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INTRODUCTION

The 1999 assault at Columbine High School by teen gunmen Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold served as a wakeup call for Americans about school violence.  Harris and Klebold killed 13 people and wounded 23 others before committing suicide.

This was not an isolated incidence of school violence.  For example, Patrick Purdy entered the Cleveland School in Stockton, California, and shot five students to death.  He wounded 30 more, and then committed suicide.

Kahlil Sumpter, a 15-year-old New York City high school student, shot and killed two fellow students on the same day the Mayor visited the school to talk about school violence.

In the small town of Dalton, Georgia, a 13-year-old went to school with a loaded .22-calibre rifle and took a teacher hostage.  After hours of negotiation, he released the teacher and surrendered to police.

In a study of the Oklahoma City Federation of Teachers, 66% of middle school and 52% of high school teachers have considered quitting because of abuse (verbal and physical) they receive from students.  Furthermore, a survey by the National School Safety Center found that students have threatened 20% of all teachers.
The Center for Disease Control states that one student in five takes a weapon to school and one in 20 carries a gun.  The problem has become so pronounced that one in four of America’s school systems use metal detectors to search students for weapons.

The problem of school violent is not new.  It came to the forefront of public awareness in the early 1970s.  The hearings of the Senate Subcommittee to Investigate Juvenile Delinquency and the House Subcommittee on Elementary, Secondary and Vocational Education documented the escalating violence in America’s schools.
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Since 1969, the Gallup Poll has surveyed Americans regarding their attitudes toward public education.  School discipline (violence) ranks as the most important problem almost every year, and the public has a right to be concerned.  Over the past few decades, violence in America’s schools has increased to the highest levels in history.  Parents are worried about the safety of their children and question whether schools can protect them.

Although school violence is a major national problem, many schools experience little or no violence.  Urban schools in the major metropolitan areas have the greatest risk of school violence, while suburban schools have a higher ranking than do rural schools.

Although many schools do not have a problem with violence, the issue is increasing in intensity and expanding into areas once considered immune to the problem.  Understand that all schools have the potential for violent crimes, and therefore must be prepared through policies, procedures and training to handle such events.

                                                                                   Ronald E. Sharp, Ed.D.

                                                                                   Waln K. Brown, Ph.D.

                                                                                   William Gladden Foundation
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WHAT IS SCHOOL VIOLENCE?
School violence is any act of aggression against a school administrator, teacher, employee, volunteer or student, in which the offender attempts to violate, hurt or abuse the victim.  The act often includes force (use of weapon or physical assault) accompanied by charged emotions.  Acts of vandalism, theft (excluding robbery), disruptive behavior and similar actions are not herein considered school violence.

SHOULD ALL SCHOOLS BE CONCERNED ABOUT SCHOOL VIOLENCE?

Secondary schools have more violence than elementary schools, but middle schools have the highest rate of personal violence.  Although urban areas have much more violence than do suburban and rural school districts, incidents of violence are rising in many suburban and rural school districts.  All school districts have a responsibility to understand the problem of school violence and to develop policies and procedures for managing it.

WHAT STUDENTS ARE MOST OFTEN THE VICTIMS OF SCHOOL VIOLENCE?

Black students are the most likely victims of school violence.  Males are two times more likely to be victims of robbery of attack than females are.  While twelfth graders are least likely, seventh graders are most likely victims.  Most victims (75%) know their attacker(s) by name.

HOW MUCH VIOLENCE EXISTS IN AMERICA’S SCHOOLS?
According to the Bureau of Justice, in one year more than 400,000 children between the ages of 12 and 19 were victims of violent crime in public schools.  However, these figures only represent crimes of violence reported to police.  The actual amount of violence happening in schools is much greater.  For example, several surveys reveal that 65% of students and 28% of teachers who have been the victims of an offense at school report the crime.  Furthermore, the National Institute of Education reports that while over three million crimes occur each month in public schools, only 51,000 are reported to the police.  This means that for every crime committed with a public school, 58 go unreported.
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WHY DON’T SCHOOLS REPORT CRIMES TO THE POLICE?
School administrators and teachers state that they do not report crimes that occur in school for the following reasons: 1) to avoid bad publicity and/or litigation, 2) fear of being blamed or being seen as incompetent, 3) some offenses are too minor to warrant reporting, 4) the belief that the police and the courts will not cooperate and 5) reliance on internal security and discipline procedures.

WHY HAS SCHOOL VIOLENCE INCREASED?

American society has become more violent and so has its youth.  This violence spills over into schools.  SOCIAL FACTORS often cited for increased school violence include 1) emergence of youth gangs, 2) increased selling and use of illegal drugs and 3) rise in domestic violence.  EDUCATIONAL FACTORS often listed include 1) creation of larger schools, 2) higher teacher/student ratios and 3) less teacher/parent contact.

HOW HAS THE INCREASE IN YOUTH GANGS CONTRIBUTED TO SCHOOL VIOLENCE?

Youth gangs get and keep control by using power and the threat of violence.  Many youth gangs are involved in selling illegal drugs.  They often have modern weapons and are willing to protect their “business” through force.  Schools in large urban areas serve as the meeting ground for rival gangs.  Conflicts over the distribution of drugs, the collection of “protection” money and fights over girls can lead to gang warfare in the schools.

WHAT IS THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN DRUGS AND SCHOOL VIOLENCE?
The alarming rise in the sale and use of illegal drugs in schools has led to a number of situations in which violence has increased.  Students using drugs (especially “crack”) tend to become more violent and erratic in their behavior, as well as more paranoid, thus increasing the possibility that they may act violently.  The economic aspect of selling drugs at school often leads to violent conflicts between students and rival gangs.
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HOW HAS INCREASED DOMESTIC VIOLENCE CONTRIBUTED TO SCHOOL VIOLENCE?
The increase of domestic violence has taught many children that the use of force is a legitimate way to resolve conflicts.  Children who experience domestic violence learn that aggression is an appropriate expression of anger.  In turn, they use this behavior when frustrated.  For example, in elementary school, these children hit teachers or others students, bite, scratch and throw things when angry.  By middle school and high school, these same students carry weapons to class, using them to vent their anger and frustration.

HOW MANY STUDENTS TAKE GUNS TO SCHOOL?

According to the Parents Resource Institute for Drug Education, nearly one million U.S. students took guns to school in 1997.  Statistics compiled by the National School Safety and Security Service report that between 1999 and 2004, there were 55 school-related violent deaths involving shootings.  Twenty-three of those deaths occurred in the school year 2003-2004, up from three shooting deaths the previous school year.
WHAT KINDS OF WEAPONS DO STUDENTS TAKE TO SCHOOL?

There is a significant rise in the number of students who go to school armed with top-of-the-line weapons, such as .357 magnums, and 9-mm semi-automatic weapons, such as Uzi assault rifles.  Because of the increased use of guns by students, several states have passed laws aimed at punishing parents.  For example, California, Iowa, Connecticut and Florida have passed laws making parents responsible for crimes committed by their offspring who used guns obtained at home.  According to the Nation School Safety Center, between 80% and 90% of the guns taken to school come from students’ homes.

ARE SOME PLACES AT SCHOOL SAFER THAN ARE OTHERS?

The classroom is the safest place during school hours.  At night and on weekends, however, it becomes one of the most dangerous places.  The places holding the greatest risk are hallways and stairways, especially between classes and in the evening.  Restrooms, the cafeteria, locker rooms and gyms are among the most dangerous areas of school.  In schools with a high incidence of violence, teachers should be required to leave school when the school day has ended.  Furthermore, in schools with a history of violence, security guards should escort teachers to their cars.
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DO ARMED GUARDS HELP TO PREVENT SCHOOL VIOLENCE?
There is considerable debate about the use of armed guards within public schools.  Many educators believe that the use of guards sends an unacceptable message to students about education and safety in schools.  Nonetheless, data on the use of armed guards suggests that their presence does reduce violent crimes.  Additionally, some parent/teachers associations have organized parents safety patrols to help maintain school safety.  These organizations have been helpful in reducing school violence.  However, issues concerning school liability have limited the use of parent safety patrols.
WHAT ARE “DIRT DRILLS?”

Because of the increased use of guns in schools, many urban schools conduct “dirt drills.”  In these practice sessions, students learn to “hit the floor” to avoid being hit by gunfire.  Although many schools do not experience this level of violence, nevertheless, students should receive instruction on what to do if caught in crossfire.

WHAT IS “TARGET HARDENING?”

Target hardening involves the use of physical protection devices and the careful deployment of security personnel in a coordinated manner to make school violence more difficult to achieve.  The objectives of target hardening are to 1) prevent crimes, 2) make violence more difficult to commit, 3) slow down perpetrators, 4) provide warning signals and 5) develop student and faculty awareness of the problem of school violence.
HOW CAN TEACHERS AND STUDENTS USE “TARGET HARDENING?”

Teachers and students should learn to observe, interpret, detect and avoid potential problems.  The essential elements of target hardening include 1) observing the surroundings; 2) making eye contact with a potential perpetrator; 3) walking with an erect bearing; 4) displaying confidence; 5) walking in the center of hallways; and 6) asserting oneself in a direct and firm manner.
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HOW CAN SCHOOL/POLICE RELATIONS BE IMPROVED?
Police in the United States are the best trained and educated in the world.  Many departments have a Youth Aid Division staffed by officers specially trained to work with juveniles.  Joint meetings, combined school personnel/police training and the establishment of agreed-upon policies and procedures can ensure a coordinated and consistent response to the problem.  Immediate, appropriate and consistent handling of school violence decreases such behavior.

CAN THE JUVENILE COURT HELP COMBAT SCHOOL VIOLENCE?

The Juvenile Court is responsible for working with adolescents who have broken the law.  School officials should meet with the juvenile court judge and the director of probation services to establish policies and procedures that ensure a clear, consistent response to the problem.  The creation of a panel to prevent school violence (including police, juvenile court staff, school officials, parents and students) can facilitate a planned and organized response to school violence.

WHAT CAN SCHOOLS DO TO COMBAT THE VIOLENCE OF YOUTH GANGS?
The most promising approaches to reducing violence committed by youth gangs in school include the following.  1) Create a “neutral zone” in the school.  2) Facilitate gang communications.  3) Use trusted faculty and students to mediate gang communications.  4) Get gang members to participate in prosocial activities.  5) Involve gang leaders in school projects and activities.  6) Encourage businesses to give parents time off so they can attend school events.  7) Keep weapons away from students.

WHAT CAN SCHOOLS DO TO REDUCE SCHOOL VIOLENCE?
The most commonly cited actions schools can employ to reduce the probability of school violence include the following.  1) Instruct teachers in crisis prevention, management and resolution.  2) Teach students, especially those prone to violence, alternative methods for expressing anger and frustration.  3) Utilize peer mediation.  4) Establish and abide by clear standards for student behavior.  5) Get parents involved by having them conduct safety watches, especially at competitive situations such as sporting events.  6) Encourage businesses to give parents time off so they can attend school events.  7) Keep weapons away from students.
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THE DEVELOPMENT OF
SCHOOL VIOLENCE

Every school district is unique.  However, there are factors commonly cited as creating a climate that can lead to increased school violence.  An examination of these factors may help in developing strategies to combat this problem.

         SCHOOL IMPERSONALITY/                                   DISCIPLINARY
            STUDENT ALIENATION                                          PROBLEMS

SCHOOL

VIOLENCE

ARBITRARINESS/                                                    IRRELEVANCE

STUDENT FRUSTRATION                                     OF CURRCIULUM

SCHOOL IMPERSONALITY/STUDENT ALIENATION – Larger schools and classrooms, as well as less teacher/student and parent/teacher interactions, have led many students to feel alienated from the school system.  This sense of alienation, coupled with a feeling of being apart from society (especially in poor neighborhoods), can lead students to express their anger and frustration by acting-out on others.  When students do not have close contact with school officials and teachers, they view schools as just another “place.”  Consequently, they do not adopt the school’s concept of what constitutes appropriate and inappropriate behavior.  Furthermore, students who feel alienated from society do not see the benefit of attending school and do not believe that hard work will lead to success.  These students do no think they have access to the mainstream of American life.  Therefore, they do not respect the belief that working hard in school will lead to recognition and achievement.  On the other hand, students who feel a part of the school and the community, and who believe their teachers know and respect them, are less likely to commit violence.

DISCIPLINARY PROBLEMS – The lack of a clearly defined and well-publicized “Student Behavior Code” allows for confusion about acceptable behavior.  Furthermore, the inability to enforce rules and maintain tight control over classroom behavior sends a message to students that disruptive behavior is acceptable.  Finally, the failure of a school principal to be firm, and a lack of coordination between the faculty and staff, can also lead to a breakdown of discipline.
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ARBITRARINESS/STUDENT FRUSTRATION – School violence is likely to increase if students see the application of discipline as unfair and inconsistent.  Special treatment for athletes, students from influential families and children of school personnel result in lack of respect for school staff, policies and procedures.  Students also are less accepting of discipline administered by teachers and administrators who are authoritative, condescending or detached.
IRRELEVANCE OF CURRCIULUM – Students must see the value of what they are expected to learn if they are to commit themselves to school.  Courses offering information and experience unrelated to their lives, hopes and expectations lead them to believe that school personnel do not understand them.
SCHOOL VIOLENCE – To combat school violence, school officials should strive to 1) develop an atmosphere that provides every student a sense of belonging and personal responsibility, 2) clearly define behavioral expectations and consistently apply them to all students, 3) fairly and appropriately distribute discipline, rewards and recognition and 4) offer an educational experience directly related to the lives, needs and expectations of students.
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HOW EDUCATORS CAN

COMBAT SCHOOL VIOLENCE

Preventing school violence (and managing it when it does occur) requires vigilance, planning and action.  School officials must stay attuned to the needs, expectations and problems of the student body.  They also must keep in touch with what is going on within school buildings and the community.  Here are some additional approaches for combating school violence.
· Remain aware that school violence is a real and growing problem

· Collect data, looking for trends and patterns

· Meet with police and juvenile-probation staff to develop policies and procedures for reporting violent crimes

· Conduct joint training programs with school personnel, police and juvenile-probation staff

· Create a student handbook describing penalties for unacceptable behavior

· Implement established policies and procedures in a firm and consistent manner

· Establish a “risk-reduction” program by educating teachers and other school personnel about their chances of being victims of violence

· Develop courses that teach students prosocial values

· Educate teachers and students on “target hardening” policies and procedures

· Give students a reasonable amount of responsibility for school safety

· Provide students with meaningful roles and responsibilities in school

· Teach “conflict-reduction” techniques

· Develop programs that require teamwork and coordination, and involve as many students as possible

· Create parent committees to assist in developing school safety programs
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HOW PARENTS CAN

COMBAT SCHOOL VIOLENCE

Parents can play a critical role in helping schools combat violence.  Children tend to imitate in school the behaviors, attitudes and feelings expressed at home.  Furthermore, how children view the educational experience is learned at home.  The following parental behaviors can help reduce the problem of school violence.
· REMEMBER: you have both a right and a responsibility to ensure the best possible educational experience for your children, one of the most valuable gifts you will ever give them

· Be alert for signs of drug/alcohol use by your children

· Bar your children from access to weapons in your home

· Teach your children to respect laws and the rights of others, particularly through your own behaviors

· Set a good example for how your children should handle frustration and anger through talking and assertiveness, not assault and violence

· Encourage and enforce the importance of working hard in school to get a good education

· Take an interest in your children’s school performance and all other aspects of their educational experience

· Support your children’s participation in extracurricular activities

· Get to know your children’s teachers and school personnel

· Respect and support school regulations

· Support school policies and personnel

· Sanction your children when they violate school regulations

· Attend PTA, PTO, School Board and other meetings

· Help with school activities

· Become a school volunteer, thereby showing the value you place on your children’s education and the personal commitment you make to ensure it
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HOW STUDENTS CAN

COMBAT SCHOOL VIOLENCE

Students must realize that they play an important role in combating school violence.  Without their help, even the best efforts of school staff and parents will fall short.  In fact, school violence will continue to escalate until members of the student body take an active role in protecting themselves and others.  Students who desire a safe and secure educational environment can combat school violence in the following ways.
· REMEMBER first and foremost, you have a right to the best possible education, including being safe from violence.  How you conduct yourself at school will greatly determine the quality of your educational experience as well as your personal safety.

· Serve as a prosocial, nonviolent role-model for your friends and other students

· Learn and encourage other students to use nonviolent methods of resolving conflicts

· Show your respect for teachers, administrators and other school staff

· Know and demonstrate respect for school policies and procedures

· Become involved in school activities that combat school violence

· Teacher younger, weaker or more “vulnerable” students how to identify and avoid potentially violent situations

· Be alert for the presence of gang members and drug dealers in your school and report them to school staff

· Take an active role in anti-drug and anti-gang programs at school

· Report threats or assaults you experience at school

· Report potentially violent situations

· Report actual incidents of violence

· Escort school staff and other students who may be targets of violence

· Help establish a school safety committee

· Encourage your parents to become involved with the school and its activities
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WAYS TO INCREASE PERSONAL SAFETY

AT SCHOOL

The most effective way to prevent school violence is for students and staff to act in a proactive manner.  The concept of “target hardening” is designed to reduce the potential that teachers and students will be victims of violence.  The following recommendations can increase personal safety at school.

· Accept responsibility for and take steps to maintain your personal safety
· Avoid looking helpless (lost, confused, afraid)

· Walk in a confident and determined manner

· Keep your hands free

· Constantly observe your surroundings

· Avoid wearing flashy jewelry, clothes and anything that will attract attention

· Avoid showing money to people

· Avoid speaking to people you do not know

· Travel with other students/teachers whenever possible

· Stay away from areas that are unlit and vacant

· Stay clear of places that re known for violence
· Leave school quickly at the end of the school day

· Refrain from entering school after dark without an escort

· Avoid entering school on the weekend or during the summer

· Forgo entering a dark parking lot alone; rather, ask for an escort

· Act immediately when something “feels” wrong

· Report suspicious behavior

· If confronted, do not panic; rather, retain your dignity and look the offender in the eye

· Cooperate if being robbed

· Focus on getting a description of the offender

· Report the incident IMMEDIATELY!
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SOURCES TO CONTACT

ABOUT SCHOOL VIOLENCE

The following sources can provide assistance or information about school violence.  The first list contains local sources to contact for direct help.  The second list contains national sources that offer information.

LOCAL SOURCES

SCHOOL SECURITY/SAFETY PERSONNEL – These professionals are responsible for ensuring the safety of students and school staff.  Their knowledge and expertise make them important members of planning and coordinating committees when establishing policies and procedures to combat school violence.

Telephone #

JUVENILE AID OFFICERS – These specially trained police officers can help develop policies and procedures related to school violence.  They can provide training for school staff on the management of school violence and assist in developing strategies to reduce the probability of school violence.

Telephone #

JUVENILE COURT PERSONNEL – These officials are responsible for working with juveniles who break laws both within and outside of the school.  Their knowledge about problem youth makes them an invaluable asset in any effort to combat school violence.

Telephone #

NATIONAL SOURCES

National School Safety Center
www.nssc1.org
Northwest Regional Educational Library

www.safetyzone.org
Center for the Prevention of School Violence

www.cpsv.org
Keep Schools Safe

www.keepschoolssafe.org
The National Campaign To Prevent School Violence
www.ribbonofpromise.org
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