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Dear Superintendent, 
 
The Drug Policy Alliance is a leading organization committed to the promotion of 
drug policies that improve the health, safety, rights, and well-being of all Californians.  
Although these goals serve to benefit everyone in our communities, they are 
especially important when designing and implementing policies that affect our young 
people.  We know that you are an ally in this effort to protect California’s young 
people and their ability to learn and thrive in a safe and nurturing environment. 
 
We are contacting all school districts and many schools in Riverside County to alert 
you about recent undercover drug sting operations in area high schools. These 
operations are an ineffective strategy in combating drug sales in school, and 
worse, they can inflict irreparable harm to young people struggling with the 
challenges of adolescence or special needs.  We strongly urge you to prevent similar 
operations in your school.   
 
As you may know, the Riverside County Sheriff’s Department has staged sting 
operations in local school districts over the past four years.  They include:1 

 2013: Perris High School in Perris and Paloma Valley High School in 
Menifee, 25 arrests 

 2012: Temecula Valley, Chaparral and Rancho Vista Continuation high 
schools in Temecula, 22 arrests 

 2011: Vista del Lago High School in Moreno Valley and Elsinore High 
School in Wildomar, 24 arrests 

 2010: Palm Desert High School in Palm Desert, 14 arrests 
 
The most recent sting operation, which concluded in December 2013, resulted in the 
arrest of 25 students at Perris High School and Paloma Valley High School.  All the 
children who were arrested were immediately expelled, and while some re-enrolled in 
alternative schools, many dropped out.  Many of these children were special needs 
students, despite public assurances from the sheriff’s department that their 
undercover officers received training about working with students with disabilities 
and that only students from the general education population were targeted by the 
sting operation.      
 
In yet another sting operation that occurred in 2012 in Temecula Valley Unified School District, an 
autistic teen was among the students arrested.  This student should never have been targeted by 
the undercover operation, yet the officer repeatedly pressured the student to obtain drugs for him, 

                                                      
1
 The Press Enterprise, “MENIFEE: $3 pill sale led to special-ed student’s arrest, mom says 

 http://www.pe.com/local-news/riverside-county/menifee/menifee-headlines/20140103-menifee-3-pill-sale-led-
to-special-ed-students-arrest-mom-says.ece  

http://www.pe.com/local-news/riverside-county/wildomar/?lc=int_mb_1001
http://www.tvusd.k12.ca.us/
http://www.pe.com/local-news/riverside-county/menifee/menifee-headlines/20140103-menifee-3-pill-sale-led-to-special-ed-students-arrest-mom-says.ece
http://www.pe.com/local-news/riverside-county/menifee/menifee-headlines/20140103-menifee-3-pill-sale-led-to-special-ed-students-arrest-mom-says.ece


and the child ultimately succumbed to the pressure.  The school district moved to expel the 
student, and the parents appealed to the state's Office of Administrative Hearings. The 
Administrative Law Judge halted the expulsion stating, "The district placed Student in an 
extremely difficult social-problem scenario that would have been difficult even for typical high 
school students," and "leaving Student to fend for himself, anxious and alone, against an 
undercover police officer." Judge Marian Tully ordered that that the student be returned to school 
immediately.  The undercover officer in question, rather than treat the student’s special needs with 
appropriate sensitivity, ended up taking advantage of the student’s lack of social sophistication and 
vulnerability.    
 
As a result of the school’s handling of the autistic student and other special needs students, the 
California Department of Education (CDE) has initiated a formal investigation of the Temecula 
Valley Unified School District  (TVUSD).   This follows the CDE’s July 2013 notice of non-
compliance with corrective actions against TVUSD related to their suspension and attempted 
expulsion of special needs students citing “failure to follow suspension/expulsion procedures as per Title 34, 
Code of Federal Regulations (34 CFR) Section 300.530.”  TVUSD, and individuals who work for TVUSD, 
have also been sued by the parents of the autistic student and face potential legal liability. 
 
Undercover operations in schools are harmful and put students in a position of being manipulated 
by adult officers masquerading as their classmates.   In fact, the Los Angeles Police Department 
stopped using undercover stings in schools in 2005, shutting down its 30-year-old undercover 
School Buy program, after the school district began openly questioning its efficacy in 2004.   The 
Los Angeles Times reported at the time that: “Students say officers badger classmates who are not 
drug dealers but who agree to find drugs for them as a favor. Concerns about entrapment keep 
many cases from being prosecuted. And because drug dealers tend to be wary of new customers, 
those arrested are increasingly kids with disabilities or emotional problems.”  Further, the district’s 
legal counsel initiated a review of the program, and stated that “Instead of the guy slinging dope on 
campus, you wind up with a random collection of whichever kids might be naive, stupid, 
persuadable or gullible enough to find a joint for a stranger". 
 
Unfortunately, all of the damage to the lives of students affected by these sting operations did not 
result in any meaningful progress toward eliminating drug sales in schools.  Despite the decades-long 
undercover program at LAUSD, the availability of drugs on campus remained unchanged.   The 
ultimate ineffectiveness of these undercover operations led the school to abandon them.  A 
Department of Justice study would later confirm the finding that such operations do little to affect 
the supply of drugs. Furthermore, the National Association of School Safety and Law Enforcement 
Officials (NASSLEO) concluded that undercover high school operations are usually a poor strategy; 
they have a high potential for bad outcomes for kids without evidence of corresponding good 
results for communities. According to the recent Rolling Stone feature story, former police chief and 
president-elect of NASSLEO Larry Johnson said, "We're more interested in getting kids help that 
need it, rather than targeting kids to be locked up."2   
 

Undercover drug stings are a central component of the so-called “zero tolerance approach.” 

Historically, zero tolerance programs not only fail to produce the results they promise but also 

contribute significantly to the “school-to-prison pipeline.” This phenomenon disproportionately 

impacts youth of color and special needs students, and it has swelled the juvenile justice and prison 

systems over the past two decades. 

                                                      
2
 Rolling Stone Magazine, “The Entrapment of Jesse Snodgrass,” http://www.rollingstone.com/culture/news/the-

entrapment-of-jesse-snodgrass-20140226?page=5  

http://www.tvusd.k12.ca.us/
http://www.tvusd.k12.ca.us/
http://www.rollingstone.com/culture/news/the-entrapment-of-jesse-snodgrass-20140226?page=5
http://www.rollingstone.com/culture/news/the-entrapment-of-jesse-snodgrass-20140226?page=5


 

The Drug Policy Alliance began taking on the issue of youth and drugs in the 1990s. We saw our 

work in this area as important, not just in trying to reduce the harms of drug use among youth, but 

also in responding effectively to critics who claim that the reforms we advocate put young people at 

risk. Our philosophy is modeled after comprehensive sexuality education: abstinence is the only way 

to avoid the dangers of drug use, but complementary approaches are required for the majority of 

teens who will decide to use alcohol, cigarettes, and various other substances, both legal and illegal.  

It is the counterproductive combination of misleading information and the threat of harsh 

punishment and judgment that, more often than not, leads to even riskier behavior among youth.  

This is a lesson which, unfortunately, has to be relearned over and over again by school systems 

desperate to deal with drug availability on their campuses.  It is those schools that learn from prior 

mistakes and misguided policies that truly make progress in dealing with drug abuse among children.   
 
The Drug Policy Alliance supports replacing failed zero tolerance policies with honest, reality-based, 
drug education and programs to assist students who might be abusing drugs or alcohol.  

 We advocate an approach that treats young people with respect and acknowledges that some 
level of teen drug use is inevitable. 

 We need to foster open and honest dialogue around the risks and consequences of drug use. 

 Students need drug education that respects their intelligence while giving them tools to stay 
safe and healthy.   

 We must teach young people how to identify and handle problems with alcohol and other 
drugs and how to get help and support when needed. 

 
The question we must ask ourselves, as educators, parents, , and as community leaders, is what can we 
do to ensure that youth who do experiment with drugs don’t get hurt, caught up in the criminal justice system, contract 
life threatening diseases, or even die? Young people who engage in risky behavior (drug selling or illicit 
drug taking) need education, support, and guidance; not expulsion, arrest, and jail.  
 
Addressing the Temecula sting operation, LAPD Deputy Chief Stephen Downing (Ret.) said, “What 
we have witnessed here is the polar opposite of good policing and an example of how the drug war 
skews the priorities of law enforcement officers. There was no crime here until the police coerced a 
special needs student into committing one. They didn't lessen the amount of drugs available and 
they didn't provide help to any students who may have had a legitimate problem. Instead, they 
diminished the life prospects of everyone they came into contact with. As a parent, as a retired 
police officer, as a human being, this outrages me.”  
 
We urge you to not to replicate these misguided and irrevocably damaging mistakes, and to resist all 
efforts to establish undercover buy/bust operations that target the children in your school. If we can 
be of further assistance, please contact Lynne Lyman at (213) 226-6424 or Theshia Naidoo at (510) 
229-5214.    
 
Respectfully,          

      
Lynne Lyman     Theshia Naidoo 
California State Director   Senior Staff Attorney  
Drug Policy Alliance    Drug Policy Alliance 


