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School Safety
UPDATE

Structuring dress
code policies
for safer schools

Gangs, guns and fear: School policies, legislation and prevention
strategies can address the source of fear for many students.

The following article concerning uniforms as a deterrent to
school violence presents one view in the ongoing debate about
school uniforms. The authors suggest that while uniforms may
eliminate a few artifacts of gang presence in schools, long-term
gang prevention and intervention efforts might better focus on
changing behavior rather than mere appearance as a more
effective means of addressing the causes of gang problems.

Increases in both violence and the use of weapons in schools
have forced school professionals to respond to a range of
antisocial, disruptive behaviors —  including gang representa-
tion. Students wearing gang-associated apparel, regardless of
whether such representation is formally sanctioned by gang
hierarchy, create potentially dangerous situations. Equally
disturbing are circumstances in which innocent third parties
experience disruption in learning and feel their personal safety
threatened by intimidating gang-related behavior that is not
addressed by school officials.

Gaining popularity among parents and school officials in
many school districts is the imposition of school uniform
policies. Rather than developing dress codes clearly stating
appropriate dress for students, school administrators increas-
ingly mandate that uniforms be worn by all students. Such
policies are thought to eliminate purposeful or chance wearing
of gang clothing. Additional reasons cited for imposing uniform
policies range from providing savings on clothing expenditures
to emphasizing school identity and spirit, but augmenting
school safety nearly always tops the list. Although uniforms
may seem at first glance to be a panacea, in fact they may merely

be an oversimplified response to violence in schools.
Many schools hastily develop and implement policies to

ensure safe school environments. Responses to calls for action,
however, should include examining and understanding the
often subtle aspects associated with clothing choices.

The choice of identity representation and clothing among
young people is complex. If safety is the problem and the
solution involves the control of clothing choices, then two
research contexts need to be explored. First, extensive research
on gang behavior and gang intervention strategies can guide
the direction of policies that control clothing choice. Second,
research conducted on gang identity and clothing choice is rich
with problem-solving ideas that can contribute to formulating
truly effective dress codes.

Gang subculture in context
Historically, gangs have existed in communities both large and
small in the United States since the days of the Revolutionary
War. Ethnic street corner gangs were woven into the social
fabric of early American urban centers from coast to coast and
border to border. Early gangs were identified with:
• deteriorating neighborhoods;
• limited access to jobs and recreation;
• reduced educational opportunity; and
• impoverished living conditions.1

In those early times, community life was often difficult, but
young people typically outgrew gang affiliation and became
socially responsible adults. Tragically, young gangsters today
often “grow” into career criminals who are permanently con-
nected to the gang subculture.

In the broadest sense, a gang is an assembly of persons in any
social or ethnic group working together for a common purpose.
A contemporary street gang, however, has been specifically
defined by one researcher as a group of persons who interact
and associate on a recurring basis, identify with a common
symbol, lay claim to territory, and engage individually or collec-
tively in violent, illegal behavior.2 Gang affiliation today can
range from a marginal or fringe connection to hard-core, down-
for-life membership.

All antisocial, criminal groups by definition threaten the
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foundation of a community. Gangs often demonstrate patterns
of behavior that are illegal or, at best, counterproductive to the
inculcation of positive community values. Groups that threaten
the community — tagger crews, ethnic street gangs, multiracial
gangs, motorcycle gangs, posses, neo-Nazis/skinheads, white
supremacists — have unique histories and impact society in
significant but different ways. The late 20th-century surge in
both home-grown and migratory gangs reflects a full range of
cultural and class inclusion. It is clear that antisocial, criminal
threat groups in general offer power and a sense of family to
youth who are marginalized
in the community. Race dis-
tinction is related to gang
affiliation and is often pro-
moted in the popular media
through stereotyped gang-
ster images. In addition,
interethnic and intraethnic
hate and violence may be
tolerated and even pro-
moted by adults within the
community. Gang subcul-
ture is often sustained by
the practice of adult, gang-
connected males manipu-
lating females and young
children to further criminal
gang activity.

Clearly, public officials have an affirmative duty, and in most
cases, a legal duty, to address the antisocial and criminal
behaviors of all groups that promote hate, racial exclusion and
violence.

Recently, a trend toward youthful multiracial group affiliation
resembling that of traditional ethnic street gangs has surfaced
in communities throughout the United States. Such “look-alike”
groups often use the gang nomenclature of traditional Chicago-
based (Folks/People) and Los Angeles-based (Crips/Bloods)
street gangs. There is little or no evidence to support this ad hoc
affiliation as being even remotely sanctioned by the high-
ranking gang leadership of the established criminal street gangs.
A growing fascination exists among youth of all ethnic back-
grounds with the so-called gang lifestyle — a lifestyle that often
contradicts community values and fundamental standards for
civil behavior.

More often than not, community concern is first focused on
the collective negative behavior of soon-to-be gangsters who
gather in groups in malls, parks and schools where turf is
understood to promote a symbolic identity and respect among
peers. Abandoned by parents and community institutions,
youth often see gang membership as an attractive avenue to
“security” and “respect.” The level of intentional violence

associated with gangs at any level of affiliation is unacceptably
high.3 For policymakers and agency professionals, the primary
goal must be to enforce public law without negatively labeling
any individual or group.

Basically, gang intervention involves labeling behavior, not
people. Labeling antisocial and criminal behavior in the formal
sense appropriately occurs during the early stages of policy and
legislative reform. An excellent example of a strong initiative to
identify negative threat group behavior is seen in the hate crime
legislation enacted in most states to address bias-motivated

crimes involving ethnicity,
disability, gender, race, reli-
gion and sexual orientation.
     Labeling unacceptable
behavior in an informal man-
ner is inherent as local offi-
cials design strategies that
set boundaries for personal
actions in schools, parks
and local neighborhoods.
Insensitivity toward ap-
parel choices, family back-
grounds and individual limi-
tations can, however,
produce de facto classifica-
tions that can do more harm
than good. For instance,

prohibiting the wearing of particular brand-name apparel items
in specific public places would not address the basic causes of
youths’ need to represent gang identity.

It is clearly inappropriate, if not illegal, to determine gang
affiliation solely on the basis of style of dress. Legal rulings
continue to hold basic First Amendment rights paramount in any
discussion of student apparel choices. Fundamentally, no policy
or rule regarding apparel choice may be propagated without
showing a direct connection to school, student, staff or commu-
nity safety. Tinker v. Des Moines clearly established that neither
students nor teachers shed their constitutional rights to freedom
of speech or expression at the “schoolhouse gate.” The Tinker
court further held that this freedom does not extend to action that
materially or substantially disrupts the learning environment.4

It is undisputed that any subtle or overt gang representation
is a potential threat to the safety of individuals and groups in the
school or community setting. Therefore, school officials have a
duty to develop policies that set boundaries for negative,
counterproductive behavior in the school setting.

Clothing and gang identity in context
The ways in which youth explore and communicate their identity
through appearance are complex. Even more complex are ways
of interpreting these visual statements. Meaning, change, fash-
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ion and context all interweave to impede understanding of
identity. Youth are notorious for coming up with new “looks” by
continuously experimenting with their appearance. Such experi-
mentation is part of growing up and exploring their identity.5

The meaning that is understood when one looks at an object
is not embedded in the object and is not static. Rather, meaning
is socially constructed and it changes. People see things differ-
ently, depending on their backgrounds and experiences. Thus
it is not realistic to identify any item of clothing as an indicator
of gang identity and to assume that the same meaning holds true
across groups and locations.

Baggy pants are an excellent example. To many adults, baggy
pants are associated with gangs and hidden weapons. By
contrast, young people who wear baggy pants may simply prefer
the laid-back, comfortable style and think it is very unfair that
adults erroneously judge youth who prefer it. Although many
gang members wear over-sized clothes, so do many other young
people. This fashion has origins in the skateboard subculture —
the pants worn by skateboarders must have oversized pant legs
to cover the protective pads worn on their knees. This baggy
style quickly moved from skateboarders to hip-hop style seen on
music videos to general youth street style. (See photo on left.)

Some groups use group-specific symbols that communicate
very clear meanings. Unique motifs and numbers can thus have
meanings understood to represent gang membership. These
identifiers can also be real threats to others. The meaning given
to a symbol is negotiated by the viewer and the wearer. When
there is agreement on the meaning, the symbol can be very
powerful. To identify the message conveyed by a visual indica-
tor, one must know how the meaning is interpreted and who the
interpreter is. Therefore it is important to know how youth
themselves view clothing and appearance cues with respect to
gang identity or potential threat. Any policy that is directed at
providing safe schools must take into account such youth
perspectives if the policy is to be effective. Too often, however,
policies are developed from adult perceptions of gang identifi-
ers, thus creating a flawed basis for adult decision making.

Change is another factor that contributes to the complexity of
understanding identity. By the time an adult knows the meaning
of a particular fashion, the fashion has changed. A new style may
come from any of numerous sources: music videos, movies,
peers, magazines. Just as quickly as a style comes into vogue,
it goes away or fades into something else.

Change, fashion, meaning and context all contribute to the
complexity of appearance, making it difficult to understand the
multifaceted aspects of youths’ clothing customs and prefer-
ences. In fact, many adults would rather not try to follow youth
fashion, much less understand it, and instead argue for develop-
ing policies that force students to dress alike.

Such a solution may offer adults a false sense of security.
Students will still find ways to alter the details of how a uniform

is worn to create symbols that are understood by other students.
Most correctional facilities require inmates to wear uniform
prison garb, which does not eliminate gang representation:
collars turned inside on the left or right side; a fine thread
introduced in the seam of a uniform shirt to represent gang color;
pleats ironed in a manner signifying gang affiliation; cuffs rolled
up or down, etc. Therefore, it is fallacious to assume that
uniforms will eliminate gang representation in schools.

Granting the complexities of youths’ appearance preferences,
one should be aware of gang identifiers underlying youths’
dress and demeanor. It is the total look that expresses the
meaning of an identity feature, not an item taken out of context.
Therefore, in discussing features of gang identity, it is helpful
to categorize several visual features: clothing, colors, accesso-
ries, sports gear, tattoos, hand signs and posture.6

Clothing: Most people think that gang identity is communi-
cated through the clothing that youth wear, but this is probably
the weakest identifier. When clothing is worn as a gang identi-
fier, usually it is the manner in which the clothing is worn rather
than an item of clothing itself that designates gang affiliation.

For example, the clothing pictured in each photo appears at
first glance to be quite similar. An adult may interpret the outfits
to be the same. In actuality, the shorts worn by the gang member
are torn, not hemmed, and the socks are pulled up rather than
pushed down (right photo). These simple variations in similar
clothing can convey very different meanings. Understanding
the significance of clothing items depends on knowing current
fashion and understanding the context in which the clothing is
seen.

Colors: Although the general public believes the wearing of
certain colors to be strongly associated with gang affiliation,
color alone is not a very reliable indicator of gang identity. Gangs
do communicate through colors. Most common gang colors are
red and blue, but preferred colors vary greatly from one location
to another and customs change frequently.

Accessories: Hats, jewelry, belts and shoes are all items that
can contribute to constructing identity. They are easy to ma-
nipulate and usually have some kind of symbol on them.
Therefore, a necklace or a belt buckle bearing gang initials or
symbols can quickly give a cue to gang identity.

Sports gear: Because sports teams are represented through
colors and symbols, sports gear can also be worn to show gang
affiliation. It is a very ambiguous cue, however, because sports
gear itself is also very popular as a fashion item among nongang-
affiliated youth as well as adults.

Tattoos: Although tattoos are very much a fashion trend
among youth today, when tattoos depict gang symbols, names
or numbers, they are also clear identifiers of gang affiliation.

Hand signs: Many gangs use hand signs to “flash” gang
affiliation, and the signs are very accurate identifiers. In hand
signs, fingers generally display letters or symbols.
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Posture: Body position is not discussed much, but to gang
experts, it is a more reliable gang indicator than clothing. A
person’s body positions can be a powerful communicator of
violent intent. Posture can also be a means of conveying respect
in gang terms.

Of all the appearance features listed above in identifying gang
affiliation, tattoos, hand signs and posture are the most difficult
to distinguish and control through dress codes and school
uniform policies. Clothing and accessories can certainly carry
meaning, but the other means of gang identification also have an
effect regardless of items of clothing that may be worn. Conse-
quently, the communication of gang affiliation is not stopped by
mandating changes in dress codes.

Suggestions for structuring school-based policy
Several research-based suggestions should be considered and
put into action when developing school-based strategies:

• Focus on behavior. Any effective strategy must focus on
changing behavior instead of on altering appearance or labeling
persons. Too often people are labeled stereotypically as belong-
ing to one group or another, leading to treatment based on
possibly erroneous assumptions. To label a style as represent-
ing gang identity sends the wrong message. Such labeling may
merely show ignorance and a lack of fashion or cultural under-
standing. Even more critical, however, focusing on appearance
as a key identifier of gang support and/or membership may
suggest that looks are more important than behavior. Focusing
on changing behavior may avoid such ambiguity.

Gang appearance that is linked to behavior must definitely be
identified and omitted from school campuses. Controls are
merited when patterns of local street gang representation appear
in school settings. Symbols that are intimidating or otherwise
related to gangs, such as flashing hand-signs or communicating
threatening intent through looks and other visual and physical
movements, must be eliminated as behaviors. To simply label and
outlaw appearance or style does not carry out the intent that is
usually at the root of such action, that of providing safe school
environments.

• Involve students in the process of shaping their environ-
ments. Students are acutely aware of the meaning of their peers’
visual indicators and behaviors. Students also want to be in-
cluded in formulating policies that affect their dress styles, their
behavior and their environment. When students’ views and
participation are sought during planning, the effectiveness of
any resulting policy is likely to increase.

• Develop flexible and fair codes. Again, involve students in
identifying significant changes in youth fashions, fads and
behaviors so that school codes may be updated in a timely
manner. Ensure that student participants in school planning
bodies fairly represent the school’s various ethnicities and
interest groups.

• Immediately report and document school crime. Serious
deficiencies exist in reporting and recording data related to
illegal behavior and threatening situations on school campuses.
An analysis of crime reports can point to new ways of develop-
ing preventive strategies and implementing intervention poli-
cies. If policies are to be developed that truly provide safer
school settings, then documenting incidents and crimes not
only assists in updating school policies, but also helps to
formulate contingency plans and to measure progress towards
the goal of ensuring safe environments for students and school
staff.

An enlightened approach
In summary, an enlightened approach to eliminating violence in
schools and to achieving the goal of improving school climate
and ensuring the safety of students and staff includes the
following:
• changing behavior instead of merely altering appearance;
• involving students in planning fair and appropriate school

codes responsive to the needs of all cultures and ethnicities
comprising the school population; and

• reporting and documenting school crime immediately and
accurately.

Educators, policymakers and agency professionals must be
mindful of the implications and consequences of actions de-
signed to set boundaries for behavior. In a nutshell, the common
goal for any multidisciplinary, interagency response to gangs
must center on building schools and communities that are safer,
healthier and inherently more sensitive to evolving changes
that reflect the cultural and ethnic mix of schools and
communities.
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States create safe
school zones
through legislation

The federal Gun-Free School Zone Act of 1994 outlawed the
possession, use or sale of guns on school property. Nearly all
states have developed some sort of crime-free, weapon-free or
safe school zone statute. Titles of such statutes reflect four
categories of zones created to increase school safety.

Generally, most jurisdictions’ gun-free or weapon-free zone
statutes prohibit the possession of dangerous weapons in a
specified area around a school campus. Most states have
defined the zones also to include school transportation and
locations of school-sponsored functions.

Generally, the term “weapon” refers to any pistol (including a
BB gun), revolver or weapon designed to propel a missile of any
kind; any type of dirk, bowie knife, switchblade knife, ballistic
knife; any other knife having a blade over three inches long;
straight-edge razors; spring sticks; metal knuckles; blackjacks or
any bat, club or bludgeon-type weapon; any flailing instrument
consisting of two or more rigid parts connected in such a manner
as to allow the parts to swing freely, such as nunchucks,
shurikens or fighting chains; or any stun or taser gun.

In many jurisdictions, the statutes only address the implica-
tions of a student violating a weapon-free zone. Most of these
statutes require the local school board to form a district policy
for students who possess weapons on campus or at a school-
related activity. Students violating such statutes are usually
expelled for a period of not less than one year. However, many
such expulsions can be modified on a case-by-case basis.

Most statutes include exceptions in which possession of a
weapon is not a violation. These include any student or em-
ployee of a private military academy when on the property of the
academy; any person engaged in military, law enforcement or
school district security activities; any person who is involved in
a demonstration, lecture or firearms safety course authorized by
school authorities; any persons competing in an authorized
[firearms] competition; any nonstudent who is legally in posses-
sion of a firearm or dangerous weapon that is secured within an
attended vehicle or concealed from view in a locked unattended
vehicle while conducting legitimate business at school; and any
law enforcement officer of the federal, state or local government.

Descriptions of selected state statutes follow. They summa-

rize the magnitude, scope and concern embodied in each state’s
effort to increase school safety through legislation.

Gun-free zones
California. Any person who “possesses a firearm in a place that
persons know, or reasonably should know, is a school zone” will
be punished by imprisonment for one to three years in state
prison if on school grounds, and if within 1,000 yards of the
school, either not more than one year in the county jail or one to
three years in state prison, depending on the severity of the act.
The zone includes school grounds or a distance of 1,000 feet from
the grounds of either a public or private school. Exceptions are
made for individuals who lawfully possess firearms and are
within their place of residence or place of business or are on
private property if within the gun-free zone. [Cal. Educ. Code §
626.9 (West 1995).]

District of Columbia. Any person who brings or possesses
a firearm on or within a public or private school, college or
university will be subject to fines and/or imprisonment double
that normally applied to illegal possession and use of firearms.
The zone includes school grounds or within 1,000 feet of any K-
12 school, day care center, public swimming pool, playground,
video arcade or youth center. [D.C. Code Ann. § 22-3202.1
(1981).]

Maine. A student may be expelled for possessing a firearm on
school property without the permission of a school official. A
student who violates this statute will be expelled for a period not
less than one year. Local school boards may make individual
exceptions to expulsions. [ Me. Code Ann. title 20-A § 1001.]

Vermont. A student will be suspended for not less than one
year if the pupil possesses a weapon at school. If the student is
unaware that s/he possesses a weapon, did not intend to use the
weapon to threaten or endanger others, is disabled and the
misconduct is related to his/her disability, or if the student does
not present an ongoing threat to others, the suspension may be
modified by the school board. [Vt. Stat. title 16 § 1166 (1995).]

Washington. It is unlawful for an individual to possess a
dangerous weapon on any public or private elementary or
secondary school premises, school-provided transportation, or
in facilities that are being used exclusively by public or private
schools. Weapons include firearms, nun-chu-ka sticks, throw-
ing stars, and any air guns or other projectile weapons. Any
violation is a gross misdemeanor, accompanied by the loss of an
individual’s concealed pistol license. A violation by a student
can be punishable by expulsion from school.[ Wash. Rev. Code
Ann. § 9.41.280 (West 1988).]

Wisconsin. The possession of a firearm by a person who
knows or has reasonable cause to believe s/he is in a school zone
is guilty of a class A misdemeanor. The zone includes school
grounds or within 1,000 feet of school grounds. The statute also
makes it a class D felony either to knowingly or recklessly
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discharge or attempt to discharge a firearm in a school zone. [Wis.
Stat. Ann. § 948.605 (West 1991).]

Firearm-free zones
Firearm-free statutes are almost identical to the gun-free statutes
except for their title and the different punishments for violations.

Alabama. A student can be suspended or expelled for bring-
ing or possessing a firearm in a school building, on school
grounds, on school buses or at school-sponsored functions.
Suspensions may be modified by school boards on a case-by-
case basis. [Ala. Code § 16-1-24.3 (1975).]

Louisiana. It is a violation of law knowingly to possess a
firearm on school property, within 1,000 feet of school property
or at any school-sponsored function, including extracurricular
activities. Violations carry punishments of up to five years’ hard
labor in state prison. [La. Rev. Stat. Ann. § 95.2 (West 1986).]

Nebraska. It is a class IV misdemeanor to unlawfully possess
a firearm in a school, on school grounds, in a school-owned
vehicle, or at a school-sponsored activity or athletic event. [Neb.
Rev. Stat. Ann. § 28-1204.04 (Michie 1995).]

Virginia. The school board may suspend for a period of no
less than one year a student who has brought a firearm onto
school property or to a school-sponsored activity. The board
may modify the expulsion on a case-by-case basis. [Va. Stat.
Ann. § 22.1-277.01 (1996).]

Weapon-free zones
Similar to gun-free zone statutes, weapon-free zone statutes
usually prohibit the possession of a dangerous weapon on or
within a specified zone, including on or near schools and some
public facilities.

Kansas. Each board of education shall adopt a policy sus-
pending, for not less than one year, a student who possesses a
weapon at school, on school property, or at a school -supervised
activity. [Kan. Stat. Ann. § 72-89a02 (1995).]

Iowa. The zone includes an area within 1,000 feet of school
grounds or in or on real property comprising a public park.
Punishment for a violation of this statute is a fine twice the
maximum amount which may otherwise be imposed for the public
offense. [Iowa Code Ann. § 724.4A (West 1994).]

Michigan. The zone is “any building, playing field, or property
used for school purposes to impart instruction to children or
used for functions and events sponsored by a school, except a
building used primarily for adult education or college extension
courses.” Punishment for first-time offenders is either imprison-
ment for not more than 93 days, community service for 100 hours
or a fine not more than $2,000; punishment for second-time
offenders is imprisonment for not more than the maximum term,
150 hours of community service or three times the maximum fine
authorized. [Mich. Comp. Laws Ann. § 750.237a (West 1994).]

 A student may be expelled for possessing a weapon in a

weapon-free zone. However, the statute gives exceptions in
which the school board may choose not to expel the student if
the student establishes in a “clear and convincing” manner that
s/he: possessed the object, but not for use as a dangerous
weapon or not for direct or indirect delivery to another person
for use as a weapon; did not knowingly possess the weapon; or
possessed the weapon at the suggestion, request or direction of,
or with the express permission of, school or police authorities.
[Mich. Comp. Laws Ann. § 380.1311 (West 1994).]

New Mexico. The board of education shall adopt a policy in
which a student will be suspended for no less than one year if
the student knowingly possesses a weapon at a school. [N. M.
Stat. Ann. § 22-5-4.7 (1978).]

Texas. The zone includes an area within 300 feet of the school
premises or on the premises of a school where an official school
function is taking place or of an event sponsored or sanctioned
by the University Interscholastic League. Punishment for a
violation is drawn from the next higher category of offenses than
the original crime. [Tex. Penal Code Ann. § 46.11 (West 1996).]

Safe school zones
Similarly, safe school zone statutes prescribe an area where no
weapons are allowed and establish punishment for violations.

Delaware. The “Safe School and Recreation Zone” statute
makes it a crime to possess a weapon within 1,000 feet of or in any
“building, structure, athletic field, sports stadium or real prop-
erty owned, operated, leased or rented by any public or private
school.” [Del. Code Ann. title 11 § 1457 (1995).]

Georgia. A “school safety zone” is within l,000 feet of or on
any school campus or real property owned or leased to any
public or private technical school, vocational school, college,
university or institution of post-secondary education. Any
individual violating this statute by carrying, possessing or
having a weapon or explosive compound will be fined not more
than $10,000 and/or imprisoned for not less than two nor more
than 10 years. [Ga. Code Ann. § 16-11-127.1]

Mississippi. A safe school zone is established on any educa-
tional property, including any public or private school building,
bus, campus, grounds, recreational area, athletic field or prop-
erty owned, used or operated by the local school board. The
punishment can be $5,000 and/or three years in prison for
possessing a weapon or $ 1,000 and/or six months in prison for
possessing a knife or BB gun. [Miss. Code Ann. § 97-37-17
(1972).]

Creating safe schools is everyone’s responsibility. Each state
should clearly articulate how weapons incidents will be handled
within its jurisdiction. While a gun-free school zone law is good,
and a weapon-free school zone is better, a safe school zone is
best. Such laws create an array of opportunities for school
administrators to develop appropriate policies and procedures
to create and maintain safe school campuses.
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dents with cultural differences and those differences’ impact
upon the neighborhood; create an atmosphere of understand-
ing enabling all parties to address problems and work on solu-
tions together more effectively; better equip students to meet
their own basic needs rather than join a gang to meet those
personal needs; recognize the correlation between drugs and
their adverse effects on people and in neighborhoods; identify
the diverse responsibilities of people within the community;
and understand both the need for goal setting and ways to
establish and achieve long-range goals.

Elementary school curriculum. Four lessons are designed
to be taught in 40-minute blocks for four consecutive weeks.
For the third- and fourth-graders, lessons teach students to
differentiate between a gang and a club; help students under-
stand the differences in families that make families unique and
special; assist students in recognizing the importance of set-
ting goals; encourage students in developing self-esteem and
in gaining an appreciation of their classmates’ unique talents
and characteristics. For the fifth- and sixth-graders, the lessons
consist of two sessions that familiarize students with the rami-
fications of violent behavior and two sessions that focus on
helping students appreciate the positive aspects of cultural
diversity and the opportunities for personal growth it offers.

An integral part of G.R.E.A.T. is the follow-up summer project.
This component includes classroom curriculum and extracur-
ricular activities that reinforce the school-based program by
presenting opportunities to build self-esteem as well as cogni-
tive and social skills. Children also enjoy recreational games
and outings and participation in community service projects.

The National Institute of Justice oversees the evaluation of
G.R.E.A.T., which is being conducted by the University of Ne-
braska at Omaha. The evaluation consists of a process evalua-
tion assessing the training and implementation of the program
and a two-part outcome assessment consisting of (a) a cross
sectional study of eighth-graders at 11 sites and (b) a longitudi-
nal study in which 500 seventh-graders at six sites will be as-
signed to G.R.E.A.T. instruction. Participating students received
pre- and post-tests during the fall of 1995 and will receive an-
nual follow-up assessments for four years.

Preliminary analysis of students completing the G.R.E.A.T.
program shows students having lower levels of delinquency,
impulsive behavior, risk-taking behavior and approval of fight-
ing. G.R.E.A.T. students show higher levels of self-esteem, pa-
rental monitoring, parental attachment, commitment to positive
peers, anti-gang attitudes, perception of educational opportu-
nities and positive school environment.

Prepared by Frank Spizuoco III, special agent in charge of
the G.R.E.A.T. program branch of the Bureau of Alcohol, To-
bacco and Firearms; phone 800/726-7070.

In 1991, in response to an escalating youth gang problem in
metropolitan Phoenix, Arizona, representatives from the Bu-
reau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms, area law enforcement
agencies and local educators developed the Gang Resistance
Education and Training (G.R.E.A.T.) program. G.R.E.A.T. is a
school-based gang prevention program that teaches students
how to avoid violence as a response to problems in their daily
lives. The Phoenix Police Department, in cooperation with sur-
rounding valley agencies, developed the curriculum based upon
goals of reducing gang involvement and youth violence.

To date, more than 1,864 officers from 771 agencies in 47
states, Washington, D.C., Guam, Puerto Rico and military bases
overseas have been trained to present the core curriculum in
school classrooms. Nationwide, G.R.E.A.T. has reached more
than 2 million elementary and middle school students and has
proven to be an effective tool in combating youth violence.

G.R.E.A.T. is designed to help children set goals for them-
selves; make sound judgments; learn to resolve conflicts with-
out violence; and understand the negative impact of gangs and
youth violence. The core curriculum, taught in the seventh and
eighth grades, provides teen-agers with critical resistance skills
and guidelines demonstrating ways to become responsible
members of society. An optional third-/fourth- and fifth-/sixth-
grade curriculum and a follow-up summer education/recreation
program are also offered.

G.R.E.A.T. is an innovative approach to community policing
that integrates the talents and experiences of federal, state and
local law enforcement agencies to address the issues of violent
crime and youth gangs. The curriculum is taught by trained,
certified, uniformed police officers. Students are provided an
opportunity to discover for themselves the ramifications of gang
violence through structured exercises and interactive ap-
proaches to learning. The curriculum offers many optional ac-
tivities that reinforce the classroom instruction.

Middle school curriculum. The nine lessons taught in one-
hour blocks for nine consecutive weeks include lessons de-
signed to acquaint students with the program and their officer;
familiarize students with the concept of crimes and crime vic-
tims and their impact upon a neighborhood; familiarize stu-
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Gangs: A top crime-fighting priority mitigate the fear and intimidation brought about by gangs. One
way to carry out this duty is to develop anti-gang policies and
dress codes. (See cover story.) Authors Evenrud and Hethorn
both encourage and caution school officials who are called upon
to develop such school policies. Understanding the complexi-
ties of identity representation among young people is para-
mount to developing effective policies. Also in this issue of
School Safety Update is a review of current state statutes that
establish crime-free school zones in the interest of developing
and preserving safe schools (See pages 5 and 6.)

Both weapons in schools and gangs in schools present
portentous problems to our society. Fear that motivates stu-
dents to stay away from school effectively robs youth of their
education. Creating safe schools is everyone’s responsibility.

NSSC’s mandate is to focus national attention on cooperative
solutions to problems that disrupt the educational process for
all children, with a special emphasis on programs for youth
outside the education mainstream. NSSC invites you to join the
efforts of concerned citizens in targeting such problems for
elimination. NSSC urges you to contribute articles, news clips,
reports, statistics, program evaluations and other information
about your own successful prevention and intervention efforts
related to these goals.

President Clinton recently stated in a radio address to the nation
that a top crime-fighting priority of his second term will be
combating youth violence and drug abuse, particularly threats
posed by juvenile gangs. The president’s address coincided
with the release of a Department of Justice report that said 88
percent of the nation’s largest cities and 56 percent of smaller
communities suffer from gang-related crimes.

Experts agree that for suppression of criminal gang activity by
law enforcement to be truly effective, it must be augmented by
long-term prevention and intervention efforts that address the
causes of gang-related problems. School-based prevention
efforts like the Gang Resistance Education and Training pro-
gram can provide both classroom instruction and a wide range
of community-based activities for school-aged children that
result in developing the life skills and feelings of competency,
usefulness, and personal empowerment that kids need to avoid
involvement in youth violence and criminal activity. Preliminary
evaluation results indicate that G.R.E.A.T. does have a positive
impact on youth who complete the entire program. (See page 7.)

In dealing with the negative presence of gangs in schools,
educators must strive to develop learning environments that


