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Low-level aggression:  “Catch it low to prevent it high”

Aggression, whether a result of direct or
vicarious experiences, is primarily consid-
ered a learned behavior. Its teachers are
often chronically abusive parents, unpun-
ished peer bullies, and repetitive and vivid
displays of aggression in the mass me-
dia. A distinction is usually made, how-
ever, between learning a behavior (i.e., ac-
quisition) and actually carrying it out (i.e.
performance). Once one learns certain be-
haviors, whether or not one chooses to
utilize them is largely a matter of previous
rewards or punishments for such behav-
ior. One also takes into consideration the
likelihood of reward or reinforcement if
the behavior is displayed. The focus of
this article is the consequence of reward-
ing continued and escalated aggressive
behavior.

If a young student curses a teacher
and by that act believes he has grown in
stature in the eyes of his classmates, con-
tinued and even increased cursing be-
comes all the more plausible. If a late ado-
lescent deals with jealousy by smacking
his girlfriend who is seen talking to an-
other boy, her subsequent obedience to
his wishes makes further and even more
injurious smacking more likely when, in
his view, she has transgressed in other
ways.

So, too, for the student who success-
fully threatens, bullies, or vandalizes at
school. Unfortunately, the continued use
of cursing, smacking, threatening, bully-
ing, or vandalizing is made more likely by
their perceived success. The likelihood
that these behaviors will escalate to higher
levels of serious and injurious forms of
aggression increases as well.

We as a society have far too often ig-
nored these manifestations of low-level
aggression. When rewarded, these be-
haviors grow (often rapidly) into intrac-
table high-level aggression. Such behav-
iors are currently receiving a great deal of
society’s attention. Thus, our schools,

our media, our politicians, and our social
behavioral scientists focus broadly and
in depth on murder, rape, assault, gangs,
guns, and other forms and correlates of
serious aggression. The aggressive pre-
cursors— cursing, threats, insults, inci-
vilities, vandalism, bullying, and harass-
ment— are often ignored. “Catch it low to
prevent it high” is an intervention pre-
scription experts have increasingly begun
to apply, evaluate, and promote.

In research and applied literature, ag-
gression is commonly defined as inten-
tional physical or psychological injury to
another person. But what is low-level
aggression?

The tracing of aggression pathways
is one approach to defining low-level
aggression. Generally, less harmful or less
intensive aggressive behaviors precede
more harmful and/or intense expression.

Loeber et al.1 have identified three com-
mon developmental pathways from “less
serious manifestations” to “more serious
manifestations.” Their study indicated
that a large percentage of boys followed
these pathways as they progressed from
disruptiveness to delinquency.

The Authority Conflict pathway oc-
curs the earliest in terms of age. It begins
with stubborn behavior; proceeds to de-
fiance, such as refusal and disobedience;
and is followed by authority avoidance,
as evidenced by truancy and running
away from home. The Covert pathway
starts with frequent lying, shoplifting and
other “minor covert behaviors” and
moves on to property damage as incurred
by vandalism or firesetting. This stage
culminates in moderate to serious covert
delinquency, such as fraud or burglary.
The Overt pathway commences with mi-
nor overt behaviors such as annoying
others or bullying; proceeds to individual
or gang physical fighting; and reaches
its severity in assault, rape or other vio-
lent behavior.

Low-level aggression may be defined
further by examining the sequencing of
behavior within the temporal confines of
single aggressive incidents. Table 1 lists,
in order of frequency, opening moves
made by perpetrators toward targets in
violent incidents occurring in school set-
tings.

2

Table 1: Opening moves
in violent incidents
among students
• Unprovoked offensive touch-

ing: throws, pushes, grabs,
shoves slaps, kicks, or hits

• Possessions: interferes with
something owned or being
used

• Requests to do something
• Backbiting: someone says

something bad about another
person to someone else and
this gets back to the person

• Play: verbal teasing (playful
“put downs”) or rough physi-
cal play

• Insults: not meant to be
playful

• Crimes
• Accusations of wrongdoing
• Defense of others
• Challenges: physical or non-

verbal gestures
• Threats of physical harm
• Advances to boyfriend or girl-

friend of actor
• Told authority figure about bad

behavior of actor
• Other actions perceived as

offensive
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Consistent with the focus on a “catch
it low to prevent it high” strategy, Loeber
and others propose:

Reducing the occurrence of opening
moves appears to be the most promis-
ing approach to preventing escalation
to violence. … One of the most frequent
opening moves is offensive touching.
The design of school-based violence
prevention programs could include
policies and practices that strongly
discourage this type of behavior, how-
ever minor some of its expressions may
appear. The study findings reveal
many instances in which these open-
ing moves escalate to fierce combats,
suggesting that efforts to reduce this
behavior will reduce serious violent
incidents.
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When such policies and practices are
not in place, or do exist but fail, aggres-
sive opening moves are often followed
by an escalating sequence that some have
termed “character contests.” These are
retaliatory progressions of verbal and
even physical attempts to harm, to save
face and ultimately to defeat one’s pro-
tagonist.

In 1995, a national survey of American
teachers was conducted in order to col-
lect a pool of 1,000 descriptions of in-
school aggressive incidents along with
detail of how each incident was resolved.
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Via an intuitive cluster analysis, the 1,000
incident reports were grouped into 13 cat-
egories arrayed from low-level through
moderate-level, to high-level aggression,

as depicted in Table 2.
As stated in the analysis:
… any act of aggression can escalate
quickly into a serious situation. … Poor
management of aggression at the lower
levels facilitates its high-level expres-
sion. Conversely, the teacher skilled
at maintaining compliance or thwart-
ing student disruptiveness is, we be-
lieve, considerably less likely to be
faced with vandalistic, out-of-control,
or armed students. ‘Catch it low, to
prevent it high’ is a productive inter-
vention strategy.
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What then is low-level aggression?
Different people will experience the same
aggressive act quite differently. For ex-
ample, certain acts of aggression are per-
ceived to be more serious with the in-
crease in age of the one who is doing the
rating. Victims of aggressive behavior rate
such actions as more serious than do the
perpetrators of the behavior. Men rate
violent offenses more seriously than do
women. Persons of higher social class also
perceive violent offenses as significantly
more serious than do persons from lower
social class backgrounds. Consistent eth-
nic differences in aggression seriousness
ratings have also been reported.

Low-level aggression comes earliest
in the escalation sequence, and is likely
to be less injurious and less intense than
the expressions which follow it. Nonethe-
less, what constitutes low-level aggres-
sion in any given incident must in the
final analysis be defined via the subjec-
tive experience of the person to whom it
is directed.

The escalation of low-level aggression
Insults, threats, teasing, and even many
forms of bullying, harassment and verbal
abuse are often merely unpleasant, an-
noying or aversive— but not seriously in-
jurious. In this article, we are less con-
cerned with these several incarnations of
low-level aggression in their own right,
but focus upon them because of their fre-
quent escalation to high-level aggression.

By what processes does such escala-
tion take place? One previously sug-
gested process is the character contest.
Often in tandem with such a progressively
intense reciprocal expression of aggres-

sion is a progressively heightened state
of arousal. This state is reflected idiom-
atically by such terms as “lost his tem-
per,” “blew his top,” or “exploded.” Dis-
inhibition is a third escalation process—
the perpetrator finds it continuously
easier (less inhibition) to administer in-
creasingly injurious aggression. Some
have held further that the victim’s expres-
sion of pain may provide the perpetrator
with reinforcement, and thus lead to con-
tinued and escalated assaultiveness.

Finally, in the context of group-admin-
istered aggression (such as “mobbing”
or group bullying), a circumstance may
emerge in which the individuals in the
group experience diminished self-aware-
ness and self-regulation, lessened inner
restraint, and heightened freedom to en-
gage in aggression or other deviant be-
haviors. This group-facilitated state,
called deindividuation, is held to grow
from anonymity, diffusion of personal re-
sponsibility, and emotional arousal.

Whether and why escalation occurs
is largely a function of the appraisals and
behavior of the involved parties. But it is
also a function of the physical and social
context in which the character contest
takes place. Aggression and its likelihood
of escalation are influenced by qualities
of the persons involved, such as their im-
pulsiveness, their level of self-esteem,
cognitive biases, temperamental difficul-
ties, school and family bonding, domi-
nance needs, and more. However, these
personal qualities interact with the quali-
ties of the setting to assume their escala-
tion potency. Some of these qualities are
physical. Aggression and its escalation
in schools is more likely on the play-
ground, in the (boy’s) bathrooms, in the
cafeterias, and in the hallways between
classes than in the classroom or other
venues.
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The social environment plays an
equally significant role in the escalation
process. Consider the group deindi-
viduation example. Audiences who view
aggressive acts have been shown to mat-
ter a great deal, especially because audi-
ences make aggressive character contests
more likely to occur. Perhaps most impor-
tant, however, regarding social environ-
ment stimulation of the escalation pro-
cess is the behavior of the target person.

1. Horseplay
2. Rules violation
3. Disruptiveness
4. Refusal
5. Cursing
6. Bullying
7. Sexual harassment
8. Physical threats
9. Vandalism
10. Out-of-control behavior
11. Fights
12. Attacks on teachers
13. Group aggression

Table 2: Schoolhouse
incident categories
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With regard to bullying, for example, it
is the behavior of both the bully and the
victim that may make the bullying, if not
begin, continue and at times escalate.
(Here, as with rape, assault, murder, or
other victimization, victims must be es-
pecially careful not to blame themselves
for their own victimization when seeking
to identify their contribution to the ag-
gressive incident.)

An escalation sequence of teasing, for
example, that leads to threats that leads
to bullying often does not end there. Fo-
cusing on school-based predictors,
Hamalainen and Pulkkinen

7
 found adult

serious crime at age 27 to be accurately
forecast by age 8 aggressive (verbal and
physical) and norm-breaking (disobedi-
ence, truancy) behavior.

Other researchers have observed sim-
ilar aggression-escalating consequences
of disorder and incivility in school set-
tings. Wilson and Petersila,

8
 for example,

describe graffiti on school walls, debris
in corridors, and students coming to
school late and wandering the halls as
the foundation upon which more serious
violence rests.

[Low-level] disorder invites young-
sters to test further and further the lim-
its of acceptable behavior. One con-
nection between the inability of school
authorities to maintain order and an
increasing rate of violence is that,
among students with little faith in the
usefulness of the education they are
supposed to be getting, challenging
rules is part of the fun. When they
succeed in littering or writing on walls,
they feel encouraged to challenge
other, more sacred rules, like the pro-
hibition against assaulting fellow stu-
dents and event teachers.
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Many investigations have shown that
aggression is a remarkably stable behav-
ior over the life span. It is clear, however,
that for a great many of its perpetrators, it
is its very presence in their lives that
shows stability. The intensity or serious-
ness of such behavior, in contrast, is far
from stable and often shows substantial
and predictable escalation of intensity.

Implications and applications
What are the policy implications of such

findings? In American schools today, for
example, there is growing use of a zero-
tolerance intervention stance. “You bring
a weapon to school. No questions asked.
You are expelled for a year. No appeal
considered.” We need an equally rigor-
ous zero tolerance approach to low-level
infractions. When such behaviors occur,
sanctions or punishments need not be
severe, but they do need to be perceived
by their recipients as unpleasant, and
they must be administered in a consis-
tent, swift, and certain manner. “Ann, we
are going out to the playground. I’m
sorry but you know the rules of this class.
Because you said those curse words you
have to stay here this period and work on
these exercises. You’ll be staying in Mr.
Green’s room. Hope you can join us to-
morrow.”

One of the most important socializing
lessons that teachers and parents can im-
part on their children is that both compli-
ance and noncompliance with rule-de-
mands have consequences. Follow the

♦ Verbal Maltreatment
• Verbal Abuse
• Teasing
• Cursing
• Gossip
• Ostracism

♦ Physical Maltreatment
• Bullying
• Sexual Harassment

♦ Criminal Maltreatment
• Vandalism
• Shoplifting
• Sabotage
• Animal Cruelty
• Stalking
• Road Rage

♦ Minimal Maltreatment
• Rough-and-Tumble Play
• Hazing
• Baiting
• Booing
• Tantrums

rules of life —  be it in the school, the
home, the street or elsewhere —  and posi-
tive consequences are likely to follow.
Violate those rules, and the consequences
will likely be negative. When they are not,
when contrariwise low-level infractions
are rewarded, the escalation process is
launched. In the spirit of and toward the
goal of “catch it low to prevent it high,”
Table 3 suggests the major types of low-
aggressive behaviors in need of such
consistent sanctioning.

Low-level aggression has for too long
been ignored by teachers and other
school personnel. Such behavior is of
interest in its own right, but assumes its
major significance via its demonstrated
tendency to escalate as its rewards be-
come apparent. Low-level aggressive be-
havior calls for rapid and consistent
thwarting by those responsible for edu-
cating and shaping the interpersonal be-
havior young students.

Submitted by Arnold P. Goldstein,
Professor Emeritus, Syracuse University,
School of Education, Center for Re-
search on Aggression.

Further examination of the nature,
sources and management of low-level
aggression is provided in Low level ag-
gression: First steps on the ladder to vio-
lence by A.P. Goldstein (1999)
Champaign, IL.: Research Press.
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Lighting for safety and savings

1999 America’s Safe Schools Week proclaimed and promoted

School crime is often encouraged by the
way campuses are managed or main-
tained. Poor lighting often means poor
security.

The Clark School in Swampscott,
Mass., was experiencing a security night-
mare. Kids were climbing onto the roof
and removing shingles. Leaks developed
that required costly roof repairs. In other
campus areas, kids lit fires. Windows near
the boiler room door were constantly be-
ing used for target practice.

Most of the problems were occurring
at night, when darkness was an ally of
the young vandals. Surveillance indi-
cated that, although the school had se-
curity lighting installed, it was woefully
inadequate. A facility manager directed
that the existing security lighting be re-
placed. Although the new system pro-
vided significantly more and better di-
rected light than the old one, it consumed

speaking, the objective of facility manag-
ers is to lower costs, not increase them.

What many school officials budget
managers do not understand is that light-
ing should not be looked at as a cost in
and of itself. Lighting is not an end; it is a
means to an end. In the final analysis,
better lighting very often saves far more
than it costs.

Quick return of investment
Consider the case of Central Michigan
University and its concern about campus
crime. The facility manager determined
that the existing mercury vapor lamps used
for walkways should be replaced by more
efficient high-pressure sodium lamps.
Two choices were available: 150 watt
lamps, which would have provided more
light than before while reducing energy
consumption by almost one-third, or 250
watt lamps, which would have no appre-

far less energy. The end result? Security
lighting operating and maintenance costs
were reduced and, more important, the
vandalism was ended.

It is not unusual for schools to up-
grade their lighting systems. For the most
part, however, the upgrades are performed
principally to lower the cost of energy
consumption. While the amount of
money spent on lighting is an important
issue, the quality of lighting is a far more
important matter. Quality determines how
much lighting really costs —  or saves.

Consider the Clark School case men-
tioned earlier. Supposing, for the sake of
discussion, that the existing system al-
ready was efficient, and that the lighting
needed would have increased the amount
spent on operation and maintenance.
Under these circumstances, would the
lighting have been upgraded? In many
cases, it would not have been. Generally

This year, Governors from the States of
Alabama, Alaska, Arizona, Colorado,
Connecticut, Georgia, Idaho, Illinois, In-
diana, Iowa, Kansas, Louisiana, Mary-
land, Massachusetts, Michigan, Missis-
sippi, Missouri, Nebraska, New Jersey,
New Mexico, North Carolina, Okla-
homa, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island,
South Carolina, Texas, Virginia, and
West Virginia proclaimed October 17-23,
1999 as their state’s Safe School Week.

America’s Safe Schools Week is spon-
sored annually by the National School
Safety Center. NSSC’s goal in this cam-
paign is to motivate key education and
law enforcement policymakers, as well
as students, parents and community resi-
dents, to vigorously advocate school
safety. This year NSSC heard from many
schools, law enforcement agencies and
community organizations regarding
their promotion of school safety and vio-
lence prevention during America’s Safe
Schools Week. Robbie Fowler, Secretary
of Parent Patrol Inc., submitted to NSSC
the following information.

Parent Patrol is a nonprofit organiza-

tion dedicated to preserving the right of
all children to live in a safe, happy and
healthy environment wherever they may
be. We do this through educating par-
ents and community mobilization. We be-
lieve in community parenting. Our mem-
bers patrol in and around schools making
sure the kids are safe. We do not enforce
the rules and laws. We are merely wit-
nesses, meaning we use our cell phones
(donated by AT&T) to contact the per-
son or agency that should handle it. We
do give friendly warnings.

Parent Patrol Inc. organized the 1st an-
nual Washoe County (Nevada) Celebra-
tion of National Safe School Week,
themed around “150 Ways to Show Kids
You Care,” as developed by Healthy
Communities, Healthy Youth. Some of the
daily activities included:

Monday: Praise the Children Day,
where positive chalk messages were
written on the pavement of the school
grounds to surround the children with
love;
Tuesday: a family fun activity night;
Wednesday: a mentor fair;

Thursday: a “Reach Out and Read”
campaign held during lunch time in the
schools;
Friday: a family craft night where chil-
dren and parents designed posters de-
picting a perfect world; and
Saturday: Make a Difference Day: Set
the Record Straight and Show You
CARE.

Saturday’s activity was a huge event
held in a park. We brought together AT&T
Wireless, Washoe County Sheriff Depart-
ment, Kinko’s, Boomtown Casino/Hotel,
KRNV Channel $, community organiza-
tions, youth sporting activities, busi-
nesses and our community to mark this
important, nationally celebrated week and
to create a day to “Make a Difference,
TOGETHER.” We tried to set a Guinness
Book Record for the largest group hug,
symbolizing our community coming to-
gether to mobilize our efforts for the safety
of our children. Everyone that participated
was given a 160 page book called Keep-
ing Kids Safe. We plan to celebrate the
week again next year.
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from minor to petty status. As a side ben-
efit, the number of vehicular accidents
that occurred in the parking lot was cut
by 80 percent, and the risk of vehicle/pe-
destrian accident became extremely low.

Better lighting in such cases can also
improve good will. Consider, for example,
a school’s lowered exposure to claims, liti-
gation, and bad publicity as a conse-
quence of assaults, vehicle/pedestrian
accidents, or even simple incidents of slip-
ping or tripping. The lack of adequate
lighting could cause someone to not see
a patch of ice or ponded water or some
wind-blown debris, or even miss three
steps.

Bryant College also enhanced the qual-
ity of its roadway lighting, and the num-
ber of moving accidents was reduced sig-
nificantly. The new lighting was
comforting to students, their parents, visi-
tors, and faculty, sending a message that
stated, “We care about safety.”

Some administrators may worry that
security lighting will make a school “look
like an armed fortress,” but that does not
have to be the case at all. At any number
of schools and other facilities, lighting
designed principally to provide security
is also used to enhance the appearance
of buildings and grounds.

Better lighting can also provide op-
portunities to generate income, particu-
larly for athletic events. Parents and
school supporters will often attend a night
game that they would miss if it were held
during the day. By lighting areas around
a field or stadium, opportunities for crime
are reduced, and opportunities for addi-
tional revenues through concession sales
are increased.

In North Andover, Mass., Merrimack
College significantly upgraded lighting in
its Volpe Physical Education Center. The
Center included a 3,500-seat ice skating
arena and an 800-seat gym. The lighting,
which was generally considered dim, gave
the beautiful interior a somewhat shabby
appearance. The school invested in new
lighting. First one, then two, then three
and more schools asked about renting
the arena for hockey practice. Event pro-
moters and civic associations of all types
began asking about renting the facility
for events, all of which generated income
to the school, or which the school offered

ciable impact on energy consumption but
would greatly enhance the lighting con-
ditions on campus. The 250 watt lamps
were chosen —  not despite bottom line
issues, but because of them. The new
lighting provided such an improvement
that students felt far more secure. The
lighting allowed students to spot poten-
tial trouble before it confronted them, so
they could take appropriate avoidance
measures. The new lighting also permit-
ted security patrols to better view poten-
tial problem areas, allowing them to react
more quickly.

As a result, the college was able to
reduce security patrols without compro-
mising security in any way. The security
patrol savings amounted to $10,000 per
year, and that financial benefit gave the
project a two-and-a-half-year payback.
Based on energy savings alone, payback
would not have occurred for more than
20 years. This means that the project
might not have been implemented at all,
or that the 150 watt high-pressure sodium
lamps would have been chosen, saving
energy, but having precious little impact
on security and security cost savings.

Lighting is by far the most visible form
of security available. It discourages van-
dalism, break- ins, and the “hanging out”
that too often leads to violence. At the
same time, better lighting greatly enhances
the performance of the personnel and
other equipment (e.g., CCTV) used to pro-
vide security and keep the peace, because
the personnel and equipment depend on
visual inputs.

Lighting used for security purposes
can also have other important benefits.
The case of Bryant College (Smithfield,
R.I.) is illustrative. At Bryant, the secu-
rity problem was an outdoor parking lot,
a location problematic for many schools
across the nation. The lot in question was
used principally by night students and
faculty. Students reported that they were
afraid for their personal safety and for
their property. Many had experienced
vandalism and break-ins, with stereos and
personal belongings being taken from
their cars.

The new lighting Bryant installed vir-
tually eliminated the problem. Auto break-
ins ended, and the very few incidents of
vandalism that did occur were reduced

pro bono to benefit the community.
The end result? A rather substantial

investment in new lighting paid for itself
in less than six months. Athletes and
coaches were also pleased. They com-
mented that better lighting enhanced eye-
hand coordination, promoting better per-
formance and lower risk of accident and
injury.

High-Benefit Lighting
The National Lighting Bureau can be an
excellent source of assistance in deter-
mining lighting needs. Founded almost
25 years ago, this not-for-profit educa-
tional resource is sponsored by profes-
sional societies, trade associations,
credentialing organizations, manufactur-
ers, and agencies of the federal govern-
ment. Its mission is to provide guidance
about lighting decisions to those with
relatively little technical background. The
Bureau advocates “High-Benefit Light-
ing”—  lighting that carefully considers
the full range of improvements that just
one change can make, and then accounts
for such benefits in design. Any specific
change likely to improve safety will prob-
ably be able to achieve other valuable
benefits as well. High-benefit lighting can
lower costs associated with risk manage-
ment, operation and maintenance.

Bureau sponsors can often provide as-
sistance. Most have literature available,
and many can provide a wide range of
expertise, special guidance and experience
when it comes to the issue of school
safety. In some cases, evaluation and
design guidance can be provided free of
charge, either pro bono or as an element
of a more comprehensive service. All Bu-
reau sponsors are listed on the NLB
website at www.nlb.org. The website also
provides general guidance and publica-
tions designed to convey important in-
formation quickly, without extensive tech-
nical detail.

Submitted by William Kirkland, vice
president-Marketing, MagneTek, Inc.
and a member of the Executive Commit-
tee of the National Lighting Bureau.
Contact the Bureau directly via the Na-
tional Lighting Bureau Communications
Office, 8811 Colesville Road, Suite
G106, Silver Spring, MD 20910, 301/
587-9572, e-mail info@nlb.org.
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The problem with youth violence has
become so well-known to youth-serving
professionals that detailed documenta-
tion of the seriousness of the problem no
longer seems necessary. In schools, the
fear, anger, and fighting experienced by
many students harms them academically
as well as emotionally. The threat of vio-
lence distracts many students from their
work; it is practically impossible to con-
centrate on learning when one faces a
fight after school. When arguments and
threats escalate into violence, the result
is disruption of school activities, agita-
tion of other students, disciplinary inci-
dents and, sometimes, suspensions and
expulsions which cause further loss of
time for learning.

Increased violence rates have been
accompanied by efforts at prevention.
Security measures such as metal detec-
tors can stop students from bringing
weapons to school but do little to address
the anger, meanness and fistfights that
are the much larger, although less news-
worthy, part of the problem. Violence pre-
vention programs that seek to positively
influence the everyday psychological
functioning of young people seem to
have more potential as a solution to the
problem of youth violence.

Past prevention efforts
Violence prevention is easier said than
done. Many interventions are delivered
year after year with no objective evidence
of effectiveness. Most evaluations have
produced results that are weak and in-
consistent, if not simply discouraging.1

Age is an important variable in the vio-
lence prevention field. The picture for
early elementary school students has
brightened considerably in the last sev-
eral years, with positive evaluation results
obtained for the Peace Builders program2

and the Second Step intervention.3 Un-
fortunately, there have been no similarly
encouraging evaluation results from pro-
grams for older children and adolescents4

– that is, until very recently.

The Peacemakers Program
Fortunately, the period of adolescence is

The Peacemakers Program: Friends don’t let friends fight

not “too late” for effective prevention
programming and major reductions of vio-
lent behavior can be achieved for older
youth. A new program has produced the
positive evaluation results that have been
elusive with adolescents. In fact, these
program effects were not only significant,
they were strikingly large on some impor-
tant dimensions.

The Peacemakers Program is a school-
based violence prevention intervention
for students in grades four through eight.
It was provided to 1,400 students in the
Cleveland Public Schools academic year
(1997-98). A rigorous evaluation, with pre-
and post-intervention measures and com-
parison to a control group, found signifi-
cant, positive change on six out of the
seven outcome variables assessed, in-
cluding knowledge of psychological skills
and aggression-related interpersonal be-
havior as reported by both teachers and
students. The most dramatic results were
achieved with serious violent incidents:
a 41 percent decrease in suspensions for
violent behavior.

Peacemakers was designed as a multi-
modal program utilizing a variety of ac-
tivities to accommodate a variety of learn-
ing styles. In addition to didactic instruc-
tion by teachers and counselors, the
program offers dramatic stories, writing
exercises, the use of the Socratic method,
role-plays and graphically-designed
handouts. Emphasis is placed on active
learning, drawing on personal experience
and student input into the class discus-
sions, while at the same time the teacher
or counselor makes sure the program’s
messages come through.

Program content
The core of the program is a 17-session
curriculum delivered on the basis of de-
tailed manuals. The content is as follows:
1.  Understanding Violence and Peace-
making invites students to think about
the goal of a more peaceful community
and offers the program as an opportunity
to learn skills and options for dealing with
conflict situations.
2.  Our Personal Strengths offers an ab-
stract concept of “strength” that extends

beyond the physical type and asks stu-
dents to share personal strengths that
can contribute to violence prevention.
3.  Our Values and Principles elicits dis-
cussion of personal values and offers the
Golden Rule as a meta-value that posi-
tively affects behavior and outcomes in
conflict situations.
4.  Pride, Shame and Self-esteem is de-
voted to self-concept issues in conflict
and violence, with an emphasis on chang-
ing the common view that violence is the
most effective way to repair damage to
self-esteem after the experience of disre-
spect.
5.  Feelings in Conflicts, I: Anger Con-
trol includes discussion of students’ an-
ger triggers and teaches a structured,
four-step anger management technique.
6.  Feelings in Conflicts, II: Excitement,
Power and Fear addresses the roles of
several emotions in violence and identi-
fies positive ways for young people to
meet their normal needs for excitement,
power and safety.
7.  Avoiding Conflicts, I: People, Places
and Behaviors introduces the idea of vio-
lence as a sequential, step-by-step pro-
cess (analogous to falling dominoes) and
teaches ways to prevent this process
from getting started.
8.  Avoiding Conflicts, II: Reading Other
People attempts to decrease hostile at-
tribution bias by informing students
about the ambiguous nature of many so-
cial behaviors and the negative conse-
quences of jumping to conclusions about
hostile intentions behind other people’s
behavior.
9.  Social Problem-solving teaches a
structured, five-step technique for ana-
lyzing interpersonal problems, planning
solutions to them and foreseeing the con-
sequences of actions.
10.  Dealing with Conflicts discusses the
central role of conflict in violence, the
naturalness of human conflict, and the
idea that conflict does not have to lead to
violence.
11.  Assertive, Fair Behavior describes a
continuum of conflict response ranging
from passive to aggressive, and recom-
mends the midpoint of assertive, fair be-
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havior as a way to stand up for oneself
without pushing other people around.
12.  Effective Communication, I: Talking
teaches techniques for assertively ex-
pressing oneself in conflict, including fo-
cusing on the other person’s behavior
instead of personality, and making “I
statements.”
13.  Effective Communication, II: Listen-
ing introduces the idea that listening is
as important as talking in communication
and provides behavioral instruction in lis-
tening behaviors that make the other per-
son feel heard.
14.  Conflict Resolution, I: Working it
Out provides a step-by-step instruction
in engaging angry people in collabora-
tive problem-solving, negotiation, com-
promise and apology.
15.  Conflict Resolution, II: Being a Leader
in a Conflict offers ways to deal with par-
ticularly difficult, exasperating or threaten-
ing behavior by raising the other person’s
behavior up to a higher level where col-
laborative problem-solving can occur.
16.  Knowing When To Walk Away offers
instruction and positive ways to view
prevention behaviors at the end of the
violence process, when all previous ef-
forts have failed, and walking away is the
only nonviolent option left.
17.  Friends Don’t Let Friends Fight
deals with the issue of peer pressure,
first by developing students’ ability to
resist negative influences and, second,
by encouraging careful consideration
of one’s own functioning as a source
of peer pressure, which can be either
negative or positive.

Together, these sessions seem to ad-
dress the main psychosocial factors in-
volved in violent versus interpersonally
skillful responses to conflict. The curricu-
lum covers emotions, self-concept issues,
cognition, behavior and group dynamics.
The sessions offers instruction in
proactively avoiding conflicts, respond-
ing effectively to conflicts once they have
begun, and removing oneself from con-
flict situations in which the other
person’s maladaptive behavior makes
resolution impossible.

Distinctive features of the program
Peacemakers shares much of its content
with other violence prevention programs.

These common features include work on
anger management, social perception,
problem-solving, empathy, assertive-
ness, conflict resolution and peer pres-
sure. Outside the curriculum, important
intervention components increase rein-
forcing attention for positive student
behavior and infuse program content into
the everyday school culture. However,
Peacemakers also includes a number of
unique elements not shared by other pro-
grams, and these may account for the
unusually strong, positive results
achieved by the intervention.

Remediation as well as prevention:
Peacemakers includes a remediation
component for students with serious ag-
gression-related problems. A counselor’s
manual, which closely parallels the
teacher’s manual, includes guidance on
assessing the specific psychosocial fac-
tors involved in a student’s problems with
aggression. Thus, the teacher-delivered
program can provide the fundamental
prevention message, and the counselor
can focus on the issues most problem-
atic for the individual student. Because
of the coordination between these two
aspects of the intervention, students sent
to the office for fighting hear the same
messages, in the same language, that
they hear in class.

Values: Peacemakers  is unusual
among violence prevention programs in
that it deals explicitly with the issue of
violence-related values. This component
was considered necessary because of the
close relationship between values and
motives. Young people who believe that
violence is the most honorable and admi-
rable response to conflict will not be mo-
tivated to learn the nonviolent conflict
management skills offered by most pro-
grams. Instruction in values is based on
the Golden Rule: People have feelings
and deserve to be treated with consider-
ation, even when they make us angry.

Use of fiction and writing: The cur-
riculum includes a series of stories with
accompanying writing exercises that were
written by a children’s author specifically
for integration onto the program. The sto-
ries, with characters the same age as stu-
dents, illustrate and concretize the issues,
skills and attitudes taught by the curricu-
lum. The writing exercises help students

apply and practice the skills they are
learning. The fiction and writing compo-
nents also have the practical advantage
of including academic work in the pro-
gram, so that class time spent on violence
prevention is not entirely lost to academic
instruction.

Evaluation: positive results
A recent evaluation of Peacemakers in-
dicated that the program achieved a high
degree of success at its goal of reducing
violence in fourth-grade students through
eighth-grade students, with evaluation
results including a 41 percent decrease in
aggression-related disciplinary incidents
and a 67 percent reduction in suspen-
sions for violent behavior.

Although youth violence has become
widespread, it does not appear to be an
unsolvable problem. Interventions that
help youth give serious thought to the
issue of violence in their lives and that
provide tools for positive behavior
change can have a major ameliorative im-
pact on violence. Teachers and school
support staff equipped with detailed in-
tervention manuals can provide youth
with experiences that change their vio-
lence-related emotions, thoughts and ac-
tions. Effective violence prevention is a
matter of reaching and positively influ-
encing the hearts and minds of our youth.
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Letter to the Editor:  Teaching responsibility
is the key to the future

How many more tragedies can our
schools endure? How many more cam-
pus crises will occur before we finally
understand the seriousness of the prob-
lem? An “army of experts” will offer quick
fix solutions. Metal detectors, police in
the schools, crisis intervention teams,
hostage negotiators, staff development
will be just a few of the remedies that they
will suggest. Coincidentally, the army of
experts will be happy to assist you in de-
veloping a plan – for a “small fee.”

Some will claim they know. It must have
happened “way back when.” The schools
must have forgotten to teach some core
values. When the thrust was to get back
to the basics, the schools must have for-
gotten one of the most fundamental ba-
sics— teaching responsibility.

Could this be the answer? In part, per-
haps yes. Part of the problem is anchored
in the fact that our fast-paced society
gives too many mixed messages. Televi-
sion and movies offer too many quick fixes
to solve difficult problems. In the fantasy
world of the movies and TV – problems,
serious problems at that, can be solved
in a matter of just 30 minutes. In real life,
there is no such thing as a quick fix. Diffi-
cult problems take time, patience, perse-
verance and endurance to resolve.

The solution is not that complex, but it
is not easy as well. It does begin in the
home and should continue in school. Par-
ents need to teach children responsibil-
ity. As parents, we can do this best by
being responsible and reliable ourselves.
Next, we need to be consistent, firm and
fair. We must learn how and when to use
the “no” word. And when we use this
important word, we must mean it and stick
with it—  regardless of how our child will
try to “wear us down.”

While it is far easier to begin this pro-
cess early when the child is young, par-
ents can really begin at any age —  as
long as they remain consistent and are
relentless in their pursuit. Parents must
also serve as good role models for their
children. The days of telling children
about the value of being truthful only to
ask them to tell the person on the other

Submitted by Dr. Robert E. Maher, prin-
cipal of Briarcliff High School, Briarcliff
Manor, New York.

end of the phone that “Mommy’s not
home” must end. Parents have a right and
duty to teach their children the importance
of being responsible.

 Is that it? Is that the answer? No, it’s
just the beginning of the formula. Chil-
dren spend six or more hours every day
at school. Thus, schools can also play a
pivotal and critical role in continuing
these important lessons. The immense
power that parents and teachers have to
influence young people cannot be mini-
mized. Parents and teachers can encour-
age them, guide them, and challenge them
to be responsible. And they must never
let up. Children must be held account-
able for their actions or inactions.

The era of accepting excuses or mak-
ing excuses must come to an abrupt end.
It will mean that young people will not be
as protected, nor be as carefree. They will
not always win or be instantly gratified.
It will also mean that they will have to be
patient, try a little harder and reach a little
higher. And they will have to be reminded
that as a wise person once said, “suc-
cess is a journey, not a destination.”
These simple ideas will help a child de-
velop character and teach him the formula
for being a success.

Can responsibility and reliability really
be taught? I believe they can. Young
people who work hard on these two im-
portant skills will go on to great success
in life. Parents and schools can make the
difference —  especially when they take
more assertive roles and work together.
In addition to academic studies, young
people must be “schooled” in social re-
sponsibility and accountability. Academ-
ics are important, but not enough. We
must teach students to be responsible,
thus helping each set their own moral
compass. Today’s students are tomor-
row’s commonwealth. We must teach
young people today to solve problems
and become citizens capable of facing the
larger social problems of tomorrow.


