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School restrooms evidence “dissing:” disrespect, disrepair, disuse

In many schools, when a principal, coun-
selor or teacher thinks about “the
school,” there is one place that is seldom
on the radar screen for  many administra-
tors and faculty — student restrooms.
Yet in many public middle and high
schools, and increasingly even in elemen-
tary schools, the bathrooms are unsafe,
unclean and unhealthy.

  In an unscientific survey, USA WEEK-
END polled sixth- through twelfth-grad-
ers nationwide April 23-25, 1993. Of the
65,193 students who responded indi-
vidually or as classes, 43 percent said
they avoided school restrooms.

Various local attempts have been made
to cut down on graffiti, keep toilet paper
stocked, decrease smoking or provide
soap in public school restrooms, yet few
if any national programs or maintenance
standards exist.

Project CLEAN
One such effort is Project CLEAN (Citi-
zens, Learners, and Educators Against
Neglect). Project CLEAN is a school/
community effort to improve the safety,
cleanliness and hygiene of public
school restrooms. In its second year
as a pilot program, Project CLEAN has
been involved in 10 schools in the in-
creasingly diverse urban/suburban
public school system of 90,000 stu-
dents in DeKalb County, Ga., just a few
miles east of Atlanta.

The student populations served in-
clude a high school whose student body
comprises 54 nationalities; a 2,000-stu-
dent high school and its feeder middle
school; an elementary school whose stu-
dents’ homes range from public housing
to upscale houses in an exclusive subdi-
vision. Students in one 1,600-person
high school have improved conditions
in 13 restrooms and have even held a
contest for the best decorated restroom.

A four-step program
Project CLEAN builds on a four-step,
school-by-school communication process
that includes: 1) a site visit establishing a
working relationship with the principal and
project staff; 2) an inventory of restroom
conditions using a four-page checklist for
both male and female bathrooms; 3) a stu-
dent/adult discussion session to identify
solutions to restroom problems; and 4) an
individualized written restroom improve-
ment plan for each school. To achieve suc-
cess, the plan must be the responsibility of
the entire school family.

Positive change
To date, participating elementary, middle
and high schools have received improve-
ment plans from Project CLEAN and have
taken the following corrective steps:
• changing restroom signs in high

schools to read “Men” and “Women”
instead of “Boys” and “Girls;”

• students volunteering by club, team,
hall group or student organization to
initiate change by cleaning, painting,
decorating and “adopting” restrooms
similar to the way service groups
“adopt” a stretch of highway for
cleanup;

• publishing a series of articles in the
school’s newspaper publicizing the
campaign to clean up restrooms.

• developing new schedules for clean-
ing, supply and replenishment of such
items as soap, tissue, sanitary prod-
ucts and towels;

• establishing baseline incident data to
determine effectiveness of the cleanup
campaign;

• discussing shared and specific respon-
sibilities of administrators, students,
custodians and teachers for maintain-
ing improvements;

• faculty volunteering to use and help
monitor student restrooms.

Comments from administrators of par-
ticipating schools attest the effective-
ness of Project CLEAN. For example, Tim
Freeman, principal of  Cross Keys School,
states, “The most significant process we
have initiated at Cross Keys to improve
school climate in the last year is Project
CLEAN.”

Elizabeth Andrews, school board mem-
ber of the DeKalb County school sys-
tem, was quoted in October, 1998, describ-
ing Project CLEAN. The program “is not
just a correction ... but this program makes
the students responsible for their own
environment and teaches them pride in
themselves and their surroundings,” she
stated.

Andrews added that the program not
only achieves clean restrooms, but lets
the students set their own standards and
expectations for their environment and
the treatment of their facilities. “They are
learning life-long civic responsibilities
and attitudes that will serve them and
their community well for the rest of their
lives.”1

A growing influence
Almost no literature exists on ways to
improve the safety, cleanliness and hy-
giene of public school restrooms. Thus
one of Project CLEAN’s expanded pur-
poses this year is to assist school sys-
tems as a clearinghouse for information.
To date, representatives from school
boards, school districts and individual
schools from  more than 11 states have
contacted Project CLEAN to secure an-
swers to specific questions and seek
workable strategies for improving
restroom facilities in schools.

A number of entities have published
articles about Project CLEAN. Among
them are the National School Boards As-
sociation, Education Week, the Atlanta
Journal and Constitution, the Philadel-



phia Inquirer and Investor’s Business
Daily. Project CLEAN will provide a
packet of these informative articles at
cost plus postage to those seeking in-
formation about improving school
restrooms.

Examine priorities
People may ask, “Don’t we have more
important things to work on — such as
improving test scores —  than cleaning
up restrooms? You might well address
that question to students, to whom edu-
cators agree that they are firmly commit-
ted. From the experience of Project
CLEAN, students are increasingly will-
ing to accept responsibility for getting
and maintaining improved restrooms.

Endnote
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safety,” The DeKalb (Ga.) News, 21 Octo-
ber 1998, p. 8.

Dr. Tom Keating, the author of the article
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projectclean@mindspring.com.

School Safety Update
The Newsletter of the National School Safety Center           December 1998         2

v v vv v v

A national issue
Articles abound in the national press de-
tailing the state of disrespect, disrepair
and resulting disuse of school restrooms.

Incidents include fires intentionally set
in the toilet paper holders of two restrooms
in a Lauderhill, Fla., middle school;1 a
Fontana, Calif., high school working to re-
place soap and toilet seat cover dispens-
ers that have been knocked off the wall of
its 44 bathrooms.2

A 13-year-old eighth-grader in Pitts-
burgh recalls, “When I was in seventh
grade, I tried the bathroom on the sec-
ond day of school, and it was so hor-
rible, the rest of the year I tried not to go
in there.”3  A parent in Berkeley, Calif.,
reports his high school sophomore
daughter often walks the three blocks to
his office to use the bathroom because
she finds the high school restrooms so
distasteful.4  A high school junior  in

Time to clean up our act
School climate and school security  are
interdependent. A program of regular
maintenance of school grounds and fa-
cilities provides for prompt repairs,
cleanup and removal of trash, graffiti and
other such evidences of vandalism and
unsanctioned behavior.

School security ultimately must also
include students’ ownership of the

Wanaque, N.J., states, “The bathrooms
smell, are filled with smoke, and disgust-
ing. It’s so bad, most people wait until
they go home to go to the bathroom.”5

Education Week Reporter Jessica L.
Sandham quotes fifth-grade teacher Ken
Moore at Arlington Heights Elementary
School in Los Angeles. He believes the
state of a school’s restrooms says a lot
about its larger disciplinary situation.

“The importance of keeping restrooms
both safe and clean can’t be overesti-
mated,” he said. In his 21 years as a
teacher and substitute, Moore said he
has found that “in schools where
restrooms were abused, a lack of rule-
following and cooperation were noted in
almost every campus area.”6

Typical problems
Problems associated with school
restrooms range from the annoying to the
frightening:
• bathrooms locked to prevent vandal-

ism, also preventing use of facilities.
• lack of adequate hygienic supplies

such as soap and towels;
• broken toilets, stopped drains, cracked

mirrors and graffiti-marred walls;
• excessive smoking in restrooms, which

could cause reactions in persons with
respiratory problems,  and  avoiding
use of facilities, which  could increase
risk of urinary tract infections, particu-
larly in girls, according to Paul
Rowland, a partner at Pittsburgh Pedi-
atric Associates.7

• instances of student-to-student intimi-
dation that engender fear in students
and result in disuse of facilities that
should provide a needed health and
hygienic aspect of school.

• instances of violent assaults and at-
tacks that have resulted in injury and
in extreme cases, death.8,9

school and pride taken in stewardship
fostered through leadership training
classes, student councils and member-
ship on school teams and in school clubs.
Behavior codes that clearly specify “pro-
fessional” attitudes and conduct ex-
pected of all students and school staff
members can   ratify the bond between a
positive and productive school climate
and effective school security.
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“Project CLEAN is not just a correction. ... [It] makes the students re-
sponsible for their own environment and teaches them pride in them-
selves and their surroundings. ...They are learning life-long civic re-
sponsibilities and attitudes that will serve them and their community
well for the rest of their lives.”

Elizabeth Andrews, school board member
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Caruthersville Middle School (CMS) in
Caruthersville, Mo., began implementing
Respect & Protect®, a violence preven-
tion and intervention program developed
by the Hazelden®/Johnson Institute of
Minneapolis in September, 1996.

Compared with baseline data gathered
before the program was instituted, results
after program implementation during the
first year’s first semester (September
through January) reveal that the number
of physical confrontations decreased ap-
proximately 28 percent. By the end of the
second year’s first semester, such con-
frontations were down 43 percent.

Data show that the number of physical
confrontations decreased overall approxi-
mately 16 percent for the first school year
of implementation and 25 percent in the

second year.

Students, teachers feel empowered
Encouraged by such results, both stu-
dents and teachers have begun to feel
empowered to help stop the violence. Stu-
dents have begun to realize that if they
choose to engage in unacceptable behav-
ior, appropriate consequences will follow.

The staff at CMS have also become more
aware of controlling their actions to reduce
the violence. Actions that can precipitate
violence include denying, rationalizing,
blaming and avoiding taking responsibil-
ity for behavior. Staff have come to under-
stand that punishment alone will not
change students’ negative behavior and
the overall school environment. They have
found that appropriate consequences for

Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design:  Restroom Location and Entrance

Poor Design and Use
1. Restrooms traditionally are isolated by location,

both as a cultural sensitivity and for economic reasons.
2. Public restrooms are common sites for illegal and illicit activity.

3. Many children are afraid to use the restroom at school.

4. Isolated locations and double-door entry systems present unsafe cues to
legitimate users and safe cues to troublemakers.

5. Double-door entry systems produce a warning sound and transitional time

that is an advantage to miscreants.
6. An individual or guard must move inside the second door swing to deter-

mine what is going on in a restroom.

Good Design and Use
1. Restrooms should be located in the most

convenient and accessible location to increase use, which increases
the perception of safety.

2. A maze type of entry system, or doors placed in a locked open position,

will increase convenience and safety.
3. Legitimate users may determine who is in the restroom by glancing

around the privacy screen or wall.

4. Troublemakers will feel at greater risk of detection.
5. Convenience and safety should contribute to the objectives of the

space.

Crime Prevention Through Environmen-
tal Design incorporates an understanding
of how the constructed environment af-
fects behavior. Restrooms generally are
placed at the end of hallways or in isolated
locations. Restrooms are generally “down
the hall” and away from the building’s natu-
ral circulation plan. Such location presents

a perception of distance and isolation con-
veying that the area is “unsafe.”

Double-door entry systems for student
restrooms create the perception and real-
ity of isolation by design. One door se-
cludes a separate transition space from
another door. An individual is inside the
door-swing of the second door before be-

coming aware of who or what is in the
restroom. Students often feel unsafe in
such restroom areas and will avoid them.
An atmosphere where miscreants feel free
to conduct improper activities often is cre-
ated. (From “Designing safer schools” by
Timothy D. Crowe, School Safety, Fall
1990, pp. 9-13.)

Violence prevention/intervention program reduces physical confrontations
unacceptable behavior paired with skills
learned in the prevention/intervention pro-
gram can and will change negative behav-
iors and ultimately, the school environment.

Respect yourself —  Respect others
Posted throughout the school are the
newly adopted motto,  Respect Your-
self — Respect Others, and a simple defi-
nition of violence: Violence is any mean
word, look, sign or act that hurts a
person’s body, feelings or things.

 Students are reminded daily that no
form of violence is tolerated. Students
who do engage in violence understand
that consequences will follow and that
situations involving physical violence,
bullying or intimidation will require after-
school violence intervention counseling.
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Interventions
Two types of counseling groups are
available. Anger management counseling
is required of all students who engage in
physical violence; sessions in which the
Hazelden®/Johnson Institute No Bully-
ing curriculum is featured are required for
students who display a pattern of bully-
ing or intimidating behavior. A 12-session
Hazelden®/Johnson Institute anger man-
agement curriculum  and various other
Institute materials are also used in these
after-school sessions.

Students are assigned to the after-school
sessions by the principal. Attendance and
participation are required. Students under-
stand that failure to attend will result in
school suspension until the missed ses-
sion is made up. Students and parents re-
alize this is an opportunity for students to
change their negative behavior while learn-
ing appropriate lifelong skills: anger man-
agement and conflict resolution.

Other prevention programs that have
been implemented include: the Fight-Free
School program and the Violence is Pre-
ventable (VIP) exploratory course. These
new programs are used in addition to an
extensive Teacher Advisory Program
(TAP) and a peer mediation program.

Advisory groups
The Fight-Free School program has proven
to have a positive impact on reducing
physical violence. Students are instrumen-
tal in encouraging their peers to remain
fight-free. A schoolwide flag flies on the
flagpole in front of the school building,
and each advisory class has a smaller flag
hanging on the wall in the cafeteria. As
long as an advisory group remains fight-
free, its  flag remains hanging on the wall.
Each day that the entire school is fight-
free, the schoolwide flag remains flying
for the community to observe.

If a fight occurs, however, students in-
volved in the fight must remove their ad-
visory group flags from the cafeteria wall
for 24 hours. The schoolwide flag is also
removed from the flagpole, alerting the
community to the physical conflict that
has occurred.

Community support
Each month, advisory group members who

are 100 percent fight-free receive awards,
such as treats from the cafeteria, a stu-
dent express card, a bumper sticker or a
trip to the school  concession stand. This
stand is supervised by a teacher and is
manned by students during sports activi-
ties. Proceeds from concession stand
sales help fund purchase of the prizes. In
addition, banks and other such commu-
nity businesses also donate prizes.

Each quarter, an awards assembly is
held. All students who are fight-free at-
tend the assembly and are eligible for
special drawings for prizes. In addition to
the drawing, every student receives a
prize, such as a sports bottle or sun-

First semester comparison:
Number of students involved

in physical confrontations
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Yearly comparison: Number of students
involved in physical confrontations

glasses. Students who have engaged in
a physical conflict attend conflict resolu-
tion activities during assembly time.

Other courses
The VIP exploratory course is one of
seven five-week courses required of ev-
ery seventh- and eighth-grade student.
Seventh-grade students receive Level II
and eighth-grade students receive Level
III curriculum materials. Peacemakers, a
curriculum produced by Drug, Alcohol,
Tobacco Education (D.A.T.E.), is used
with all sixth-graders. Caruthersville
Middle School is in its third year of a peer
mediation program, in which students
having a conflict are referred to the Re-
solve All Problems Peacefully (R.A.P.P.)
program in order to settle their disputes.

School  violence
Violence in schools is systemic, affecting
not just the individual perpetrators and
victims and not just the school where vio-
lence occurs. It also affects the entire
school system and the community. There-
fore, effective solutions to problems
should include the entire system, with all
entities — including school personnel,
parents  and community members —
working together to achieve harmony.

Respect & Protect® provides a practi-
cal, step-by-step approach for dealing with
violence in any school. It has helped  CMS
gain a clear understanding of the problem
and to develop effective solutions.

Edited and reprinted with permission
from Hazelden®/Johnson Institute Pub-
lishing Group, P.O. Box 176, Center City,
MN. 55012-0176, 800/328-9000. Author
J.J. Bullington, principal of Caruthers-
ville Middle School, can be reached at
573/333-6120 or 573/333-0561.
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