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BY PAM RILEY

The North Carolina Center for the Prevention of School Violence
takes the lead within the state to coordinate a comprehensive

approach to the school violence problem.

School violence:
Getting it out of our  system

Pam Riley, Ed.D., is director of the
North Carolina Center for the Preven-
tion of School Violence in Raleigh,
North Carolina.

The most dramatic increase in violence
in North Carolina during the past few
years has occurred in the juvenile popu-
lation. From 1989 to 1993, arrests for ju-
veniles ages 15 and under who commit-
ted violent crimes increased 93 percent.
For the same population over the past 10
years (1984-1993), arrests for such
crimes increased 247 percent.

According to the Executive Summary
Report of the Task Force on School Vio-
lence, in North Carolina during 1992:
• 17,000 students were suspended for as-

sault and battery of other students;
• 2,800 students were arrested or sus-

pended for possessing or using a fire-
arm or knife on school property;

• 1,500 students were arrested for some
form of school violence; and

• 900 students were suspended for as-
saulting teachers.

In July 1993, a statewide effort was
launched urging schools, law enforce-
ment agencies and communities to work
together to end school violence. To fa-
cilitate this movement, North Carolina’s
governor created the North Carolina
Center for the Prevention of School Vio-
lence. The center serves as a clearing-
house and resource center for providing

technical assistance, program develop-
ment and information on school violence
issues. The long-term goal of the center
is to reduce the incidents of campus vio-
lence so that students can enjoy going to
school and can learn without fear.

The center’s primary objectives are:
• to provide a continuing focus on North

Carolina’s school violence problem;
• to collaborate with local community

task forces to develop school violence
prevention strategies;

• to facilitate the establishment and
implementation of violence prevention
programs in the schools;

• to collect and disseminate information
about school violence and school vio-
lence prevention programs; and

• to evaluate programs and legislation
that deal with the problem of school
violence.

The center was created as a component
of the Governor’s Crime Commission
and was initially funded through federal
monies from Drug Control and System
Improvement funding. Because school
violence is as much a national concern as
a local one, the Bureau of Justice Assis-
tance (BJA) in Washington, DC, pro-
vided funding to the center as a model
program for possible replication by other
states.

 By mid-October 1993, a director was
named, staff positions were filled and an
office site was secured for the North

Carolina Center for the Prevention of
School Violence. A toll-free telephone
line was installed for disseminating in-
formation to the public. Posters and
signs were designed to send the “stop the
violence” message and were distributed
statewide. The mission of the center —
“Safe Schools: Our Kids Are Worth
It”— began gaining statewide attention
and support.

Progress toward goals: collaboration
The center works with students to in-
volve them as part of the solution to
school violence.  Students must convey
the message that they will not tolerate
violence in their schools. To do this, stu-
dents must gain support from local
school boards, educators, parents, law
enforcement officers, counselors, court
officials, and business and community
leaders.

The center encourages and assists with
the development of collaboration be-
tween various community agencies and
individuals. Center presentations inform
local county officials, school boards,
PTAs, law enforcement groups, civic
clubs and professional organizations
about school violence.

At the state level, the center is a clear-
inghouse, resource center and contact for
other state agencies that also address
some aspect of youth violence in the
schools. Quarterly board of directors
meetings are held to share information
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among state agencies. Representatives
from other agencies involved with crime
prevention and youth are also invited to
participate in the quarterly meetings.

The center assists local communities
with establishing task forces to study the
problem of violence in their schools and
communities. Once task forces are estab-
lished, the center serves as the primary
contact for technical assistance and pro-
gram development.

During the first quarter of center op-
eration, grant funds for safe schools ini-
tiatives were available to school systems.
The center assisted the Department of
Public Instruction with developing
guidelines and implementing the appli-
cation process. Additionally, numerous
school systems contacted the center for
help with writing and then submitting
grant applications.

During the first year of operation — in
addition to conducting state and national
workshops, seminars and conferences —
the center responded to the great de-

mand for technical assistance that fol-
lowed the approval of the 1993 safe
schools legislative package. Several laws
were enacted regarding weapons at
school, school crime reporting, juvenile
probation/school protection, and juvenile
probation/passing grades. Interpretation
of these laws was requested frequently by
school personnel and private citizens.

Violence prevention programs
The center facilitates the establishment
and implementation of violence preven-
tion programs in schools where problems
have been identified at the local level. A
major objective of the center has been to
identify existing programs that are work-
ing and share that information with
other school systems that have similar
needs. Through on-site visits and obser-
vation, interaction with school and law
enforcement practitioners, and exchange
of information and resources, the center
has been able to evaluate and recom-
mend several programs that are proving
to be successful. Information on these
promising practices is compiled and pub-
lished as a guide for schools, law en-

forcement agencies and communities.
Technical assistance is available for
those wanting to implement any of these
programs.

Promising programs identified
The center has recognized an existing
program that has shown promise as a
positive deterrent to school violence. Stu-
dents Against Violence Everywhere
(S.A.V.E.) is a student-initiated, school-
based program that empowers students to
take positive action to prevent school
violence. The center helped to develop
this program statewide and assisted local
schools with establishing S.A.V.E. chap-
ters. The governor proclaimed March
1994 as S.A.V.E. Month. During this
month, the center organized eight work-
shops within the state to inform inter-
ested students, school officials and law
enforcement agencies about the S.A.V.E.
program. As a result, more than 70 chap-
ters are currently registered with the cen-
ter and the number continues to grow.

The center has also identified the
school resource officer program as a suc-
cessful strategy for preventing school
violence. This program places a law en-
forcement officer on campus not only to
intervene and make arrests if necessary
but also to provide a variety of services to
students and staff. The center worked
with the North Carolina Justice Academy
to develop program curricula and spe-
cialized training for school resource of-
ficers. The center also continues to ad-
vise the North Carolina Association of
School Resource Officers.

Conflict management and peer media-
tion skills have emerged as successful
methods of training students to resolve
their conflicts in a nonviolent manner.
Students learn to control their anger, lis-
ten and find solutions to problems
through mediation. Trained students act
as neutral third-party mediators to assist
other students in resolving problems
safely and fairly.

The center has jointly sponsored train-
ing and workshops with the Mediation
Network of North Carolina, the South
Eastern Regional Vision for Education

(SERVE) and Cities in School. In May
1995, the center hosted a mediation
showcase in Greensboro along with the
National Institute for Citizen Education
in the Law (NICEL), the National Insti-
tute for Dispute Resolution and the
Guilford County Schools. Student media-
tion teams from middle schools partici-
pated in this showcase. The participants
were treated to lunch, awards and prizes.
Response was very positive. Funding for
the event was provided by the National
Crime Prevention Council’s Teens,
Crime and the Community program.

The center helps schools and commu-
nities to develop Crimestoppers, student
courts and teen courts, student incentives
and law-related education. The center
continues to identify new and existing
programs that have proven effective and
provides information and technical assis-
tance to help schools replicate these pro-
grams. Future plans of the center include
evaluating the impact of various pro-
grams and the safe schools legislation
on reducing school violence in North
Carolina.

Information dissemination
As the primary contact for local school
officials, law enforcement agencies and
communities, the center responds to hun-
dreds of requests for information regard-
ing school violence. A toll-free line is
available to the public.

By mid-1995, the center had re-
sponded to more than 2,150 inquiries.
Across the nation, people in 34 states
have heard about North Carolina’s pro-
gram and have called for information.
Several states have sent representatives
to visit the center and meet with the di-
rector. Much of this national interest can
be attributed to the support from the Na-
tional School Safety Center. North Caro-
lina is gaining a reputation nationally for
being in the forefront of efforts to pre-
vent school violence.

In order to keep schools, law enforce-
ment agencies and communities in-
formed about center activities and
events, the center publishes a quarterly
newsletter. Each newsletter contains a
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message from the governor on current is-
sues pertaining to school violence. The
newsletter provides information about
statewide S.A.V.E. chapters, school re-
source officer programs, available educa-
tional and informational materials, and
other relevant information. Current cir-
culation is approximately 3,000 copies.

The center developed and organized a
method for maintaining a resource li-
brary containing a variety of reports, ar-
ticles, books, studies, journals and vid-
eos. The files and information can be
accessed with ease and speed for prompt
replies to requests for information. Lists
of available videos and other materials
are published in the newsletter. Schools,
law enforcement agencies and other
agencies borrow videos for use in their
communities. In addition, the center
publishes and makes available hand-
books on programs recognized as best
practices for preventing school violence
in North Carolina.

At a press conference during the fall of
1994, the governor proclaimed October
16-22 as Safe Schools Week in North
Carolina, kicking off a statewide public
awareness campaign. The campaign was
developed with the pro bono assistance
of Trone Advertising Company. Posters
and brochure packets were mailed to all
high schools, middle schools and local
sheriffs’ departments across the state.

Bumper stickers were printed and dis-
tributed at conferences, student rallies
and other related events. Buttons and
T-shirts with the center’s logo were also
made available. Public service advertise-
ments appeared in Time, Newsweek and
Sports Illustrated magazines. Locally,
advertisements ran in Teen Life maga-
zine, and news articles about the center
were featured in newspapers and profes-
sional organizations’ newsletters and
publications.

The public awareness campaign gave
the center an excellent opportunity to
forge partnerships with private corpora-
tions willing to contribute to making our
schools safe places for learning. Deserv-
ing special recognition are Cellular One,
Branch Banking and Trust Company,

Wachovia Bank, Carson-Dellosa Pub-
lishers and Trone Advertising Company.

The second stage of the public aware-
ness campaign includes plans to produce
public service announcements for radio
and television, billboard messages, a
public print campaign and an elementary
school component. The billboard cam-
paign, which began this summer, was
made possible through generous support
from Northern Telecom, Trone Advertis-
ing Company, and Adams, Gateway and
Fairway outdoor advertisers.

Statistics and evaluation
The center collects and maintains statis-
tics regarding school violence in North
Carolina in collaboration with the De-
partment of Public Instruction and the
Criminal Justice Analysis Center of the
Governor’s Crime Commission. The
center collects data from those grants
awarded through the Governor’s Crime
Commission for Safe School Initiative.
These quarterly reports are analyzed to
assess and evaluate plans, programs and
tools for purposes of reliability and repli-
cation. Several special analysis projects
have been initiated in order to provide
information on outcomes and results of
specific programs.

During the past year, the center
worked closely with the Criminal Justice
Analysis Center of the Governor’s Crime
Commission in an extensive evaluation
of the effectiveness and cost benefits of
school resource officers in the school en-
vironment. The Robeson County Youth
Violence Task Force was used as the test
site. (See article on page 7.) Preliminary
findings have been presented to the
center’s board of directors by a team of
evaluators. Recently at a workshop for
SROs co-sponsored by the center and the
North Carolina Association of School
Resource Officers the findings were
analyzed.

As mandated by the state legislature,
the Department of Public Instruction has
published a report on the incidents of
school violence in the North Carolina
Public Schools for the 1993-94 school
year. An analysis of this data was com-

pared with data from the center’s 13 safe
school grants funded by the Crime Com-
mission to examine similarities and
trends. Evaluation of the school violence
initiatives is an ongoing process.

Future goals
Effective July 1, 1995, the North Caro-
lina Center for the Prevention of School
Violence ventured in a new direction in a
partnership with the University of North
Carolina. The center’s oversight trans-
ferred to the board of governors of the
University of North Carolina system, and
offices were assigned at North Carolina
State University in the College of Educa-
tion and Psychology.

This transfer allows the center to take
advantage of the university’s statewide
resources and to better coordinate North
Carolina initiatives to address school
violence. To combat school violence, the
center will marshal the university’s rich
resources, such as criminal justice de-
partments; schools of social work; public
health education; and sociology and psy-
chology programs.

The center will move forward to estab-
lish specialized training for school re-
source officers. This training may draw
on the Institute of Government model.
The center will continue to offer assis-
tance to the North Carolina Justice
Academy to make sure that officers are
trained to influence the entire school en-
vironment. SROs will receive training
from center-identified faculty who are
experts in conflict resolution, peer me-
diation and other prevention strategies.

The center’s future goals include
working on ways to:
• understand school violence;
• prevent school violence; and
• deal with violence in North Carolina

schools.

Although positive change is beginning
to take place, the center must continue
its efforts to work with schools, law en-
forcement agencies and communities to
provide safe learning environments for
our children. School Violence: Let’s get
it out of our system!
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An effective school resource officer program integrates the officer’s function
with the existing social network of the community — including the department

of social services, juvenile courts, public schools and law enforcement.

Community policing
within schools

NORTH CAROLINA GOVERNOR’S CRIME COMMISSION

While researchers in the area of youth
violence differ on the causes of youth
violence, almost all agree that youth vio-
lence is better addressed “upstream”
than “downstream.” In other words,
youth violence in its more extreme ex-
pressions — assault, robbery, rape — is
usually preceded by a pattern of earlier,
less serious incidents such as truancy.

To the extent that society can inter-
vene upstream to divert at-risk youth
from violence, the better the chances are
that more serious violence will be
averted. This upstream intervention ap-
proach is more effective and ultimately
less costly than its counterpart.

Moreover, society cannot wait to dis-
cover the causes of youth violence. While
the causes warrant the most serious re-
search efforts, the consequences of
school violence must be dealt with now.
To use a medical analogy, when a patient
is hemorrhaging, applying a tourniquet
to stop the bleeding is necessary if the
patient is to be saved. The cause of that
hemorrhaging, however, must ultimately
be found if the patient is to be cured. In
similar fashion, public policy and pro-
grams to address school violence are
necessary now, but equally important is
the prevention of school and/or juvenile
violence before it happens.

Those who seek to prevent school vio-
lence must recognize that changing na-
tional economic and demographic condi-
tions continue to produce environments

in which some families exhibit dimin-
ished capacities to socialize their chil-
dren appropriately. Such dysfunction
will ultimately have an impact on public
schools.

A network approach
Research indicates that in order to deal
with school and youth violence in the
larger society, each community needs to
establish a “WEBNET” to confront the
problem. The term WEBNET combines
the concept of a web to catch children
who might tend to fall through society’s
“cracks” due to the diminished capacity
of their families to provide them ad-
equate socialization and a net, which is
short for network.

Such a network places into active and
continued communication existing com-
munity agencies that have the capacity
and demonstrated will to positively im-
pact the lives of at-risk youths. An im-
portant aspect of this network approach
to eliminating youth violence is the
creation of successful school outreach,
such as a school resource officer (SRO)
program.

A school outreach program is a pro-
gram that begins with a multijuris-
dictional task force. Such a task force
features representatives that bring to-
gether decision-making authority and re-
sources that directly pertain to juvenile
issues. As a minimum, there is represen-
tation from law enforcement, education,

the courts, social services and the com-
munity. In this network approach, differ-
ent service agencies coordinate efforts to
address issues under consideration.

By integrating representatives of all
interested parties, the task force creates
recognition that school violence in a
community is just like other violence in
the community; its distinguishing char-
acteristic is merely where the violence
takes place. Such recognition leads to
ownership of the problem of school vio-
lence by all who are affected by it — the
entire community. With such ownership
comes the desire to solve the problem of
school violence. The task then becomes
manageable because the problem can be
addressed school-by-school or district-
wide, depending on the resources and the
will of the community that tackles the
problem.

School resource officers
Many programs are available for consid-
eration by such a task force. Research by
the North Carolina Governor’s Crime
Commission has determined that a
school resource officer program, operat-
ing under a task force such as the one de-
scribed above, is one successful ap-
proach. An example of this approach is
the Robeson County School Outreach
Program (RCSOP).

The RCSOP places a sworn officer in
targeted high schools in Robeson
County. Unlike many other SRO pro-
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need to be and SROs handle campus in-
cidents at school.

SRO programs also introduce a cost-
saving mechanism — especially for the
criminal justice system. Fewer incidents
result in court action. Because of the
SRO’s familiarity with students, the of-
ficer does not immediately enter offend-
ing students into the criminal justice sys-
tem. Instead of using the courts as a first
course of action, the officer often works
with students so that court action is
avoided. Cases that do come to court are
usually soundly prepared with high qual-
ity evidence and thus are not dismissed
by judges.

Measuring SRO effectiveness
The effectiveness of SRO programs is
difficult to measure. Much of the ap-
proach’s impact is preventive. Measur-
ing what does not occur is impossible.
However, measuring SRO program effec-
tiveness by surveying school personnel
and tracking reductions in numbers of
violent incidents can indicate stated out-
comes are being achieved.

The ultimate desired outcome of an
SRO program is to maintain and im-
prove the safety of the learning environ-
ment in schools through the reduction
and prevention of school violence. The
best way to measure whether a program
is achieving this desired outcome is to
ask those who are directly involved in
such a program. Student and teacher sur-
veys provide data to determine impact of
the SRO on school climate, that is,
whether the SRO’s presence makes the
school community “feel safer,” thus lead-
ing to improved educational productivity.

Reduced incident numbers can indi-
cate whether the SRO is effective in pre-
venting school violence. Incident num-
bers for schools and the community at
large should be examined to determine
possible impact of the SRO on youth
crime outside as well as inside the
school. It is often difficult to identify the
SRO as the only causal factor affecting
reductions of violent incidents that occur
over time. Any attempt, however, to
evaluate a program, no matter how basic,

can reveal many insights into perfor-
mance that are very useful in project
management and more importantly, to
long-term project justification.

Solid planning and thorough, factual
record keeping lend validity to measur-
ing the effectiveness of an SRO pro-
gram. Planning ideally begins with pre-
program surveys and collecting data such
as violent incident numbers, case dis-
missals and training school referrals.

A communitywide effort
The movement to prevent school vio-
lence is a waste of time if it does not in-
clude mediating violence and negative
distractions in local communities and
homes. It is not enough to stop youths
from fighting and bringing weapons and
drugs to school. Eliminating youth vio-
lence requires approaching the task from
a community perspective and with full
community cooperation.

When school discipline and structural
barriers alone preclude students from en-
gaging in disruptive behavior and from
bringing guns and drugs to school, those
same behaviors, guns and drugs will ap-
pear in homes or at neighborhood gath-
erings. The challenge is to ensure that
efforts to stop violence in schools do not
cause a ripple effect by simply moving
the violence from the classrooms to other
parts of the community. A school re-
source officer program as part of a com-
mitted, communitywide effort can help
prevent this effect.

This article was adapted from Prevent-
ing School Violence by Helping Commu-
nities Help Children: School Resource
Officers: An Analysis Overview devel-
oped by the North Carolina Governor’s
Crime Commission. Authors are James
Klopovic, Joanne McDaniel, Brenda
Sullivan, Michael L. Vasu and Ellen S.
Vasu. Copies of this analysis, including
evaluation data on the Robeson County
School Outreach Program, are available
by contacting Dr. Michael Vasu, North
Carolina State University, P.O. Box
8101, Raleigh, NC 27696-8101, 919/
515-3791.

grams nationwide that place uniformed
officers in the schools, the RCSOP re-
flects a much more comprehensive policy
focus that includes integrating the re-
source officer’s function with the exist-
ing social network of the community —
specifically, the department of social ser-
vices, juvenile courts, the public schools
and law enforcement.

The RCSOP is a community effort to
provide juvenile intervention before
court action becomes necessary. It is
based on the premise that school vio-
lence is simply juvenile violence that
happens to take place in a school setting.

School resource officers, in essence,
practice community policing in a school
environment. SROs are more than law
enforcement officers on campus. They
fulfill three key roles within their school
communities:
• peace officer who prevents violence by

“keeping the peace”;
• teacher who instructs students in areas

of his or her expertise; and
• counselor who serves as a liaison to

community resources.

Beyond these roles, SROs serve as role
models for today’s students, who often
need positive influences in their lives.

In an effective SRO program, the
school campus is the officer’s beat. The
SRO is the center of many school activi-
ties and extracurricular events and is a
classroom resource as well. To be of
maximum effectiveness, the SRO must
be integrated into the school community.
The exclusive focus on the physical and
social territory of the school is an impor-
tant aspect of the SRO concept. Unlike
the police officer who responds to school
problems as a result of an emergency call
from the principal, the SRO regards the
school as his/her community. The officer
knows the school’s physical design and
layout and is aware of who belongs on
campus and who does not.

SRO programs can provide an efficient
means for law enforcement officials to
combat community violence by placing
officers “where the action is.” Street of-
ficers are kept on the street where they

GOVERNOR’S CRIME COMMISSION
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BY THOMAS A. GAVIN

Contracts clearly specifying terms and conditions of school
resource officers’ duties and pay help create partnerships

that ensure safe school environments and effective learning.

A partnership
clearly defined

Thomas A. Gavin is a lieutenant with the
St. Petersburg (Florida ) Police Depart-
ment and president of School Safety
Consultants, Inc.

As more and more communities begin to
grapple with the specter of violence and
crime within their schools, many are
turning to their local law enforcement
agencies for help. At the same time, as
agencies implement community-oriented
policing, they come to the realization
that schools are “neighborhoods” that re-
quire police services just as much as geo-
graphically distinct areas do. Whatever
the motivation, some school systems are
placing full-time sworn officers in
middle and high schools as school liai-
son officers (SLOs) or school resource
officers (SROs).

In many instances, the cost of assign-
ing officers is shared between the provid-
ing agency and the local school district.
As in any other financial arrangement, it
is strongly recommended that a contract
be developed before program implemen-
tation takes place. Even when there is no
fiduciary relationship between law en-
forcement agencies and school boards,
some type of written agreement or letter
of understanding should be in place
whenever officers are assigned routinely
to schools.

While the focus of this article is on
programs involving full-time school re-
source officers, many of the issues identi-

fied here also are applicable to police of-
ficers who only visit schools as a part of
their regular duties.

In its basic form, a contract simply
identifies exactly what is expected of
each of the parties involved. While not
every contingency can be predicted, it is
still incumbent upon the parties to at-
tempt to outline each other’s responsi-
bilities as well as the reason for the
officer’s presence on campus. By devel-
oping an initial framework, misconcep-
tions and ill feelings can be avoided
later.

Compensation and work hours
If the law enforcement agency is to be
compensated for the officer’s school
presence, the rate of consideration along
with billing periods and exclusions
should be specified in the contract. The
following questions highlight specific
pay-related concerns:
• Term of duties: Are school resource

officers on duty only when school is in
session? If so, do their duties coincide
with teachers’ return to school or with
students’ return?

• Duty priorities: Under what circum-
stances can the SRO be pulled from
school duties and assigned to any other
duties?

• Absences: Will the agency be compen-
sated if the SRO misses a partial or
full day due to illness?

• Replacement officers: Will the

agency be expected to provide replace-
ment officers when the school resource
officer is ill, is required to be in court
or is involved in training mandated by
his/her department? (For smaller de-
partments, providing coverage when
the SRO is out sick can be a signifi-
cant drain on day shift personnel.)

• Overtime pay: If the officers are
called to school duty on their days off,
will additional compensation be avail-
able to cover call-back and overtime
pay?

Each of the foregoing questions should
be considered in any comprehensive
agreement. Most agencies limit the
officer’s coverage “... to those days when
school is in session.” The question of
temporarily reassigning school officers is
a sensitive one. Suggested language
should indicate that “... the SRO may be
temporarily reassigned only during the
period of a law enforcement emergency
determined to exist by the chief of po-
lice.” While the definition of “emer-
gency” is certainly open to interpreta-
tion, this clause does provide some
comfort for school personnel who do not
want their officers pulled for routine du-
ties at the expense of school coverage.

In some cases, when the school re-
source officer is absent from campus for
the entire day, the agency is responsible
for coverage, including calling in a re-
placement officer from his/her day off. In
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this arrangement, however, the school
system is billed additional monies
because of the expenses incurred when
the officer must be paid call-back time
and overtime.

Additional issues that must be consid-
ered when discussing compensation in-
volve officer overtime.
• How and at what rate will the officer

be compensated if s/he works football
or basketball games?

• What happens when a serious felony
takes place at school near the end of
the day and the officer’s investigation
takes several hours of overtime? Will
the school system compensate the
agency for such additional expense?

In most agencies, the officer is com-
pensated at the prevailing rate by the
school for off-duty overtime (e.g., extra-
curricular events). Most agencies recog-
nize that the investigation of a crime at
the end of the school day is a law
enforcement-related function and that
the agency must absorb the cost. Con-
versely, if the principal wants the officer
to remain for a faculty meeting or other
noncriminal matter, the cost would be
absorbed by the school.

Who’s the boss?
Another major consideration involves
the officer’s duties. What exactly does
the school expect of the officer? Will the
officer, for example, be expected to rou-
tinely provide lunchtime coverage in the
school cafeteria or bus loading and un-
loading duties? Most agencies believe
that these are not law enforcement func-
tions and are the responsibility of the
school’s administrative team. Yet what
happens when the principal insists that
the officer comply with a directive to
work these specific assignments?

A very important element in the con-
tract is wording that clearly delineates
that the officer is not an employee of the
school board but is an employee of the
police or sheriff’s department. Suggested
for inclusion in the contract is language
that the officer “... shall perform such
other duties as mutually agreed upon by

the principal and the SRO, so long as the
performance of such duties is legiti-
mately and reasonably related to the
SRO program as described in this agree-
ment, and so long as such duties are con-
sistent with state and federal law and de-
partment policies and procedures.” By
including this or similar language, offic-
ers cannot be expected to perform duties
which are not law enforcement-related.

Allegations of officer misconduct
A critical issue relating to “Who’s the
boss?” involves alleged officer miscon-
duct. In some states, internal investiga-
tions of officers are confidential in order
to ensure the integrity of the investiga-
tion and protect officers from media
speculation or attacks. Allowing school-
based administrators to become involved
in the investigation of alleged miscon-
duct can compromise the objectivity of
the investigation as well as damage the
officer’s reputation.

In one instance, two female students
alleged that the school resource officer
“stared at their breasts and buttocks.”
The school principal began an investiga-
tion, and the local media also learned of
the complaint, resulting in trial by press.
By the time the girls had recanted their
complaint and admitted it was a total
fabrication, the officer’s reputation and
standing in the community were irrepa-
rably damaged. Furthermore, the offi-
cer’s effectiveness was so damaged that
he was transferred out of the school re-
source officer unit.

In another instance at another school,
school board employees received an
anonymous tip that the school resource
officer was having an affair with a stu-
dent. School system employees initiated
an investigation and notified the law en-
forcement agency only after their investi-
gation had turned up nothing.

The law enforcement agency initiated
a vigorous investigation and at the same
time temporarily reassigned the officer to
duties away from the school. The school
principal then called a faculty meeting,
advising the faculty that the officer had
been removed pending an investigation,

and that “... although everyone is inno-
cent until proven guilty, it doesn’t look
good.”

Upon completion of the investigation,
the agency sustained a minor violation,
which had nothing to do with the origi-
nal allegation of sexual misconduct.
Even though the allegation of sexual
misconduct was unfounded, the officer’s
effectiveness was severely compromised
because of the actions of school board
personnel.

To ensure that the officer is not
“thrown to the court of public opinion”
before a complete and impartial investi-
gation is completed, the contract should
include instructions on how school-based
personnel should handle complaints
against the officer. Language that should
be considered for inclusion is that “... in-
vestigations concerning allegations of
misconduct or complaints against an of-
ficer shall not be conducted by board per-
sonnel and shall be forwarded to the
officer’s immediate supervisor, or to the
department’s internal affairs section.”

Information sharing
The sharing of information is also a sen-
sitive issue which should be addressed in
the contract. Some questions that need to
be addressed are:
• What kind of student information will

be made available to officers and will
it be restricted to directory information
alone?

• Will officers provide police reports to
school personnel?

• How are administrative hearings in-
volving the expulsion of a student to
be conducted?

Officers must recognize that educators
are strictly regulated regarding informa-
tion that they can share about a student.
Although the sharing of directory infor-
mation (e.g., name, address, etc.) is usu-
ally permitted, local school boards may
have specific restrictions. Individual
states generally have statutes which de-
lineate what can be released, and the
Federal Educational Right to Privacy Act
(FERPA) ties the restriction of certain
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information to federal funding.
From a law enforcement perspective,

not only must confidentiality issues
based upon state law be considered, but
the prosecuting attorney will also very
likely have some strong feelings about
providing police reports to civilians.
Even in states with freedom of informa-
tion statutes, reports are usually not a
matter of public record until the respec-
tive criminal case has been closed.

Providing reports to school-based per-
sonnel has also been known to backfire.
In one instance, a parent complained
about the suspension his child had re-
ceived. In defense of his actions, the as-
sistant principal argued that not only did
the school administrator believe the child
had done something wrong, but the
officer’s report also substantiated the in-
cident. He then handed the report to the
parent to read, thereby giving the parent
unauthorized access to confidential wit-
ness information and investigative tech-
niques, some of which are protected by
law from being disclosed.

For expulsion hearings, some agencies
require an officer to complete a report or
affidavit that is separate from the investi-
gative report filed with the law enforce-
ment agency. Such a report provides the
school board attorney with the requisite
facts without compromising the criminal
case, the investigation of which some-
times follows the administrative hearing.

Officer selection and replacement
The contract should also specify proce-
dures for selecting school resource offic-
ers, the requisite qualifications for offic-
ers, and the procedures for removing an
officer from his/her assignment should
the principal feel that it is necessary. The
removal procedure should require that
the principal delineate in writing the ra-
tionale for requesting the removal of the
officer.

In those instances where the agency
opposes the officer’s removal, the con-
tract should include some type of arbitra-
tion process involving the school super-
intendent and police chief or their
respective designees. This procedure en-

sures that officers are not arbitrarily re-
moved through a principal’s whim and
that the allegations against the officer
are clear and can be addressed with a
minimum of ambiguity.

Of course, if the agency should decide
to remove the officer, it has the power to
do so unilaterally. While not obligated to

explain an internal personnel decision,
the appropriate agency personnel should
communicate to the school administrator
the reason for the officer’s transfer, par-
ticularly if the transfer is the result of
conduct which could impact the school
or students.

Student interviews
The interviewing of children for any rea-
son is a sensitive issue, and law enforce-
ment agencies must understand that
school personnel may have to answer to
irate parents about their child’s being in-
terviewed by a police officer. Interview-
ing children who are suspects in a crimi-
nal matter is particularly sensitive; of-
ficers should be cognizant that since ad-
ministrators are acting in loco parentis,
they may restrict access to a child in the
absence of parental permission.

Therefore, agreeing ahead of time con-
cerning when a child can be interviewed,
as well as who should be present during
any interviews is strongly recommended.
If restraints are placed on officers re-
garding the who and when of an inter-
view, then the constraints that may apply
to children who are suspects or to those
who may also be witnesses or victims

should also be made clear.

School resource officer location
Although somewhat trivial in compari-
son to the issues noted earlier, the con-
tract should contain language which ad-
dresses where the officer will be located
at the school. The officer’s professional

standing mandates that s/he be provided
with at least minimal accommodations/
office space. However, the contract
should ensure that the officer’s on-site
location be one in which the officer can
conduct interviews and investigations
with dignity, propriety and respect to all
concerned parties.

The contract should require that the
officer’s office be heated, air-conditioned
and properly lighted. It should also con-
tain a telephone, desk, locking file cabi-
net and reasonable office supplies. Pri-
vacy is a major issue and should not be
overlooked. Officers cannot effectively
interview children — whether they are
suspects, witnesses, victims or just some-
one seek guidance — without some pri-
vacy. Alternate wording might provide
for “access to a private office.”

Issues cited in this article should be
carefully considered and included within
a contract or working agreement. Law
enforcement agencies and school systems
can then more effectively and collab-
oratively work to enhance the safety of
the educational environment while also
preserving each party’s unique, produc-
tive contribution to ensuring students op-
timum chances to learn.

“The contract should also specify procedures for

selecting school resource officers, the requisite

qualifications for officers, and the procedures for

removing an officer from his/her assignment

should the principal or school officials feel that it

is necessary.”
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BY DEBORAH G. SHELTON

School administrators from Glenwood Elementary School used NSSC’s
School Crime Assessment Tool to evaluate the need for sensitivity to school

crime issues and vulnerability to potential school climate problems.

Assessing needs
and making changes

Deborah G. Shelton is principal of
Glenwood Elementary School in
Charleston, West Virginia.

As American society changes, so must its
schools. Educators and committed school
personnel must be ready to accept stu-
dents as they are and move forward to-
gether to create learning environments
that are safe, nurturing and instruc-
tionally sound.

The transition of Glenwood Elemen-
tary School in Charleston, West Vir-
ginia, provides a telling example of how
violence and vandalism can be trans-
formed into progress and productivity.

Once the hub of suburban life near
stores and offices at the center of town,
the west side of Charleston has suffered
the effects of economic downturns and
shrinking population, increases in low
income housing and ethnic enclaves, and
an onslaught of gang- and drug-related
violent activities tied to transiency and
the growth of interstate traffic through
the area. In the heart of this community
stands the old and stately icon that is
Glenwood Elementary School.

Most people in this community live in
single family dwellings dating back to
the post-World War I era. The majority
of these families are headed by single
parents, often a grandparent or a nontra-
ditional family member. However, the
challenges that confront the citizens of
this resourceful and proud community

are met by a strong sense of survival that
envelops the people and their children.

As school began in 1992, much of the
Glenwood student body was factional-
ized. The school lacked a clearly defined
disciplinary code. Ganglike activities
such as harassment, intimidation and
physical violence were common. Vandal-
ism and other destructive acts marred the
school building. Uncontrolled access to
the building through its many entrances
contributed to class disruption by outsid-
ers and concern for personal safety.
Teachers and office staff members did
not bring personal items such as knick-
knacks and purses into the building for
fear of theft.

A team approach
It is in this school community that I be-
gan as a new principal in the fall of
1992. Believing that a school has to be
much more than a mere building, I was
convinced that children must want to
come to school because they know it is a
place where love and concern for their
welfare is shown,  where students have
expectations that they can be the best
they can be, and where they can learn in
a safe environment.

That first year the teachers, office staff
and I used a team approach to identify
weaknesses and strengths in discipline,
curriculum and professional growth.
Through this focus on strengths and
needs, we set goals for improving the

school environment. Our recommenda-
tions included utilizing a variety of disci-
plinary techniques, making curricular
changes, hiring additional staff, provid-
ing staff development in areas of identi-
fied need and increasing community
involvement.

In order for students to become famil-
iar with the positive side of law enforce-
ment personnel and procedures, we in-
vited police officers to school to eat
lunch, visit classrooms and watch over
the playground as part of a community
involvement project. Additional strate-
gies begun that first year included estab-
lishing a Student Assistance Program
(SAP) and school Drug Awareness Re-
sistance Education (D.A.R.E.) as well as
instituting a gang prevention effort.

Initiating SAP gave Glenwood a better
way to help students in crisis. SAP is de-
signed to help schools identify their
problems and participate in solving
them. A core team of staff members was
trained to implement the program, which
equips staff members to deal with stu-
dents in need and provides interventions
for student support.

Although the D.A.R.E. program had
been in place, many of its basic ideas
were further developed to increase police
participation in the program. Addition-
ally, a consultant who was a former gang
member was invited to meet with stu-
dents to talk about  the negative aspects
of gang affiliation.
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In spite of these initial efforts to meet
the immediate extreme needs of students,
on the last day of the 1992-93 school
year, the situation that had been building
in intensity throughout the year came to
a frightening and dangerous climax. Stu-
dents who had been identifying them-
selves by wearing different colors of ban-
danas were preparing for a final show of
strength, confronting the authority of the
school with the activities of gangs.

Having information that the various
gang factions planned a large-scale fight
in the street in front of the school, sev-
eral teams of staff members and police
organized and literally walked students
from school to specific drop points. From
those points, students were supervised by
local police so that no violent or danger-
ous incidents occurred.

Assessing the problem
Resolved to develop a program to medi-
ate the negative conditions and behaviors
prevalent at Glenwood, the school coun-
selor and I attended a conference in
Nashville, Tennessee, on gangs in
schools. During a conference seminar
with Dr. Ronald Stephens of the Na-
tional School Safety Center, we evalu-
ated Glenwood Elementary School using
NSSC’s School Safety Assessment Tool.
(See page 15.) Glenwood’s score ex-
ceeded 100, indicating the need for im-
mediate action. Information gained from
the conference on gangs led our staff to
create a program designed to take back
control of the safety and education of
Glenwood students.

Private and federal funding were re-
ceived to institute new activities and pro-
grams to benefit students and their fami-
lies; to improve the school’s physical
plant; to hire additional needed person-
nel; to strengthen school discipline; to
improve student services and participa-
tion as well as family and community in-
volvement; and to reduce overall school
violence and vandalism.

The school staff developed a school-
wide project to identify the school’s
needs and to prioritize use of budgetary
federal and private funding allotments

appropriately. Because of Glenwood’s
large number of students eligible for the
free and reduced-cost lunch program, the
school received additional federal Title I
money. A Pew Foundation Grant estab-
lished a Family Resource Center at
Glenwood. This center provides services
to community members and referral in-
formation to local agencies such as
Health and Human Services and Public
Housing.

Improvements to the school included:
• replacing all outside doors with lock-

ing safety doors;
• locking storage cabinets to prevent stu-

dent access to potentially harmful
cleaning supplies and equipment;

• painting the restrooms in brighter,
more “student-friendly” colors; and

• redecorating the first floor office area
by adding curtains, plants and flags to
make the school a warmer, more invit-
ing place for everyone.

Additional personnel
Several personnel additions contributed
to increasing student safety and partici-
pation in the school. A lead teacher was
hired to improve and help enforce the
school discipline code through consult-
ing and interacting with students regard-
ing infractions. A parent-assistant was
hired to oversee an Alternative Learning
Center where students with specific be-
havior problems can be sent for isolation
and quiet, supervised schoolwork.

The traditional curriculum was en-
hanced by hiring teachers specialized in
art, music and dance. These placements
have resulted in students becoming more
interested in the instructional process
and in receiving greater individualized
attention.

Assertive discipline
A consultant was brought in to create a
program of assertive discipline. Teachers
were guided in developing a classroom
discipline model designed to effectively
address issues of student behavior. The
following year, the consultant conducted
an in-service program on “Succeeding
with Difficult Students.” Subsequent to

that class, many of our teachers have
taken part in a graduate course that of-
fers them practice in implementing their
learned skills with students most in need
of discipline.

After-school program
In association with the West Virginia
University Extension Service, the Family
Resource Center started an after-school
program to provide Glenwood students a
place to go at the end of the school day.
Students are offered nutritional snacks,
help with homework and a variety of
crafts and other special activities to
supplement school learning.

The center also offers classes that in-
clude a Black history course, family edu-
cation and a parents-as-teachers pro-
gram. This program is designed to help
new parents understand developmental
issues and to assist parents in becoming
their child’s first teacher. All of the
above activities give community mem-
bers a place to gain useful information
and training and also help Glenwood im-
prove school-community relations.

Multidisciplinary team
The Student Assistance Program men-
tioned earlier was put into full swing
during the 1993-94 school year. Targeted
are concerns related to severe discipline
problems, truancy, and neglect and abuse
cases. Typically a student is referred to
SAP by parents, teachers or other con-
cerned staff members. The referred
student’s case is then discussed by core
team members with input from the refer-
ral source. Various avenues of interven-
tion are explored; then an individualized
plan is created for a given student. Pos-
sible interventions may include psycho-
logical evaluation, individual and/or
family counseling, participation in a
mentor program, or referrals either to the
Department of Health and Human Re-
sources or to the juvenile court system.

Glenwood became one of three schools
to share a child protective services
worker during the 1994-95 school year.
This new position also created an addi-
tional multidisciplinary team (MDT), in
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which agencies come together to discuss
individual student cases. The implemen-
tation of the joint SAP-MDT units has
been very successful. The team includes
representatives from the Family Resource
Center, a school social worker and a
counselor, central office personnel, a
school nurse, a psychologist, a special
education specialist and several school
staff members. Representatives from
agencies outside the school are included
by special invitation. This team provides
“wrap-around” services for Glenwood
students and their families.

Home visits
In an effort to include the families of stu-
dents among the vital team members
working toward improving their child-
ren’s education, our school team began
home visitations. The principal, teachers
and counselors schedule dates with fami-
lies to accomplish several things:
• to assure families of the Glenwood

staff’s concern for all students;
• to meet with families where they can

feel at ease; and
• to establish a communication network

through which family members’ input
is welcomed and considered necessary.

These sensitive communications con-
tinue throughout the year through phone
calls from teachers reporting good
progress as well as special concerns.

In addition to the home visits, the staff
fosters a detailed, interpersonal commu-
nications network involving concerned
day care providers, church members and
community organization representatives.
The school has increased knowledge of
the community, its events and its needs.
Focus of impact centers on modifying
school programs and services and track-
ing and meeting the needs of students.

Mentor programs
One project that evolved from Glen-
wood students’ needs is a mentor pro-
gram. Students needing special attention
and emotional support are referred by
classroom teachers to the Family Re-
source Center. Community role models

and mentors meet with students at the
center during school hours, at breakfast,
during lunch or after school.

A big buddies system was also created
to pair local high school students with
Glenwood students who need reinforce-
ment in basic skills. These two programs
have helped Glenwood students in need
feel cared for and secure.

Serving transient students
Special attention is also directed to serv-
ing transient students, who constituted
over 50 percent of Glenwood’s student
population during the 1994-95 school
year. Though no intervention can change
the pattern of family relocation, care is
taken to ensure that student transfers are
handled systematically.

Calls to previous schools and former
teachers provide assessments of students’
needs. When a student leaves the school,
records of all activities — including
those related to the SAP or other school-
related agencies — follow the student.
The attendance counselor calls to verify
transfers and to provide any additional
important information to the new school.

Handling disruptive students
Handling disruptive students in a consis-
tent, meaningful manner is another con-
cern at Glenwood. The 1995 West Vir-
ginia legislature passed a bill which in
part regulates the ways schools may deal
with student behaviors that cause in-
structional or physical harm to other stu-
dents. By following this law’s legal obli-
gation and right to defend the safety of
all students and staff, we at Glenwood
hope to maintain the school’s learning
environment by disciplining disruptive
students and eliminating violence.

Although no program has been created
specifically to deal with reducing vio-
lence and vandalism, achieving the goals
of all our school programs has contrib-
uted to that end. Positive changes have
created situations in which students seem
to feel more secure and comfortable than
before. Students now have a voice in
their school through elected representa-
tives of the student body to the student

council. Whereas three years ago the
norm was 10 violent incidents a month,
now fewer than one major incident per
month occur. Vandalism to the outside of
the school is now minimal; vandalism
inside the school is mainly confined to
bathrooms.

Even though the efforts of the last
three years have brought tremendous im-
provements, we at Glenwood are far
from complacent. As another outcome of
their graduate class work, teachers have
scheduled weekly fun events to reward
the positive actions of students. The best
example of such an activity is the last
day of school. No longer a day of con-
frontation and threats, the final day of
school culminates the weekly fun events
with a  declaration of “Community Cel-
ebration.” Local organizations, parents
and the students and staff of Glenwood
School come together for a picnic on
school grounds. The day is highlighted
by games, clowns, recreational activities
and educational demonstrations.

Several innovations are planned for
the 1995-96 school year. Among these
will be a program called Positive Action,
which is a purchased curriculum for
teaching affective and interpersonal
skill-building to K-6 students. In addi-
tion, the school will implement a pro-
gram called Responsible Students, which
requires students to follow specific be-
havioral standards. It is hoped that
these two programs will help train stu-
dents to become more self-aware and re-
sponsible for their personal behaviors,
thus helping Glenwood continue to de-
velop a more consistent and healthy
learning environment.

In the spring of 1995, while attending
a conference on violence in schools, once
again I filled out NSSC’s School Safety
Assessment Tool. This time the score
was only 35. Through the combined ef-
forts of many, Glenwood students have
begun to use their potential in construc-
tive and positive ways. Although much
remains to be done, the school has be-
come a safer, more caring place — the
kind of environment I envisioned only
three short years ago.

SHELTON
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NSSC’s School Crime Assessment Tool

The following School Crime Assessment Tool was designed to assist school administrators in evaluating
their sensitivity to school crime issues and vulnerability to potential school climate problems. The results
of this review will provide school administrators with a clear idea of districtwide priorities which should be
addressed.

___ Has your community crime rate increased over the past 12 months?
___ Are more than 15 percent of your work order repairs vandalism-related?
___ Do you have an open campus?
___ Has an underground student newspaper recently emerged?
___ Is your community transiency rate increasing?
___ Do you have an increasing presence of graffiti in your school or community?
___ Do you have an increased presence of gangs in your community?
___ Is your truancy rate increasing?
___ Are your suspension and expulsion rates increasing?
___ Have you experienced increased conflicts among students relative to dress styles, food services and

types of music played at special events?
___ Do you have an increasing number of students on probation at your school?
___ Have you had isolated, racially motivated fights?
___ Have you reduced the number of extracurricular programs and sports at your school?
___ Are parents withdrawing students from your school because of fear?
___ Has your budget for professional development opportunities and in-service training for your staff

been reduced or eliminated?
___ Are you discovering more weapons on your campus?
___ Do you lack written screening and selection guidelines for new teachers and other youth-serving

professionals who work in your school?
___ Are drugs easily available in or around your school?
___ Are more than 40 percent of your students bused without the option of choice across town to non-

neighborhood schools?
___ Have you had a student demonstration or other signs of unrest within the past 12 months?

Scoring
Multiply each affirmative answer by five and add the total.

Interpretation
 0 - 20: No significant school safety problems.
25 - 45: You have an emerging school safety problem and should develop a safe school plan.
50 - 70: There is significant potential for school safety problems. A safe school plan should be developed.
75 and up: You are sitting on a time bomb. Begin working on your safe school plan immediately. Get some outside help.
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In 1980, as a new administrator in a sub-
urban school district with a reputation
for being academically oriented, I was
only mildly concerned about the problem
of violence in our schools. The “party
line” maintained that we had no drug
problem, no alcohol problem, no stu-
dents interested in breaking curfew — let
alone any laws more significant. We re-
ported that little of what happened could
be called violent, and very few of our stu-
dents ever ran afoul of the law outside of
school. For the sake of our good image,
if the police had legitimate business at
school, they were expected to park in the
back lot out of sight so no one would in-
fer there was trouble in the building.

Nevertheless, in 1987, Rich East High
School introduced the first school/police
liaison program in the area. Teachers
initially questioned, “Why do we need
police in our buildings?” A cartoon of in-
mates and guards under the schoolhouse
roof appeared in the school newspaper.
Parents called the school, wanting to
know if there was a danger in having
“armed policemen” in the halls.

By 1993, the front of the school re-
sembled a police station parking lot with
the watch commander, the chief of po-
lice, the captain, two of our police liaison

A positive school/police relationship is built upon mutual respect,
the mutual ownership of a secure school environment and a

mutual understanding that each has something to offer.

Education is
everyone’s business

officers and one of the street officers hav-
ing lunch with the assistant principal in
the faculty lunchroom. By that time our
school security program had become en-
trenched. What happened in those years
between 1987 and 1993 to cause such a
turnaround in people’s attitudes?

In essence, three major things oc-
curred. First, two very forward-looking
people decided that a cooperative effort
between the school and the police could
produce immense benefits for both orga-
nizations. A corporal on our local police
force and the assistant high school prin-
cipal recognized the need to develop in-
teragency cooperative efforts.

Next, the actions and words of the lo-
cal police officers who were hired as liai-
son officers convinced school personnel
that a security program was essential to
the maintenance of a principal tenet in
education: Learning is dependent upon
providing a secure environment.

Third, the police were willing to work
to convince the school community that
the program could be a success. Teachers
don’t easily give up the duties and re-
sponsibilities of supervising students.
The director of the program, a corporal
on the local police force, made the initial
contact with teachers by offering some-
thing other than mere police officer pres-
ence in the school. He offered expertise
in law to social studies classes; an officer
with an interest in wok cooking to the
home economics class; experience and

training in driver education to students
who were seeking their licenses for the
first time; backup supervision to faculty
members who maintained order at school
events. He planned a year’s worth of op-
portunities to prove to the staff and the
students that security officers could be-
come an integral part of the staff. In
short, the corporal demonstrated that an
effective school/police relationship is a
product of attitude development.

Those involved in the development of
the school/police liaison program spent a
great deal of time establishing objectives
and subsequently planning for the ulti-
mate cooperative effort between the
school and the police department. School
personnel wanted students who noticed a
police car in the school driveway to as-
sume that the car was there because
something other than trouble was going
on in the building. School officials
wanted parents and community members
who also saw the car to react favorably.

One objective of maintaining the pres-
ence of a security staff during each
school day was to reinforce the image of
the school as one of the safest places in
town. And the planning succeeded. For
example, about five years after the estab-
lishment of the liaison program, a fight
took place some four blocks from campus
between two alleged gang members, one
from our school and one from another lo-
cal high school. One of the students was
slightly injured with a knife. Scared to

Brian J. Barry, M.S., is a former princi-
pal at Rich East High School in Park
Forest, Illinois. He currently is a writer
of both fiction and nonfiction.

BY BRIAN J. BARRY
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call for assistance, both students returned
to the school, knowing that help could be
found there. The school nurse provided
medical assistance, and the on-duty liai-
son officer called for a street unit to ar-
rest and process each of the students.
Both students involved in the altercation
and their respective gang supporters later
indicated the students had returned to
school because they knew it was a neu-
tral zone and the school would provide a
safe place to resolve the issue. Kids had
begun to respect, if not like, the fact that
the school was one place where violence
would not be tolerated.

However, problems still existed. The
incident described above, for example,
was reported by the local newspaper as a
knifing incident that took place at the
high school. The reporter obviously did
not have all of the facts. As school per-
sonnel worked to create a safe environ-
ment for everyone on campus, the news-
paper worked to sell its publication.
Often it seemed that the two objectives
were mutually exclusive.

Another problem was more readily
handled. Some of the same teachers who
had initially argued against the establish-
ment of a school/police liaison program
now found it possible to relinquish some
of their supervisory responsibilities to the
capable security officers. It became the
job of the administrative staff to see that
everyone understood that a truly safe
school environment was only possible
when all personnel worked together.
Teachers had to accept the security offic-
ers’ continuing supervisory role if the of-
ficers were to meet the objectives that
were originally established.

These and other problems became less
significant as a cooperative relationship
between the police and the school devel-
oped. Unexpected benefits also resulted.
School personnel became privy to infor-
mation which put them “on the inside”
regarding what was going on in the com-
munity. They found that students do in-
deed have lives outside of school. While
they discovered the unfortunate truth that
some of the kids had reasons for “not
working up to their potential,” they also

learned that others had developed really
fine reputations outside of the school.

Another value of the liaison program
to teachers and administrators was the
opportunity to ride with the police for a
few hours during vacations or on week-
ends. Some of the mystery about what
policemen do was eliminated; attitudes
of mutual respect resulted. This dramatic
change allowed a relatively inexpensive
and efficient security program to thrive.

The school was able to develop a com-
munity image of being an environment
where students were safe — accom-
plished with a minimal security staff. For
example, one officer reported to work at
8:00 a.m., 20 minutes prior to the begin-
ning of the first period of the day. He
acted as a general monitor at the main
entrance, directing visitors and remind-
ing students that civil behavior was ex-
pected. A second officer reported for duty
just prior to the lunch periods. The first
officer customarily left after completion
of the lunch periods, and he was replaced
by a third member of the security staff.
The second officer  completed his shift at
approximately 3:00 p.m., a half hour af-
ter the last class was completed. The
third officer usually left school at 5:00
p.m. following the loading of the activity
bus. Except in unusual circumstances,
only two officers were on the school
campus at any given time.

The security component of the school/
police liaison program clearly outlines
the duties of security personnel. The pri-
mary objective of the security staff is to
prevent crises from occurring at the
school. Officers patrol the building and
the parking lots. They greet visitors, they
enforce school rules concerning behavior
and dress, and they assist the staff as
necessary. These officers are members of
the staff and respected professionals; ad-
ministrators solicit and take their advice.
In practice, the relationship between
school personnel and the policemen is
one of the most collegial relationships in
my experience as an educator.

The program became so successful that
other schools throughout the state in-
creasingly invited speakers from our pro-
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gram to address the topic of developing
school/police liaison relationships. It was
essential to communicate the two key as-
pects of acquiring a good relationship
with the police: getting the police to take
the lead in making the program opera-
tional and preparing school personnel to
lay out a welcome mat. If police officers
are not comfortable in our schools, no
cooperative program will work.

Other evidence of success came with a
weekend telephone call from a sergeant
at the police station who also served as
one of our security officers. He called me
at home to say that three of “our kids”
had just been picked up for an incident at
a local mall. The sergeant wanted me to
know that he would be on security duty
the following Monday and that he would
bring a copy of the police report, which
referred to an argument that had begun
at school the previous Friday. He further
reminded me that we had spoken earlier
about having a mediation team available
to help resolve some of the issues con-
cerning these particular students, and he
thought mediation might still help.

Such concern is revealed in other ways
as well. It is not unusual to hear com-
ments like “Our kids look great tonight,”
or “Our kids better pick it up a notch!”
when members of the police force are on
duty at evening school activities. In an-
other instance, a security officer initiated
a conversation with my wife at a local
store while he was on police duty. He
had been summoned to resolve a shop-
lifting incident involving six teens: He
took the time to let my wife know that
she could tell me not to worry because
“not one of [the youths] was ours.”

These are only a few examples of the
relationship between our school and the
local police. In pursuing common goals,
I encourage people at schools and other
community agencies, particularly police
departments, to consider how to break
the barriers that may exist between them.
It then becomes easier for schools to ac-
cept as their own the police motto “To
protect and serve” when the police dem-
onstrate their belief that “Education is
everyone’s business.”
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NSSC Publications

The National School Safety Center (NSSC) serves as a national clearinghouse for
school safety programs and activities related to campus security, school law,
community relations, student discipline and attendance, and the prevention of
drug abuse, gangs, weapons and bullying in schools.

NSSC’s primary objective is to focus national attention on the importance of
providing safe and effective schools. The following publications have been
produced to promote this effort.

School Safety News Service includes three editions of School Safety, newsjour-
nal of the National School Safety Center, and six issues of School Safety Update.
These publications feature the insight of prominent professionals on issues
related to  school safety, including student discipline, security, attendance,
dropouts, youth suicide, character education and substance abuse.  NSSC’s
News Service reports on effective school safety programs, updates legal and
legislative issues, and reviews new literature on school safety issues. Contribu-
tors include accomplished local practitioners and nationally recognized experts
and officials. ($59.00 annual subscription)

Developing Personal and Social Responsibility (1992) is designed to serve as
a framework on which to build successful school and community programs aimed
at training young people to be responsible citizens. 130 pages. ($9.00)

Child Safety Curriculum Standards (1991) helps prevent child victimization by
assisting youth-serving professionals in teaching children how to protect them-
selves. Sample strategies that can be integrated into existing curricula or used as
a starting point for developing a more extensive curriculum are given for both
elementary and secondary schools.  The age-appropriate standards deal with the
topics of substance abuse, teen parenting, suicide, gangs, weapons, bullying,
runaways, rape, sexually transmitted diseases, child abuse, parental abductions,
stranger abductions and latchkey children. Each of the 13 chapters includes
summaries, standards, strategies and additional resources for each grade level.
353 pages. ($75.00)

Set Straight on Bullies (1989) examines the myths and realities about school-
yard bullying. Changing attitudes about the seriousness of the problem are
stressed. It studies the characteristics of bullies and bullying victims, and, most
importantly, it provides strategies for educators, parents and students to better
prevent and respond to schoolyard bullying. Sample student and adult surveys are
included. 89 pages. ($10.00)

Gangs In Schools: Breaking Up Is Hard to Do
(1992) offers an introduction to understanding
youth gangs, providing the latest information on
the various types of gangs — including ethnic
gangs, stoner groups and satanic cults — as well
as giving practical advice on preventing or reduc-
ing gang encroachment in schools. Already in its
seventh printing, the book contains valuable sug-
gestions from law enforcers, school principals,
prosecutors and other experts on gangs. The
concluding chapter describes more than 20
school- and community-based programs through-
out the country that have been successful in
combating gangs. 48 pages. ($5.00)

School Safety Check Book (1990) is
NSSC’s most comprehensive text on crime
and violence prevention in schools. The
volume is divided into sections on school
climate and discipline, school attendance,
personal safety and school security. Geared
for the hands-on practitioner, each section
includes a review of the problems and pre-
vention strategies. Useful charts, surveys
and tables, as well as write-ups on a wide
variety of model programs, are included.
Each chapter also has a comprehensive
bibliography of additional resources. 219
pages. ($15.00)

School Crime and Violence: Victims’ Rights (1992) is a current and comprehen-
sive text on school safety law. The recently revised book offers a historical
overview of victims’ rights, describes how such rights have been dealt with in our
laws and courts, and explains the resulting effects on America’s schools. The
authors cite legal case histories and cover current school liability laws. The book
explains tort liability, sovereign immunity, duty-at-large rule, intervening cause
doctrine and foreseeable criminal activity, as well as addresses the significance of
these legal aspects to schools. The concluding chapter includes a “Checklist for
Providing Safe Schools.” 127 pages. ($15.00)

Educated Public Relations: School Safety 101 (1993) offers a quick course in
public relations for school district public relations directors, administrators and
others working to achieve safe, effective schools. This newly revised book explains
the theory of public relations and successful methods for integrating people and
ideas. It discusses how public relations programs can promote safe schools and
quality education and gives 101 specific ideas and strategies to achieve this goal.
72 pages. ($8.00)

School Discipline Notebook (1992) will help educators establish fair and effec-
tive discipline policies. The book reviews student responsibilities and rights,
including the right to safe schools. Legal policies that regulate discipline methods
used in schools are also explained. 53 pages. ($5.00)

Points of view or opinions are those of the authors and do not necessarily represent the official

position or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice, U.S. Department of Education or

Pepperdine University. Prices subject to change without prior notification.

Student Searches and the Law (1994) takes a close look at the legality of
conducting searches on the school campus. The book examines recent court cases
concerning student searches, including locker searches, strip searches, searches
by probation officers, and searches using metal detectors or drug-sniffing dogs. 80
pages. ($12.00)

School Safety Work Book (1994) highlights prevention/intervention models that
show promise in stemming the rising tide of school crime and violence. The loose-
leaf notebook showcases more than 100 school- and community-based programs.
Contact information provides a resource for those who may seek to replicate these
successful programs. Contents target conflict resolution, gang prevention, social
responsibility, substance abuse prevention, truancy reduction, violence prevention
and weapons prevention. 125 pages. ($20.00)
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Resource Papers

The National School Safety Center (NSSC) has produced a series of special
reports on a variety of topics related to school safety. Each NSSC resource paper
provides a concise but comprehensive overview of the problem, covers a number
of prevention and intervention strategies, and includes a list of organizations,
related publications, and article reprints on the topic.

Safe Schools Overview offers a review of the contemporary safety issues facing
today’s schools, such as crime and violence, discipline, bullying, drug/alcohol
trafficking and abuse, gangs, high dropout rates, and school safety partnerships.

Corporal Punishment in Schools outlines the arguments for and against corporal
punishment. It also discusses the alternatives to corporal punishment that have
been developed by schools and psychologists.

Drug Traffic and Abuse in Schools, after summarizing students’ attitudes and
beliefs about drugs, covers drug laws and school rules; the legal aspects of student
searches and drug testing; and the connection between drug use and truancy,
crime and violence.

Weapons in Schools outlines a number of ways to detect weapons on campus,
including using searches and metal detectors, establishing a security force, and
eliminating book bags or lockers where weapons can be hidden.

Role Models, Sports and Youth covers a number of programs that link youth and
sports: NSSC’s urban school safety campaign that uses professional athletes as
spokesmen; several organizations founded by professional athletes to help youth
combat drugs; and a number of programs established to get young people involved
in school or neighborhood teams.

School Bullying and Victimization defines bullying, offers an overview of psycho-
logical theories about how bullies develop, and covers intervention programs that
have been successful.

School Crisis Prevention and Response identifies principles and practices that
promote safer campuses. It presents reviews of serious schools crises — fatal
shootings, a terrorist bombing, armed intruders and cluster suicide. Interviews with
the principals in charge are also included.

Student and Staff Victimization, first outlines schools’ responsibility to provide a
safe educational environment, then covers strategies for dealing with victimization.

Increasing Student Attendance, after outlining the problem and providing sup-
porting statistics, details strategies to increase attendance by preventing, interven-
ing with and responding to students who become truants or dropouts.

Mail order to: NSSC, 4165 Thousand Oaks Blvd., Suite 290, Westlake Village, CA 91362

Display Posters

“Join a team, not a gang!” (1989) — Kevin Mitchell, home run leader with the San
Francisco Giants.

“The Fridge says ‘bullying is uncool!’” (1988) — William “The Fridge” Perry,
defensive lineman for the Chicago Bears.

“Facades...” (1987) — A set of two, 22-by-17-inch full-color posters produced and
distributed to complement a series of drug-free schools TV public service an-
nouncements sponsored by NSSC.

All resources are prepared under Grant No. 85-MU-CX-0003 from the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, Office of Justice Programs, U.S. Department of Justice. Points of
view or opinions in these documents are those of the authors and do not necessarily represent the official position or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice, U.S. Department of Education
or Pepperdine University. Prices subject to change without prior notification. Charges cover postage and handling.  All orders must be prepaid.

NSSC Order Form
Publications
School Safety News Service ($59 annually)
Child Safety Curriculum Standards ($75)
Developing Personal & Social Responsibility ($9)
Educated Public Relations ($8)
Gangs in Schools ($5)
School Crime and Violence ($15)
School Discipline Notebook ($5)
School Safety Check Book ($15)
Set Straight on Bullies ($10)
Student Searches and the Law ($12)
School Safety Work Book ($20)

Resource Papers
Safe Schools Overview ($4)
Corporal Punishment in Schools ($4)
Drug Traffic and Abuse in Schools ($4)
Increasing Student Attendance ($4)
Role Models, Sports and Youth ($4)
School Bullying and Victimization ($4)
School Crisis Prevention and Response ($4)
Student and Staff Victimization ($4)
Weapons in Schools ($4)

Display Posters
“Join a team, not a gang!”
Kevin Mitchell ($3)
“The Fridge says ‘bullying is uncool!’”
William “The Fridge” Perry ($3)
“Facades...” (Set of 2) ($3)
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BY MARK LALONDE

School liaison officers can be a tremendous resource to school
communities, offering students, administrators, support staff

and parents a wide variety of skills and knowledge.

The Canadian experience:
School policing perspective

In 1972, police first took up residence in
British Columbia schools. At first, the
sight of uniformed police officers teach-
ing classes, cruising the hallways and
cafeteria, coaching teams and going on
school field trips caused quite a stir.
Now, school liaison officers are consid-
ered to be essential components of many
Canadian schools.

Initially created in 1951 in Liverpool,
England, the concept of police school li-
aison officers first came to North Amer-
ica in 1958 by way of Flint, Michigan.
Since then, the program has spread
throughout Canada. Today, programs are
dynamic and sophisticated and employ a
variety of educational techniques.

The common goals of Canadian school
liaison programs are:
• crime prevention and enhancement of

community safety through education;
• promotion of the police as an acces-

sible community service;
• elimination of barriers between youth

and police;
• investigation of offenses and enforce-

ment of laws; and
• promotion of policing as a career.

School liaison officer (SLO) programs
combine education, investigation, law

enforcement, counseling, crime preven-
tion and community relations to meet the
diverse needs of the “school commu-
nity” —  students, staff, parents, the
community and the police department it-
self. School liaison officers:
• deliver safety and crime prevention

lessons to students, staff and parents;
• act as a legal resource to students, ad-

ministrators and staff;
• counsel and talk informally with stu-

dents in the hallways;
• work to enhance the safety and secu-

rity of the school;
• coach teams, serve as club advisors

and chaperone field trips;
• investigate criminal offenses relating

to the school and its population; and
• serve as a liaison between the school

and the criminal justice system.

Typically stationed in a high school for
two to four years, the SLO is also respon-
sible for the delivery of educational pro-
grams in the local feeder elementary
schools. On a daily basis, one SLO may
meet the needs of more than 6,000 stu-
dents and 400 educators.

Most SLOs divide the bulk of their
time between teaching, investigating
school-related offenses and helping
school administrators to informally re-
solve less serious incidents that do not
necessarily require the formal interven-
tion of the criminal justice system.

The key themes of crime prevention,

personal safety and general community
safety are delivered to kindergarten
through 12th-grade students through les-
sons which stress personal rights and re-
sponsibilities, positive relationships, and
consequences of making informed deci-
sions and choices. These themes address
such topics as strangers, home alone, pe-
destrian safety, sexual abuse, date rape,
drugs, gangs, criminal law, weapons,
drinking and driving, and calling 911.

Problem-oriented policing
Rather than use the strict enforcement of
laws to address a behavior, SLOs work as
part of a school-based team of counse-
lors, teachers, administrators and public
health professionals to address the under-
lying causes of anti-social behavior. In
some cases, youthful offenders are more
likely to benefit from quick, multifaceted
intervention than from an appearance in
family court six months in the future.

In these times of increased account-
ability, cutbacks and integration of ser-
vices, some school districts are re-
examining issues which impact the suc-
cess of SLO programs. While few doubt
the value of these programs, some funda-
mental questions are:
• Why does the program exist?
• What will be the mandate and focus of

the program?
• What are the program’s specific goals,

objectives and strategies?
• Who will fill the positions and what

Mark LaLonde, former school liaison
officer, teaches school safety training
at the Justice Institute of British Col-
umbia, New Westminster, BC, Canada.
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will constitute their training?
• Will schools have a voice in selecting

SLOs?
• In which schools will the program take

place?
• When and how will the program oper-

ate and be evaluated?
• How will police/school differences be

resolved?
• How will information be shared?

The discussion of these questions will
ensure that each police department cre-
ates an SLO program that uniquely
meets the needs of its school community.

Differing professional philosophies
There are distinct differences between
police and school cultures. These differ-
ences can surface in such areas as how
information is communicated and shared
or how potentially violent incidents are
perceived, investigated and handled. For
a school liaison officer program to be
successful, officers and school staff re-
quire the knowledge and skills to work
together.

A typical area of concern is how anti-
social acts will be investigated and man-
aged. Agreement must be reached on
when an act ceases to be a school disci-
pline issue and becomes a matter for the
police. Police look to enforcement and
consequences for solutions, while educa-
tors consider guidance and corrective in-
tervention. Each group is likely to have a
different perception of the seriousness of
the event, its impact on the school, its
causation, and the most appropriate offi-
cial response.

Similarly, attention is given to the
training, skills and educational materials
police bring into the classrooms. Police
and school personnel work together to
ensure that SLO presentations will be in-
tegrated in a meaningful way into the ex-
isting school curriculum. Gone are the
days when police simply told “war sto-
ries” in front of a roomful of children
with the intent of scaring them away
from involvement in criminal activity.

Historically, police agencies have se-
lected, trained and then assigned an of-

ficer to a school. Now, school district
representatives sit on many interview
panels for SLO selection and also play a
role in the SLO’s training.

Schools require a say in who will be
allowed to have a significant level of in-
teraction with their students and staff.
Officers who have the right tempera-
ment, interest and motivation will help
ensure the success of the program. Plac-
ing an unsuitable officer in such a sensi-
tive program can spell disaster for both
the school and police department.

Assessing SLO effectiveness
Statistics reflect the number of classroom
presentations given, investigations con-
ducted, charges laid, teams coached or
meetings attended. Statistics cannot
demonstrate how safe people feel in
school with an SLO present, what stu-
dents have learned from the SLO or what
crimes have been prevented.

Some Canadian police jurisdictions are
attempting to document the effectiveness
of their SLO programs. Strategies in-
clude establishment of clear and measur-
able program goals and objectives; an-
nual victimization surveys to determine
both real and perceived levels of crime;
pre- and post-lesson quizzes as well as a
quiz six months later to determine infor-
mation retention; teacher assessment of
SLO presentations and analysis of victim
reporting trends in school.

Special focuses
Global conflicts bring refugees and new
immigrants to Canada. Many of these in-
dividuals come from environments
where the police are corrupt and are the
source of much oppression. SLOs must
work carefully to overcome the historical
distrust many refugees feel for persons in
uniform. Building bridges of trust, coop-
eration and communication between
these two groups requires a great deal of
commitment on behalf of the police.

In an attempt to become more closely
involved with early intervention and pre-
vention programs, several Canadian po-
lice departments have added another
component to their SLO programs: the

special assignment of officers to inner-
city elementary schools. These schools
often have large numbers of students
who come from homes where children
face poverty; under-educated parents;
parents who are physically, chemically or
emotionally absent; substance abuse;
malnutrition and general abuse.

These SLOs spend the majority of
their time forming close bonds with stu-
dents and families identified as most at
risk. Officers work closely with school
psychologists, nurses, counselors, com-
munity health personnel, immigrant and
First Nations agencies, social workers
and a variety of other professionals inter-
ested in meeting the unique and complex
needs of these families.

School liaison officers do not and
should not restrict their educational ac-
tivities to students alone. School staff
and administrators can come in contact
with a variety of situations and persons
for which they are not prepared. SLOs
can help train school personnel to:
• manage intruders by using verbal

strategies;
• design and use a school safety audit;
• practice crime prevention by adhering

to environmental design principles;
• prepare for, respond to and manage

school-based crises;
• legally interview students;
• document critical incidents; and
• be aware of and respond to campus-

based criminal activity.

Unlike some American school resource
officers, Canadian SLOs are not em-
ployed as armed guards to patrol hall-
ways and school grounds in primarily an
enforcement role. In fact, it is rare for a
Canadian school to use security guards,
and no schools in Canada use metal de-
tectors to screen students or visitors.

To get the most out of the police/
school relationship, all parties must
agree on the mission, mandate and ob-
jectives of the SLO program. Coopera-
tion, collaboration and clear communica-
tion will ensure the in-depth planning
that is the key to the success of a school
liaison officer program.
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BY CRAIG BECK

A crisis can occur anywhere, at any time. The need
to develop a comprehensive crisis management plan
should be at the top of any school district’s agenda.

Central Middle School
shooting: Lessons learned

Craig Beck is the Crisis Team Manager
for Sheridan County School District #2
in Sheridan, Wyoming.

A young man stepped onto the football
field at Central Middle School in
Sheridan, Wyoming, where a physical
education class was taking place. He
randomly fired 29 shots from automatic
weapons, injuring four students, and
then in front of the class, took his own
life. His actions that September morning
in 1993 not only caused physical injury,
but also sent the school and community
into a devastating and immediate crisis.

The best description of the resulting
situation was controlled chaos. The inci-
dent took place in plain view of several
classrooms. Students were injured and
terrified. They were not sure of the con-
dition of the gunman when the police ar-
rived on the scene. The broadcast media
heard about the incident on a radio scan-
ner and immediately began telling par-
ents to go to the school and get their
children. Fear and panic spread.

The parents of more than 500 students
descended on the school before the site
had even been secured by law enforce-
ment. Cars obstructed the streets and
were left abandoned in all directions for
blocks around the school. Parents were
scared, angry, shocked and confused.
They demanded to see their children and
asked questions which at that point could
not be answered.

However, as a result of the efforts of a
crisis management team, the situation
was quickly controlled and the school
site secured. Immediately the school staff
began giving first aid and providing
comfort to students. Within minutes of
the report of the incident, the District
Crisis Team (DCT) had members on the
site working with both students and staff.
Anyone who had been on the field or
who had witnessed the incident from the
building was isolated. Part of the crisis
team worked with these people regarding
the trauma they had experienced, while
other members put the crisis manage-
ment plan into effect.

School personnel were able to respond
to the situation by attending to the vic-
tims, seeking assistance and containing
hysteria because a district crisis interven-
tion team had been formed and was pre-
pared to act in such a crisis. A district-
level management team was also in place
with duties that were fairly well under-
stood, and some operational procedures
were in place as well.

As details were being sorted out, steps
were taken to lower the level of concern
of parents, students and staff. With some
delay, parents were given access to stu-
dents in an orderly manner. Parents were
permitted to check their children out of
school, but were encouraged to leave
them in school in order to have immedi-
ate access to the professionals already
available to provide help.

Everyone was kept well-informed. At
the close of that school day, a debriefing
meeting for the staff provided updated
information on what had taken place and
outlined how the school would operate
on the following Monday. An additional
staff meeting was held prior to the start
of school on Monday to ensure that ev-
eryone understood what was going to
take place that day.

On Sunday evening, a meeting open to
the public, but intended particularly for
staff, students and parents, was con-
ducted in the auditorium of the school.
The purpose was to inform people about
exactly what had occurred on Friday,
what the school had done to support stu-
dents and staff, and what the school
would do to return to a normal operation.
It was important for everyone to under-
stand that the school was safe.

Responding to a crisis
A shooting like the one at Central
Middle School can happen anywhere.
Sheridan, Wyoming, is not the type of
community that one would associate with
this type of violence. The need to de-
velop a comprehensive crisis manage-
ment plan should be at the top of any
school district’s agenda. Not so long ago,
metal detectors, security guards, in-
creased police patrols, student and staff
badges, weapons searches, drug-free
school zones, and school crisis manage-
ment plans were foreign to schools. Now
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they are a typical part of operation.
Webster defines crisis as “an unstable

or crucial time or state of affairs whose
outcome will make a decisive difference
for better or worse.” The goal of school
crisis intervention is to confine the crisis,
provide assistance and return the school
to its usual operation.

Those who study or observe human be-
havior in a crisis situation indicate that
typical coping mechanisms break down.
If appropriate action is not taken in a
timely manner, people are left in a state
of disorganization and are at risk of de-
veloping significant personal problems.
If enough people react adversely, the en-
tire organization is in danger. A crisis
situation can create an accelerated state

of deterioration within a compressed
time period. Lack of preparation can
make that deterioration progress at an
exponential rate.

The development of a policy, a plan
and a management team for crisis situa-
tions that might occur in Sheridan
County School District #2 had been dis-
cussed from time to time, but no action
was taken until several tragic situations
spurred the district to action. Over the
course of about a year and a half, three
students and one recent graduate were
killed in automobile accidents and one
student committed suicide. The reactions
of students and staff were predictable. As
school officials, we recognized the need
for a planned method of intervention to

respond to a foreseeable range of student,
staff and community responses to as-
sorted crises.

A core group of counselors, adminis-
trators and teachers who had already re-
sponded to several serious incidents
agreed about the need to formalize the
team membership and organize the crisis
intervention process. The team consisted
of highly motivated people. Each had be-
come a student, researcher and practitio-
ner of crisis management. The team
wanted to get a jump on the next crisis
rather than to react without a plan.

“Crisis” in Sheridan County School
District #2 is operationally defined as:
• a violent or life-threatening situation;
• death of a student or staff member;

A young man stepped onto the football field at Central Middle School in Sheridan, Wyoming, where a physical education
class was taking place. He randomly fired 29 shots from automatic weapons, injuring four students, and then in front of the
class, took his own life. Here, paramedics and school personnel attempt to save the troubled man’s life.
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• suicide; and/or
• a condition that affects the functioning

of a significant number of the mem-
bers of the district.

Crisis Management Teams are orga-
nized for the district and at each district
site. Building teams are made up of vol-
unteers from the site who have special
skills in counseling, medical treatment,
clerical work or management processes.

Crisis team at work
The membership of the district crisis
team corresponds to the functions which
are needed during a crisis. The team
manager orchestrates the implementation
of the plan. Decisions are made on how
to alter the plan based on the demands of
the situation. The team manager works
from the command center at the crisis
site and informs new arrivals — either
additional team members or community
volunteers — of their duties, responsi-
bilities and work space. It is the respon-
sibility of the team manager to keep a
crisis journal that contains a daily log of
events and actions. This journal is later
used as a part of the post-crisis evalua-
tion and assessment.

When a crisis occurs, the site adminis-
trator is made aware of the crisis situa-
tion; s/he then contacts the crisis team
coordinator and team manager. Initial
assessment of the situation is completed
by these individuals to determine the ap-
propriate level of response. At each step
in the process, the superintendent is in-
formed regarding the steps taken and fu-
ture actions that may be anticipated.

The crisis team coordinator works at
an off-site command center to organize
volunteers, obtain resources and work
with other community agencies. The co-
ordinator works directly with the team
manager to facilitate the team needs.

The public information officer (PIO)
gathers information regularly and up-
dates the relevant team members, the
team coordinator, the superintendent and
the media. All communications are fun-
neled through the PIO. The Central
Middle School shooting was in the na-

tional spotlight. Representatives from the
local, regional and national news de-
scended on the scene to cover the story.
Although these people had a job to do,
their presence was very disruptive to the
management of the crisis. The position
of a PIO was established and procedures
developed for the important task of dis-
seminating information.

School social workers, counselors and
psychologists make up the counseling
component of the team. Their role is to
work with those individuals affected by
trauma, to place individuals at risk in a
support network and to make referrals to
other agencies if necessary.

The team recognized that even crises
in the same general category all take
place differently. When we began to dis-
cuss our need to acquire more knowledge
and skills, it was apparent that practicing
under controlled conditions, such as
mock drills or table talk trainings, was of
increasing importance.

Some crises are handled by building
teams, while others may require district
management. Various people from the
district team will assist the building team
during a crisis. If the crisis is of suffi-
cient magnitude, the district manage-
ment team manages the crisis. At the
point that the district team takes over
management, the site team becomes a
very valuable part of the district team.

The site teams work with the district
team implementing pre-planned strate-
gies to deal with crises. These include:
• notifying the team coordinator and

manager of the crisis situation;
• evacuating the buildings in a safe and

orderly manner;
• establishing a location for an on-site

command center;
• locating first-aid supplies;
• establishing an internal communica-

tion network;
• instituting student check-out proce-

dures; and
• identifying students and staff who are

at risk because of the crisis.

Cooperation and knowledge of each
person’s role and responsibility are keys

to successful crisis management. As the
crisis develops, the team can expand or
be reduced in size. Every effort is made
to ensure that no one is assigned to crisis
management unless that person can
make a real contribution. Also, no one is
kept on assignment any longer than s/he
is actually needed.

During a crisis, a vast amount of infor-
mation must be compiled, communica-
tions reports must be prepared, forms
filled out and other clerical tasks com-
pleted. An orderly process of information
and communication is thus needed to
manage the crisis effectively.

One of the things we learned early was
how to handle the sudden influx of vol-
unteers at a crisis site. Potential volun-
teers now report to an off-site command
center where they register with the team
coordinator. The coordinator then sorts
the people and the skills available to the
team. When the team manager calls for
specific help and resources, pre-screened
volunteers are ready so that the on-site
team is not inundated with people.

Most schools have a limited number of
phone lines that provide access to or
from the building. During the Central
Middle School shooting, communication
off-site was impossible. Under the crisis
management plan, communication
needed to be relatively inexpensive, se-
cure, portable and reliable. The team se-
lected for crisis use a cellular phone sys-
tem that is compatible with those of
other agencies in the community.

Once the crisis situation has been
managed, post-crisis debriefing is needed
for all people, including the members of
the crisis intervention team. Organiza-
tion, planning and training are key in-
gredients to good crisis management.
The goal of crisis intervention is to con-
fine the crisis, provide assistance and re-
turn the school to its normal operation.

It is never too soon to start planning
for the crisis in your school’s future. Be-
gin now to learn about crisis manage-
ment and to build a team of key people
who are ready to provide assistance dur-
ing a crisis. Replace chaos with coherent
planning.

BECK
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BY MARY SCHOENFELDT

If school violence is left unaddressed, the school community experi-
ences myriad reactions. For school staff members, it may lead to
lack of creativity, poor job performance, burnout and attrition.

Violence and burnout

“What’s wrong with my staff? They are a
great group of creative, motivated
people, but this year they’ve been stuck.
Some of them have been sick more than
ever; those who aren’t sick are just plain
grumpy, and those I could always count
on to take the extra step aren’t doing
any more than just enough to get by.
What’s happening?”

The school staff described in the above
lament by the elementary school’s prin-
cipal had experienced three deaths dur-
ing the previous year. The cumulative ef-
fects of trauma can be seen working on
this group of professionals. The deaths
were never dealt with in a healthy man-
ner because an unspoken attitude pre-
vailed that implied “We don’t want to
talk about anything unpleasant — and
besides, it isn’t that bad.”

Educators need to start talking about
the effects of unrelated incidents of vio-
lence, trauma and grief, or dedicated
staff members and ultimately students
will suffer the consequences. Cumulative
trauma takes its toll. To reduce that toll,
schools and school systems need to dem-
onstrate a proactive stand.

It is only recently that society has be-
gun to acknowledge and address school

violence and its emotional effect on
school communities. If violence is left
unaddressed, it leads to lack of creativity,
poor job performance, burnout and staff
loss. For students, it contributes to in-
ability to concentrate, behavior problems,
alcohol and other drug problems, aca-
demic difficulties and for some, dropping
out.

Symptoms of codependence
Many schools report a phenomenon of
teachers’ untreated symptomatic re-
sponses to crises that is strikingly similar
to the progression of professional co-
dependency that occurs when school staff
members deal with students who actively
abuse alcohol and other drugs (AOD).

Stage one
In the first stage of the progression,
teachers or members of the school staff
who deal with student AOD abuse expe-
rience denial of the problem, make only
slight attempts to redirect the student
and react only to extreme behavior.

Analogously, when teachers respond to
a violent event, the same type of denial
may occur. School personnel often want
to believe that the violent incident is iso-
lated, that it will never happen again and
that nothing preventive or remedial
needs to be done. After the initial reac-
tion, the tendency is not to want to talk
about it because it is unpleasant. The “I-
can-handle-it” attitude prevails.

Stage two
In stage two of professional codepen-
dence with student AOD abuse, a teacher
may make several trial and error at-
tempts to control the disruptive behavior
of the student in the classroom. The
teacher may also begin to isolate him/
herself from the rest of the staff and feel
inadequate, thinking that others will
blame him/her for poor classroom man-
agement, poor lesson plans or ineffective
teaching skills.

Similarly, in response to violence or
trauma, the staff person often believes
that s/he is the only one still thinking
about the violent event. This person may
want to talk about it with others, but may
feel that no one else seems to want to
talk. S/he may begin to have self doubts,
thinking that s/he has either delusions or
poor coping skills.

Stage three
Stage three of AOD codependency is
characterized by the recognition of the
state of denial and crisis-to-crisis exist-
ence, accompanied by intense anger and
frustration.

The same loss of ability to hide or
deny a problem can occur when staff deal
with violence. School personnel are often
forced by circumstances to acknowledge
that violence and trauma are a part of the
experience of their school and commu-
nity. They become so used to violence
that they feel they are constantly reacting

Mary Schoenfeldt is an educational
wellness consultant and author with
Schoenfeldt and Associates in Foresthill,
California.
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knowledge that the phenomenon occurs
and to create a mechanism to talk about
it. In the case of violence and related
school safety issues, a crisis response
team must be established on the district
level and in each school. Such a team
must be more than part of a written plan;
it must be a group of committed, trained
people who stay informed about the atti-
tudes and feelings of members of their
school community and who provide ex-
pertise and services immediately in re-
sponse to crises.

On a cautionary note, however, the ex-
clusive utilization of a district response
team can sometimes unintentionally do
as much harm as good. Professional in-
tervention can create the “helicopter or
paratrooper syndrome” in which outsid-
ers “land,” take over during a crisis and
depart soon thereafter.

Such an intervention on the surface
seems to “clean up” the crisis, yet in fact
it sometimes buries associated emotional
issues by creating the illusion of the cri-
sis being contained. This illusion may
increase the individual staff person’s
perception that s/he is the only one still
reacting to the violent event.

Staff and students need reassurance
that their reactions to a crisis — however
small or large — are normal and that
these feelings will pass. In some in-
stances, families also need crisis man-
agement information so members know
what to expect and how to help during
crises.

Following an emotion-laden incident,
it is often helpful to call in a trained pro-
fessional from the community to lead the
staff through a process called critical in-
cident stress debriefing. All people who
have been affected by an incident must
have access to appropriate resources.
Above all else, the school community
needs to have a comprehensive program
that addresses security concerns, preven-
tion programs and emotional wellness
for all members of that community.

Trauma recovery guidelines
Experts in the field of trauma recovery
say that myriad reactions may follow an

to a crisis of some type. On a personal
level, they feel out of control, angry,
frustrated and fearful. They begin to look
for ways to escape.

Stage four
In this stage of AOD codependency, the
teacher accepts the larger share of re-
sponsibility for schoolwork and demands
less and less of the student. The child is
either ignored or made a scapegoat as the
teacher finds him/herself developing a
positive/negative ambivalence toward the
student. To escape the situation, the
teacher may consider changing jobs.

In a stage four reaction to violence, a
school may invest resources in metal de-
tectors, security devices and bulletproof
vests for administrative and security per-
sonnel as a means of taking responsibil-
ity for the violence on campus. Indi-
vidual teachers may blame the violence
for all of the problems the school experi-
ences or simply ignore it entirely. Staff
members, however, will find a target for
the inappropriate anger that they feel.
That target might be the principal, the
district administration, a union, parent
group or any other convenient group or
individual.

At this stage, individuals may attempt
to reduce or block intense feelings or
anxiety by turning to medications such
as antidepressants, alcohol or other
drugs, food or the pursuit of extra com-
mittee work, a second job, or another
professional degree.

Ultimately, the result of such progres-
sions is the loss of what once was a
bright, creative, motivated, caring person
working in the schools and educating
children. As staff members reach the
limits of their personal stress levels, they
either stop teaching and working with
students by changing careers or even
worse, by staying and putting in their
time in the classroom until retirement.

Interventions
The good news is that there are effective
interventions that mitigate the results of
cumulative violence and trauma. The
first steps toward intervening are to ac-

emotional experience. Among such reac-
tions are:
• a sense that life is out of balance;
• disbelief;
• flashbacks;
• sleep disturbances;
• sadness;
• diminished sexual drive;
• minimization of the critical incident;
• increased substance abuse;
• social withdrawal;
• emotional numbing;
• feeling out of control;
• fear of “going crazy”;
• anger/irritability;
• forgetfulness;
• cold-like symptoms;
• survivor guilt;
• loss of feeling secure;
• self-doubt;
• sensitivity to “omens”;
• mood swings; and
• fear.

The presence of any or all of these re-
actions means only that persons are re-
acting within normal ranges. Being able
to talk about the critical incident and its
associated feelings is part of the natural
healing process and helps to shorten re-
covery time and prevent complications.

Violence prevention components
A comprehensive violence prevention
program includes many components that
primarily focus in three areas. If
“vention” can represent the event, then
“pre-vention,” “ inter-vention,” and
“post-vention” can be used to identify
those three areas.

Pre-vention includes those things that
can be done to reduce the probability of
that the event will occur. Inter-vention
involves those activities that can be car-
ried out during the actual crisis. Post-
vention includes those programs or ac-
tivities that can occur in the aftermath of
an event to lessen the emotional impact
for all involved and to help the school
community return to normal.

Pre-vention
The types of activities that are required
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in this phase of a comprehensive pro-
gram include planning, team formation,
security assessment and the formulation
of student assistance and conflict man-
agement programs.

A community coordinating committee
should develop and guide the planning
and assessment processes. Cooperation
among schools, law enforcement, and
fire and emergency services agencies is a
must. The district emergency manage-
ment plan designates a district-level
administrator to act as the crisis team
leader who provides the communication
link between the site and the district dur-
ing an actual crisis. This person serves
as a resource person in a crisis and can
call in other support personnel as
needed.

Each school site should also have a
school crisis team and a school crisis
plan. This team is the core decision-
making body in times of emergencies.
The plan must be comprehensive, acces-
sible and updated regularly.

A system that can track all students,
staff and visitors during a crisis also
needs to be developed. Responsibilities to
be assumed by school personnel during a
crisis should be outlined ahead of time.
Existing programs that can be used in
times of crisis should also be reviewed
and evaluated.

Team members and other staff must
be trained regarding implementation of
the crisis plan. School personnel can
also be trained to handle suicide inter-
vention, alcohol and other drug preven-
tion, anger management, grief and loss
counseling, trauma and first aid, support
group facilitation and student assistance
programs.

Inter-vention
Inter-vention occurs while the crisis is
actually in progress. The police, fire-
fighters or other responders are on the
campus; school officials are managing
traffic control, evacuation, lockdown or
any other activities that might be related
to the specific crisis.

Safety of students and staff is the pri-
mary concern during this phase, and im-

mediate site management is the focus.
Such management might include activat-
ing the site-level crisis response team,
setting up a command center, directing
media to a designated area, deploying
community mental health professionals,
and conducting triage — the assessment
of those in greatest need of immediate
attention.

Post-vention
Post-vention activities are those con-
ducted after the critical incident is under
control. The site-level crisis response
team coordinates activities for the days
immediately following the crisis. Such
activities may include:
• conducting a staff debriefing meeting

before everyone leaves for the day;
• approving letters to go home to

parents;
• deciding on which classroom activities

will work best in the days after the cri-
sis; and

• setting up “safe rooms” for both stu-
dents and staff to use for an emotional
break when needed.

The crisis response team may also de-
cide to arrange for various community
resources to be available to students and
staff during the days immediately follow-
ing the crisis.

It is important that the site-level team
be just as visible as the district or com-
munity team is during the initial after-
math of a crisis. Some schools use out-
side resources to relieve team members
of their customary classroom or play-
ground duties so that a school site team
member is available to provide emotional
support to those who need it. The school
community needs to know that the site
team will still be available when the
“outside” team leaves.

After the immediate crisis is over and
the initial flurry of activity is completed,
those involved have a tendency to say
“Whew, we handled that well, and thank
goodness it’s over.” Because of the desire
to “get on with life,” it is often assumed
that the grief process is also over. This is
not the case. Grieving is often a lengthy

process, and recovery takes time and ef-
fort. Allow whatever time is necessary
for both students and staff to heal.

The post-vention phase is a good time
to use existing student assistance pro-
gram referral processes to direct students
to support groups for counseling and
help regarding grief, loss or any other
appropriate need.

As time passes, the activities in this
post-vention phase change from immedi-
ate to periodic checks on feelings, atti-
tudes and behaviors associated with the
crisis. Plans should also be made to
handle student and staff reactions on the
anniversary of the incident.

After a reasonable length of time fol-
lowing the crisis, conduct an evaluation
to assess the effectiveness of team and
community responses during the event
and to identify procedures that should be
carried out differently in a future crisis.

Add new team members as necessary;
veteran team members should receive the
opportunity to resign from the team if
they desire. (The suggested term for
team members is no more than two
years, beginning and ending with the
calendar year.)

A crisis or an act of violence cannot
always be avoided or prevented. How-
ever, utilizing planning, practice and ap-
propriate team assignments can produce
effective crisis responses. By understand-
ing the potential impact of violence and
trauma on students and staff and by hav-
ing an effective crisis management plan
in readiness, one may never have to ask
the question, “What’s the matter with my
staff?”

Mary Schoenfeldt is the author of nu-
merous books, including Crisis Response
Teams: Lessening the Aftermath and
From Chaos to Control: School Crisis
Response. She is a workshop presenter
and trainer in the areas of violence pre-
vention, crisis response teams, violence
in the workplace, classroom codepen-
dency and student assistance programs.
For more information, contact Schoen-
feldt and Associates, 5959 Melody Lane,
Foresthill, CA 95361, 916/367-4142.
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NSSC Documentaries

“Feeling good about yourself can’t be
bought on a street corner. It must be built
from within. But there are dangers you
should know about. Those pressures we
call ‘risk factors. ...’”

This powerful message to America’s
troubled children is presented in “High-
Risk Youth/At The Crossroads,” a 22-
minute, award-winning documentary on
youth drug abuse prevention hosted by
actor LeVar Burton.

By combining real-life profiles and commentary from nationally renowned
authorities, the documentary provides a compelling case to look beyond current
drug abuse intervention strategies exemplified by the “Just Say No” campaign.
Researchers have identified individual, family, peer, community and school-related
problems that make kids more prone to use illegal drugs. The focus on positive
response suggests that the most promising approach to “high-risk youth” and drug
abuse is one of prevention, not simply intervention. This important theme is
reinforced throughout the fast-paced program.

“Imagine a gunman invading your
school. Or terrorists planting a bomb.
Or a classroom of students held hos-
tage. These situations may seem un-
real — even impossible. ... Every
school — urban, rural or suburban —
is vulnerable. When will a crisis strike
your school? And will you be ready?”
     These words, spoken by acclaimed
actor Edward James Olmos, combine
with news footage of actual school cri-
sis events to provide an eye-opening
introduction to “School Crisis: Under

Control,” a 25-minute, award-winning documentary on school crisis preven-
tion, preparation, management and resolution. This informative videotape is
designed to help schools and communities prepare for the unexpected by
designing crisis prevention and response plans. These plans will improve
the community’s ability to overcome such disasters and also will help
schools avoid potential liability.

Whoever thought bullies were all
talk and no action needs to view
the film  “Set Straight on Bullies,”
produced to help school adminis-
trators educate faculty, parents
and students  about the severity
of the schoolyard bullying prob-
lem. The message is clear: Bully-
ing hurts everyone.
     The 18-minute, Emmy-winning educational film tells the story of a bullying
victim and how the problem adversely affects his life as well as the lives of the
bully, other students, parents and educators.
     “I’m always scared. I’m scared to come to school. ... I don’t want to be afraid
anymore,” the bullying victim says. In fact, NSSC based the film on research in-
dicating one in seven students is either a bully or a victim of bullying.

School Crisis: Under Control

NSSC Documentaries Order Form
Name _________________________________________________________________

Title __________________________________________________________________

Affiliation ______________________________________________________________

Address _______________________________________________________________

City ______________________________ State ___________ Zip _________________

____Visa ____ Mastercard Expiration Date _________________________

Account Number_________________________________________________________

Cardholder Name______________________________  Daytime Phone_____________

“High-Risk Youth/At the Crossroads”       “What's Wrong With This Picture?”
($50 VHS)  _____ copies              ($40 VHS)  _____  copies

“Set Straight on Bullies”           “School Crisis: Under Control”
($50 VHS)  _____  copies           ($65 VHS)      _____  copies

Mail to: NSSC, 4165 Thousand Oaks Blvd., Ste. 290, Westlake Village, CA 91362.
Charges cover postage and handling, and are subject to change without prior
notification. Orders must be prepaid by check or credit card.

Office Use Only
 Approval #: Date:     Initials:    Deposit to NSSC Account:

             6-25298-0505

Principals play pivotal roles in
keeping their schools safe and
effective places of learning.
But, without the support of
parents, teachers, law enforc-
ers and other legal, govern-
ment and community re-
sources, they cannot fulfill their
responsibility.

A recipient of eight national
and international awards of
excellence, “What’s Wrong
With This Picture?” is designed
to encourage dialogue between
school principals and their
community resources.  It
presents the critical issue of
school safety in a frank and

straightforward way, dramatizing real-life incidents of school-related crime
and violence, drug abuse and suicide.
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BY BERNARD JAMES AND JONATHAN PYATT

Vernonia v. Acton: The Supreme Court has clarified
and expanded the power that educators have

to ensure safe learning environments in schools.

Supreme Court extends
schools’ authority to search

ruption), the individualized suspicion
standard signaled caution and raised
many questions, the answers to which
were somewhat vague. A variety of poli-
cies — including those involving ran-
dom searches, searches using dogs or
metal detectors, and drug testing — fell
within a gray zone of legality. The Su-
preme Court’s recent decision in
Vernonia School District 47J v. Acton
has now clarified and expanded the
power educators have to do what is rea-
sonably necessary to ensure safe learning
environments in schools.

Vernonia athletes and drugs
Operating two schools in a rural Oregon
logging community of 3,000 people,
school administrators in Vernonia
School District observed a sharp rise in
disciplinary problems at their schools in
the late 1980s. This increase was attrib-
uted to drug use by students.

Profanity and disruption in the class-
room were common. A “general flagrant
attitude that there was nothing the school
could do about [students’] conduct or
their use of drugs or alcohol typified a
usual day.”1 Teachers felt hopeless as
students boasted about their attraction to
drugs and became vocally defensive of
drug use. Drug paraphernalia were con-
fiscated on school grounds, and one
teacher observed students using and dis-
tributing marijuana at a coffee shop
across the street from the high school.

A “drug culture,” typified by groups
like the “Big Elks” and the “Drug Car-
tel,” formed within the student body;
loud “bugling” noises and headbutting
were the “calling cards” of these athlete-
comprised groups.2

Between 1988 and 1989, the number
of disciplinary referrals had risen to
nearly three times the number reported
in the early 1980s. Informal interviews
with “responsible students and parents”
confirmed that many of these disciplin-
ary problems were the result of substance
abuse.3

School sports play a prominent role in
Vernonia, as they do in most small towns
in America. Student athletes are admired
within the high school and in the com-
munity. When drugs and alcohol “in-
vaded the sports program,” Vernonia
school administrators feared the “poison-
ing effect” the invasion would have on
younger students.4

High-schoolers confessed to drinking
alcohol and smoking marijuana on a bus
after a football game, and other students
reportedly stole alcohol after a track
meet. A wrestler suffered a serious ster-
num injury when he failed to execute a
basic safety maneuver, and the smell of
marijuana permeated his hotel room
when the coach checked on his condition
the following day. The football coach be-
came concerned when several players
ignored well-drilled safety routines. He
suspected that drugs were to blame for

Educators have long known that courts
are prepared to defer to reasonable deci-
sions made to ensure both school safety
and the educational mission. The Su-
preme Court recently revisited the sub-
ject of the balance between the authority
of educators to maintain discipline and
order in schools and the necessity of
preserving individual students’ rights to
privacy guaranteed by the Fourth
Amendment to the United States Consti-
tution. The Court once again indicated
that the scale is tipped in favor of pre-
serving all students’ rights to a secure
educational environment.

 Until recently, educators typically ex-
ercised disciplinary power by targeting
students about whom the educators had
reasonable, individualized suspicion of
being in violation of significant school
policies or rules. Such a practice was not
very limiting; most school policies in-
voked in response to misconduct by stu-
dents could be enforced as needed by the
educator. However, with respect to pro-
active policies (those designed to ferret
out violators from within the student
body prior to the onset of a serious dis-

Bernard James is a professor of consti-
tutional law at Pepperdine University
School of Law and is special counsel to
NSSC. Jonathan Pyatt is a legal re-
search fellow at Pepperdine University
School of Law, where he is a second-
year student.
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the athletes’ slower reaction times and
feared that drugs made the athletes sus-
ceptible to injury.

Expert testimony confirmed that ath-
letes’ pride and desire to keep playing
when injured readily combined with the
numbing influence of drugs and their
deleterious effects on memory, judgment,
and reaction and performance times.
This potential for harm to student ath-
letes raised grave concerns among school
officials and personnel involved in the
athletic program.5

Drug-testing policy and James Acton
By 1988, disciplinary problems had
reached “epidemic proportions” at the
school.6 After speakers, classes, theatri-
cal productions and drug-sniffing ca-
nines failed to deter student drug use and
when a drug testing program earned pa-
rental approval, the school board ap-
proved a policy requiring student athletes
to submit to random urinalysis as a con-
dition of being allowed to play school
sports.

Students and their parents were re-
quired to sign a consent form and to pro-
vide a doctor’s authorization for all pre-
scription medications that could affect
test results. Every athlete submitted to
urinalysis before each sport season. Ad-
ditionally, 10 percent of the athletes were
anonymously and randomly chosen each
week to submit to drug tests given the
same day these athletes were selected for
the tests.

Students to be tested were accompa-
nied to an empty locker room by an adult
monitor of the same sex. Remaining
fully clothed, male students produced a
sample at a urinal while a monitor stand-
ing 12 to 15 feet behind the student
watched and listened for tampering. Fe-
male students produced urine samples in
an enclosed bathroom stall, so that they
could be heard but not observed.

After the sample was produced, the
monitor transferred it into a vial and
sealed the container. Precautions were
taken to prevent tampering with samples.
Samples were then sent to an indepen-
dent laboratory where they were tested

for amphetamines, cocaine, marijuana
and LSD, though not for alcohol or ste-
roids.7  The tests typically have an accu-
racy rate of 99.94 percent.

If a student tested positive for a
screened drug, s/he was tested again as
quickly as possible to confirm the result.
If the student tested negative the second
time, no further action was taken. If the
student tested positive the second time,
his or her parents were notified. Students
were then given two options: participat-
ing for six weeks in an assistance pro-
gram that included a weekly urinalysis or
being suspended from the current ath-
letic season and the next athletic season.
A second violation resulted in the stu-
dent’s automatic suspension from sports
for two athletic seasons, while a third
violation resulted in automatic suspen-
sion for three athletic seasons.

James Acton, a seventh-grader, was
not permitted to play football when
both he and his parents refused to con-
sent to his required urinalysis. No evi-
dence suggested that James had ever
used drugs or that administrators had
any reason to suspect him of drug use.8

James’ parents sued, claiming that his
constitutional right to be free from un-
reasonable searches and seizures had
been violated.

The lower courts
The district court upheld the school’s
policy, finding that a random urinalysis
program for interscholastic athletics
which “employs the least intrusive
means possible” may withstand constitu-
tional scrutiny if “based upon specific
evidence of drug-related injuries and dis-
ciplinary concerns.”9

The court found that since many indi-
viduals do not display outward manifes-
tations of drug or alcohol use, an indi-
vidualized suspicion standard would be
an “unreliable and impractical tool to aid
in preventing accidents before they hap-
pen.”10  The court concluded that the
school district had “made every effort to
tailor this program to the least intrusive
extent possible” by targeting only the
athletic program and that student privacy

interests would have to “give way to the
district’s need to maintain order and pro-
tect its students from injury.”11

The Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals re-
versed, concluding “[c]hildren are com-
pelled to attend school, but nothing sug-
gests that they lose their right to privacy
in their excretory functions when they do
so.”12 Analyzing the Supreme Court’s
holdings in Skinner and Von Raab —
which upheld urinalysis for engineers
and train workers subsequent to train
wrecks and for promotion-seeking
government agents who handle firearms
or work in drug interdiction —  the court
of appeals concluded that while the
school’s drug policy pursued worthy
goals, “it is not the type of potential di-
saster that has caused ... [courts] to find
a governmental interest compelling
enough to permit suspicionless testing.”13

The appellate court held that athletes’
rights to privacy were not weaker than
other students’ rights, reasoning that
training rules and academic require-
ments were not the sort of “extensive
government regulation” that has been
found to diminish privacy rights of em-
ployees in high-risk industries or high
security areas of the government.14 The
court also found that “[n]ormal locker
room or restroom activities are a far cry
from having an authority figure watch,
listen to, and gather the results of one’s
urination.”15

Finally, the appellate court rejected the
district’s claim that athletes had surren-
dered their privacy rights by choosing to
participate in sports. The court reasoned
that “the physical and mental benefits of
organized sports ... [are] part of the edu-
cational process [and] part of what tax
dollars pay for.”16

The U.S. Supreme Court opinion
In a 6-3 decision, the U.S. Supreme
Court reversed the court of appeals and
found that the district’s policy comported
with the Fourth and Fourteenth Amend-
ments of the United States Constitution.
Writing for the majority, Justice Antonin
Scalia found that while state-compelled
collection and testing of urine constitutes
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a “search,” the search was reasonable be-
cause legitimate governmental interests
outweighed any intrusion on a student’s
privacy rights.

The Court reasoned that public school
students “have a lesser expectation of
privacy than members of the population
generally” because they are required to
attend school, because they have been
committed to the temporary custody of
the state as a schoolmaster, and because
they are routinely required to submit to
physical exams and to be vaccinated
against various diseases.17

The Court found that student athletes
had even less of an expectation of pri-
vacy from searches than other students.
“By choosing to go out for the team,
[student athletes] voluntarily subject
themselves to a degree of regulation even
higher than that imposed on students
generally.”18 Justice Scalia labeled ath-
letes as “role models” and noted the
element of “communal undress” in
athletics generally and locker rooms
specifically:

School sports are not for the bashful.
They require ‘suiting up’ before each
practice or event, and showering and
changing afterwards. Public school
locker rooms, the usual sites for these
activities, are not notable for the pri-
vacy they afford.19

Comparing athletes to adults who
choose to work in a “closely regulated in-
dustry,” the Court recognized that ath-
letes are required to undergo pre-season
physical exams — which include giving
a urine sample — to comply with strin-
gent rules of conduct and to meet el-
evated academic requirements.20

When analyzing the testing procedure
itself, the Court found the privacy inter-
ests invaded to be negligible because the
procedures were “nearly identical to
those typically encountered in public
restrooms.”21 Although the Court was
“concerned” that students were required
to identify in advance any prescription
drugs they were taking, it ultimately
found such an invasion of privacy to be
insignificant since the test was used only

to determine illicit drug use rather than
to identify any medical condition and
since test results were released to a lim-
ited group.

Concerned with the court of appeals’
interpretation of the “compelling govern-
ment interest” standard required for ad-
ministrative searches, the Court defined
the term to be “an interest which appears
important enough to justify the particular
search at hand, in light of other factors
which show the search to be relatively
intrusive.”22 The Court reasoned that de-
terring drug use by our nation’s school-
children was “at least as important” as
the interests deemed valid by the Court
in the non-school drug testing cases.

The Court concluded:
[I]t seems to us self-evident that a drug
problem largely fueled by the “role
model” effect of athletes’ drug use ... is
effectively addressed by making sure
that athletes do not use drugs.23

The Court emphasized that a random
drug-testing policy was better than
suspicion-based testing because the latter
would transform the process “into a
badge of shame” and because teachers —
who were ill-prepared to spot signs of
drug abuse — could “impose testing ar-
bitrarily upon troublesome but not drug-
likely students.”24

Education law after Vernonia
After Vernonia, the means that educators
may employ to ensure safe school envi-
ronments increase without significant
change to the basic framework of the
law. The policies of school officials must
still satisfy the reasonableness test. New
Jersey v. T.L.O.25 (the landmark decision
that announced the reasonable suspicion
standard) and its framework remains.
However, the list of permissible policies
under that test has expanded greatly.

Moreover, the notion that policies
must somehow be limited to students
about whom the educator has individual-
ized suspicion has been eliminated. In its
place is a general expectation that school
policies based on known problems will
be valid, without regard to whether or

not any specific student has been identi-
fied as part of the problem.

The addition of suspicionless searches
to the reasonableness list serves to clarify
the status of several policies once
thought to be constitutionally suspect.
While Vernonia’s drug testing policy
was narrowly tailored to student athletes,
the Court’s holding went beyond this fact
pattern, extending to a variety of policies
including non-athletes in other extracur-
ricular activities, students who take lead-
ership roles at school or to the student
body in general.

Metal detection, the use of drug-
sniffing dogs and other suspicionless
search policies will  now be easier to jus-
tify. These approaches to ensuring a safe
learning environment must nevertheless
be shown to be reasonable. “Reasonable”
after Vernonia is a function of:
• the educator’s knowledge of the cur-

rent campus environment;
• the connection between student con-

duct and the existence of unsafe learn-
ing conditions; and

• the likelihood that the policy will di-
rectly affect the problem at its source.

The Vernonia case illustrates the na-
ture of the “homework” that educators
must do to institute and validate a sus-
picionless search policy. The “search” in
Vernonia — the state-compelled produc-
tion and gathering of urine — was “justi-
fied at its inception” because evidence at
trial led that court to conclude that disci-
plinary problems had reached epidemic
proportions, that student athletes were in
a state of rebellion and that their behav-
ior was being fueled by alcohol and drug
abuse.

Indeed, much of the Court’s opinion
seemed devoted to showing that the
policy was “reasonable in scope,” given
the drug problem with which the school
was faced. Thus it would seem to follow
that a school district without Vernonia’s
drug and discipline “epidemic” could not
implement such a sweeping policy with-
out a similar justification.

To be sure, educators who wish to be-
gin a random drug-testing policy may
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not have much difficulty proving that
similar conditions exist at their schools.
However, not all schools will be able to
satisfy this predicate. School districts
that can document any drug problem in
their schools may indeed have an epi-
demic, and their athletic programs may
not have to clear too high a hurdle in or-
der for a suspicionless policy to pass con-
stitutional muster.

As the Vernonia appellate court noted:
... all [the evidence] shows is that there
was some drug usage in the schools,
that student discipline had declined,
that athletes were involved and that
there was reason to believe that one
athlete had suffered an injury because
of drug usage and others may have
[similarly suffered].26

Most importantly, the decision of the
Court in Vernonia underscores the im-
portance of eradicating drug use by the
nation’s schoolchildren to remove that
threat to maintaining a safe and effective
learning environment:

[Drugs have] been lurking as a back-
ground condition for our determina-
tions, but that is all. [Their] presence
has been referred to, but the disaster or

tragedy has been some additional hor-
rible element, some terrible threat to
safety that can flow from the presence
of drugs — some shooting, some
[pipeline or nuclear] explosion, some
crash of train, truck or aircraft, or
some breach of top secret national se-
curity. The record shows no such pos-
sibility here.”27

In his majority opinion, Justice Scalia
clarified the “compelling” standard, stat-
ing the government’s concern need only
be “important enough to justify the par-
ticular search at hand.”28 Thus random,
suspicionless drug testing — which had
been reserved for “closely-regulated in-
dustries”29 with a threat to safety — can
now be justified in nearly all employ-
ment contexts. What the Court teaches in
Vernonia is that the use of drugs in
America has in itself become a threat to
public safety, and the nation’s school-
children should be the first ones to learn
that lesson.
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With the alarming increase of drugs and weapons at
American schools, school personnel have stepped up their
efforts to search for contraband on campus in order to
provide a safe environment for all students. Despite court-
imposed safeguards on students’ constitutional rights,
school officials have greater leeway in conducting searches
than do police officers.

Student Searches and the Law, a book available from the
National School Safety Center, takes a close look at the
legality of conducting searches on school campuses.
Included in the book is a discussion of the landmark U.S.
Supreme Court case of New Jersey v. T.L.O., which set the
standard for conducting student searches.

Since 1985, when the T.L.O. Court established the
reasonable suspicions standard, court decisions have helped
to further define what constitutes an appropriate search on
school campuses. Student Searches and the Law examines

court cases concerning student searches, including locker
searches and strip searches. Other sections discuss searches
conducted on school grounds by law enforcement and
probation officers and school security personnel; the use of
drug testing and surveillance equipment on campus; and
searches using metal detectors or drug-sniffing dogs.

Although the book was written and published prior to the
Supreme Court decision in Vernonia v. Acton (the 1995 case
which upheld random, suspicionless drug testing for student
athletes), school administrators will find it a practical guide
for conducting legal individualized searches on campus.

Student Searches and the Law also covers matters such
as sample state laws, sample school board search policies
and legal examples detailing students’ rights relative to
school searches. This 80-page book is available from NSSC
for $12. (See pages 18-19 for information about ordering
this publication and other NSSC resources.)

NSSC book examines school search and seizure issues
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Report to Congress
re: school safety

NATIONAL UPDATE

School Safety: Promising Initiatives for
Addressing School Violence. United
States General Accounting Office,
Health, Education, and Human Services
Division. Publication B-256397, 1995.

The incidence of school violence —
searches for weapons, shootings, gang
activity, fighting and other instances of
disruptive behavior — has risen to unac-
ceptable levels.  Nearly 3 million crimes
occur on or near school campuses every
year. Furthermore, estimates by the Cen-
ters for Disease Control and Prevention
show that at least 105 school-related vio-
lent deaths occurred during the two-year
period of July 1992 through June 1994.
Such conditions create environments that
impede teaching and learning and make
parents reluctant to send their children to
school. In fact, a recent national survey
listed school discipline and safety as par-
ents’ top priority — right along with
teaching the basics. Ending the epidemic
of youth violence will not be easy.

According to violence-prevention ex-
perts, no simple solution exists. How-
ever, individuals, groups and community
organizations are beginning to work with
schools to develop programs aimed at
stopping youth violence before it starts.

The United States General Accounting
Office’s (GAO) report responds to a re-
quest for information from the United
States Senate’s Subcommittee on Chil-
dren and Families, Committee on Labor
and Human Resources, about some of the
programs used by schools to curb vio-
lence. In conjunction with its response,
the GAO research staff performed three
key tasks, including:

• examining four promising prevention
programs, obtaining teacher and student
views on these efforts, and reviewing
evaluation data on these programs;
• identifying key characteristics typically
associated with promising school-based
violence prevention programs; and
• identifying federally sponsored evalua-
tions of violence prevention programs
operating in schools.

All four school-based violence preven-
tion programs that GAO researchers vis-
ited show initial signs of success. For ex-
ample, the School Management and
Resource Teams Program in the Ana-
heim (California) Union School District
reported reductions in the incidents of
student fighting, graffiti and defiance of
authority. Services provided to at-risk
youths through an integrated approach
include peer tutoring, alcohol and drug
prevention, crisis intervention and con-
flict resolution training.

Paramount (California) schools use an
anti-gang curriculum developed in con-
junction with the city of Paramount to re-
duce gang membership among students.
The Alternatives to Gang Membership
program seeks to reduce gang member-
ship by teaching early elementary-age
students the harmful consequences of a
gang lifestyle, ways to avoid participa-
tion in gangs, and ways to choose posi-
tive alternatives to gang activity.

The Dayton (Ohio) Positive Adoles-
cents Choices Training program provides
middle-school-age students with social
skills and anger-management training.
According to program officials, student
participants have had fewer juvenile

court charges than a comparable group
of nonparticipating students. Similarly, a
New York City program, Resolving Con-
flict Creatively, has used conflict resolu-
tion, intercultural understanding and
peer mediation training to reduce student
fighting: 71 percent of teachers observed
less physical violence among student
participants.

Violence prevention literature and ex-
perts consistently associate at least seven
characteristics with promising school-
based violence prevention programs:
•  a comprehensive approach;
• an early start and long-term

commitment;
• strong school leadership and disciplin-

ary policies;
• staff development;
• parental involvement;
• interagency partnerships and commu-

nity linkages; and
• a culturally sensitive and developmen-

tally appropriate approach.

Although few violence prevention pro-
grams have been evaluated, efforts are
under way to identify successful ap-
proaches for curbing school violence.
The GAO identified 26 federal grants
for fiscal years 1993 and 1994 that help
to evaluate the effectiveness of various
school-based violence prevention
programs.

In addition, the GAO suggests that re-
cent actions to increase collaboration
among federal agencies could also en-
hance efforts to identify promising pro-
grams by providing opportunities for
sharing expertise and resources.

For further information, contact the
Government Accounting Office. The first
copy of the report is free; additional
copies are $2.00 each. Orders, accompa-
nied by a check or money order payable
to the Superintendent of Documents,
should be sent to U.S. General Account-
ing Office, P.O. Box 6015, Gaithersburg,
MD 20884-6015 or call 202/512-6000.

Prepared by June Lane Arnette, editor of
School Safety.
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RESOURCE UPDATE

Reducing youth
gun violence

Youth gun violence in our country has
become an epidemic. From the Civil War
to the present, 567,000 Americans have
died in combat, but since 1920 alone,
firearms have killed over 1 million
American civilians. Among teen-agers
15 to 19 years old, the problem of gun
violence is particularly alarming: One of
every four deaths of a teen-ager is attrib-
utable to a firearm injury. What are the
causes of the epidemic of violence? How
can we end this deadly scourge?

To guide U.S. attorneys in their vio-
lence prevention efforts and to assist
states and jurisdictions in responding to
this epidemic, the Office of Juvenile Jus-
tice and Delinquency Prevention, in the
Office of Justice Programs at the Depart-
ment of Justice, has recently developed a
resource document. Reducing Youth Gun
Violence: A Summary of Programs and
Initiatives provides a synthesis of the
most current programs directed towards
reducing youth gun violence. The pro-
grams represent a wide array of strate-
gies, from school-based prevention pro-
grams to gun market interception. To
provide a context for the successful
implementation of such programs, rel-
evant research, evaluation and legisla-
tion are also provided in the document.

The Reducing Youth Gun Violence ex-
ecutive summary covers:
• current federal and state legislation to

reduce youth gun violence, including
references to extensive documentation
by the National Criminal Justice Asso-
ciation in this area;

• research from the fields of public
health, criminology and sociology on
the incidence, the context, and the so-

lution to youth gun violence;
• state-of-the-art youth gun violence pre-

vention and intervention programs;
• suggestions for federal and local part-

nerships in implementing youth gun
laws and programs; and

• the current status of existing pro-
grams, including recommendations
based on the report’s findings.

The directory section of Reducing
Youth Gun Violence consists of:
• A Youth Gun Violence Program Direc-

tory — a list of currently operating
programs, contact information, pro-
gram descriptions and program evalu-
ation, where available. This list allows
the reader to assess current efforts in
reducing youth gun violence; to exam-
ine in more detail programs being
implemented in specific states or local
communities of interest; and to access
individuals in order to share informa-
tion, provide support or resources, or
develop programs.

• A National Organization Directory —
a list, including a contact person,
phone number and description of cur-
rent activities, of organizations work-
ing on getting guns out of the hands of
young people.

• A Bibliography of Research, Evalua-
tion and Publications on Youth and
Guns — abstracts of research on guns
and youth, summarizing the findings
that can provide the basis for expand-
ing policy, public information cam-
paigns or initiatives in the area of
youth gun violence.

This first volume, Reducing Youth Gun

Violence, presents a broad overview of
programs. Some of the programs have
just been initiated, many have not been
evaluated, and some are narrow in scope.
However, the programs suggest models
for states and jurisdictions to consider in
confronting youth gun violence.

A proposed second volume will pre-
sent a more in-depth review of evaluated
or promising programs and model pro-
grams to reduce youth gun violence. The
second volume will be based on three
sources: feedback from U.S. attorneys
and others regarding Volume 1, an Inter-
national Association of Chiefs of Police
survey of state youth program coordina-
tors, and a description of actual site vis-
its to selected programs. Findings in Vol-
ume 2 will complement the model youth
handgun law being developed by the Na-
tional Criminal Justice Association.

The executive summary of Reducing
Youth Gun Violence declares:

The Nation’s juvenile justice stands at
a crossroad. We are faced with a dis-
turbing increase in violent crimes
committed by juveniles and an alarm-
ing rise in abuse, neglect and gun vio-
lence [perpetrated] against American
youth. ... To effectively address the ris-
ing levels of juvenile crime, especially
youth gun violence, participants from
all community sectors, public and pri-
vate, across specializations, must plan
collaboratively and comprehensively if
we are to reduce violence and build
healthier and safer communities. Col-
lectively, we must launch a two-
pronged assault on juvenile delin-
quency and youth gun violence and
their causes. ...

As with all comprehensive efforts, a
combination of the strategies presented
in Reducing Youth Gun Violence is re-
quired to successfully campaign against
youth gun violence. Legislative man-
dates, research, technological and envi-
ronmental changes, federal law enforce-
ment, and intervention and prevention
programs must continue to be developed
to address the increased access to and
dangerous use of guns by young people.


