Policies: Creating Necessary
Change

By Alicia Oglesby and Rebecca Atkins | March 2024

School policies are the rules that govern how students, faculty, staff and families are expected to behave and
interact with the school community. School policies are needed for safety, school culture and climate, and
general wellness. Over time, policies should shift and change to meet the needs of the school community. As
school counselors, we can play a critical role i assuring schools are creating and maintaining policies that
benefit all the members of their community while reducing harm

Policy audits are an opportunity 1o critically analyze and potentially dismantle rules, practices and processes that
disproportionately harm groups of students. Critical analysis involves the questioning of what happens in your
school. Think of the stories you may have heard from students and families, or the data you have collected from
Your student information system. Form questions about the policies at your school that stand out. That may be
complaints from female students that the dress code policy is unfair or data that students with learning
differences are not being in rige Hold the policy you h

your mind as you read - we will outline some steps you can take to advocate for change within your school.

Action Steps

Choose a Policy
Perhaps you're not sure where to start. Consider a policy or practice that you've heard complaints about from
students, seen refevant data that is disproportionate, or even that you just don't think works well.

Ask and Listen
Talk to students, families, colleagues and leaders about what they notice about the policy or practice. Listen
(really listen') to what they say about their experiences. Gather anecdotal data to share with decision makers
Discovering how policies harm students requires brave honesty about the impact of rules in the ives of students.
Be open and aware that as part of the system, we are also a part of what might be causing harm. Stay willing to
confront the idea in order to create change.

Collect Data
Schools function on data, so collect as much quantitative data as possible. Show disproportionality or relate the
policy or practice to outcomes. Does the data show that girls are more likely to be dress coded? Does the
school's registration process mean that not all students have access to higher level courses? Paint the picture as
clearly as possible
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e Changing Landscape

New state and federal laws are enacted each year, and shifting societal conditions regularly shape the
expectations placed upon school systems.

e Transparency & Public Trust

They reflect what a community believes, while also providing clarity to stakeholders about how
decisions are made and what standards guide our work.

e Codified Reinforcement

It is standard practice for districts to clearly articulate policies related to topics like instructional
expectations, literacy, core values, and organizational commitments.

e Maintaining Relevance

Policies that are outdated, duplicative, or no longer relevant should be regularly reviewed.




POLICY FRAMEWORK COMPONENTS
» Engagement with Staff & BOE
» Defined Review/Development Timelines
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We are on a relentless pursuit to become the

FASTEST IMPROVING

school district in the state of Georgia - organized and led by a

HIGHLY SKILLED TEACHER & LEADER WORKFORCE

working tirelessly
on behalf of children for the benefit of our community

and PRODUCING BREAKTHROUGH RESULTS
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STRATEGIC PLAN COUNTY SCHOOLS
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