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A Closer Look at ‘Scientifically Based Research’ for Prevention Programs

The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001,
which reauthorized the Elementary
and Secondary Education Act, calls for
the use of “scientifically based re-
search” as the foundation for educa-
tion programs and classroom instruc-
tion. On February 6, 2002 at the
Barnard Auditorium in Washington,
D.C., Assistant Secretary for Elemen-
tary and Secondary Education Susan
Neuman hosted a seminar where lead-
ing experts in the fields of education
and science discussed the meaning of
scientifically based research and its
status across various disciplines. The
following article was adapted from the
transcripts of the remarks about
progress toward safe and drug-free
schools made by Judy Thorne, Senior
Study Director at Westat, Inc. The com-
plete seminar transcripts can be found
at http://www.ed.gov/nclb/research/.

A history of prevention research
Violence and drug prevention research
from  the Department of Education un-
der the Safe and Drug-Free Schools
Program began with a descriptive study
that looked at the initial implementation
of the Drug Free Schools and Communi-
ties Act. Next came a longitudinal study
that used some of the information from
the descriptive research to select a
group of school districts for closer ex-
amination. This study drew relation-
ships between the kinds of programs
that the schools were implementing and
the outcomes for students.

Several findings from the longitudi-
nal study are important. First is that the
differences between very extensive and
well implemented programs and the less
extensive and less well implemented
programs were small. They were signifi-
cant but they were small. Secondly, for
a variety of reasons, very few of the
school districts and schools imple-

mented programs based on research-
supported models of prevention educa-
tion. Thirdly, districts that had a full-
time drug prevention coordinator had
better outcomes than those districts
who had drug-prevention coordinators
who were assigned many roles and
functions within the district. Lastly, pro-
grams that combined classroom and
non-classroom prevention activities
had better outcomes than those that did
not.

Since the longitudinal study, there
have been additional studies within the
U.S. Department of Education. Cur-
rently, researchers are examining the
quality, effectiveness, and impact of
Safe and Drug-free Schools-funded pro-
grams and the Middle Schools Coordi-
nator Initiative, where funding was pro-
vided to employ full-time coordinators
to focus on middle schools.

Outside this realm of studies is a
growing body of literature and findings
that support specific methods and pro-
grams for both drug and violence pre-
vention education. A number of at-
tempts have been made by several
organizations or agencies to assemble a
group of experts to sift scientifically
through the research to make recom-
mendations about which programs ap-
pear to be the best models to use. This
research focused mostly on classroom-
based curriculum in drug prevention.

The Department of Education has
had a panel look at these and come up
with exemplary and promising pro-
grams. The Center for Substance Abuse
Prevention has also done so. An inde-
pendent organization, Drug Strategies,
has published a report on their rankings
of prevention strategies. From these ef-
forts, specific prevention curricula have
been recommended.

At the same time, other researchers
have been doing meta-analyses of

these studies and have isolated
specific program content that they be-
lieve are the most effective components
of these curricula. They have also iden-
tified instructional strategies that seem
to be common to the most effective
strategies and absent in the least effec-
tive strategies.

Have any of these programs totally
eradicated drugs and violence among
our youth? The answer is no. That kind
of program development has not been
attained. Nevertheless, schools can
turn to these studies as well as the Prin-
ciples of Effectiveness (see Page 2) that
became effective in 1998 to figure out
what would be the best research-based
programs to use in their own schools
and school districts as required by the
No Child Left Behind legislation.

Implementation issues
From our studies, we also know that re-
search-based programs and instruc-
tional strategies are not widely imple-
mented. We find very few districts and
schools are implementing research-
based programs or any of the recom-
mended models. And almost every dis-
trict or school  that implements
prevention curricula, implements a
number of curricula at the same time—
not just one.  About 62 percent of
schools report that they are delivering
the content that meta-analysis research
said was important, but not very many
are using the teaching strategies that
the meta-analyses said are effective.

Why is this happening? One reason
is that a the transfer of knowledge from
the research community to the schools
is lacking. Another may be insufficient
money to make that transfer or to imple-
ment research-supported curricula. An-
other important reason is the pressure
on time in class. Schools are under tre-
mendous pressure to meet standards in
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academic areas. Unless they strongly
believe in a link between the behavior
and health of their students and those
academic achievement areas, then it’s
really tough to convince them to spend
time in the classroom or in the school
day on prevention activities.

Efforts to improve this situation
The Principles of Effectiveness have
been out in the field for a few years and
are strongly reinforced by the new leg-
islation. The Middle Schools Coordina-
tor Initiative attempts to improve the
standard level of research-based imple-
mentation in the schools by adding an
additional person in the district who
has time to focus on these issues and
figure out what strategies ought to be
implemented and to implement them.

Obviously, we have a long ways to
go. In continuing the research, we face
a number of challenges. In school-
based research, experimental and quasi-
experimental designs can be used, but
they require very careful planning.
They require large numbers of schools.
They require enough time up front to
plan and organize and to select the enti-
ties.  Planned experimental or quasi-ex-
perimental designs must be applied to
studies that take a targeted look at spe-
cific interventions implemented in the
field. For example, most of the research
on which we base our actions was done
in relatively small groups and in much
more controlled settings. We need to
take the approaches that are research-
based or found in controlled studies to
be effective and study them in a real
setting in a number of school districts
and schools at once.

One of the other challenges in con-
ducting ongoing research is the over-
burdening of schools in research stud-
ies. There is not an infinite number of
schools out there. Many of them are al-
ready engaged in specific research ac-
tivities. And, if they are not involved in
a study of a particular intervention,
they’ve been surveyed many times in
the last year. School districts or schools
are frequently asked to participate in
studies and often have to turn away
such opportunities because they just

The U.S. Department of Education developed the Principles of Effectiveness
to guide state and local implementation of the Safe and Drug Free Schools
and Communities Act (SDFSCA). The Principles direct state education agen-
cies and districts to plan and implement their SDFSCA programs in ways that
are consistent with current understanding of how best to prevent and reduce
student drug abuse and to promote school safety.

Principle 1: Base programs on a thorough assessment of objective
data about the drug and violence problems in the schools
and communities served.
Possible Sources for Assessment Information:
• School/community surveys
• School/community focus groups
• School safety data and/or school crime reports
• School management reports/discipline reports
• Records of telephone calls or letters of complaint
• Direct observation
• Numbers and patterns of referrals

Principle 2: With the assistance of a local or regional advisory council,
which includes community representatives, establish a set
of measurable goals and objectives, and design activities
to meet measurable goals and objectives for drug and
violence prevention.
Examples of Measurable Data:
• Pre- and Post-testing and/or surveys
• Suspension/expulsion numbers and rates
• Truancy/Dropout numbers and rates
• Academic achievement
• Patterns and numbers of referrals
• Crime data and police calls for service

Principle 3: Design and implement activities based on research or
evaluation that provides evidence that the strategies used
prevent or reduce drug use, violence, or disruptive behav-
ior among youth.
Possible Actions:
• Identify, collect and review possible programs and strat-

egies that are research based.
• Interview previous program subscribers to determine

levels of satisfaction and to identify potential barriers
to implementation

• Select research-based programs or program elements
and instructional strategies that best fit targeted popu-
lation and identified needs.

Principle 4: Evaluate programs periodically to assess progress toward
achieving the goals and objectives. Use the evaluation re-
sults to refine, improve, and strengthen the program and to
refine goals and objectives as appropriate.
Possible Actions:
• Monitor/document program activities (process data)
• Collect anecdotal evidence (used only to supplement

more thorough assessment measures)
• Monitor objectives/document changes in behavior, at-

titudes, knowledge, perceptions or skills (outcome
data)

• Make appropriate adjustments to program delivery
based on measurable goals and objectives

Principles of Effectiveness
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Websites for Identifying Research-Based Violence Prevention Programs

The Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC) offers a community-
oriented sourcebook that describes
strategies for successfully implement-
ing proven or promising interventions
to prevent youth violence.

The 216-page publication, entitled
“Best Practices of Youth Violence Pre-
vention: A Sourcebook for Community
Action,” is the first of its kind to look at
the effectiveness of specific practices in
four key areas: parents and families,
home visiting, social and conflict reso-
lution skills, and mentoring. Communi-
ties are eager to find ways to stop
youth violence. Produced by CDC’s Na-
tional Center for Injury Prevention and
Control, “Best Practices” offers insight
into the practices that make prevention
programs work.

These programs are drawn from real-
world experiences of professionals who
have successfully worked to prevent
violence among children and adoles-
cents. “Best Practices” also documents
the science behind each best practice
and offers a comprehensive directory of
resources for more information about
organizations that have used these
methods.

“Best Practices” is available online
at www.cdc.gov/ncipc/dvp/
bestpractices.htm.

In 1996, the Center for the Study and
Prevention of Violence (CSPV), at the
University of Colorado at Boulder, with
funding from the Colorado Division of
Criminal Justice, Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention, and the Penn-
sylvania Commission on Crime and De-
linquency, designed and launched a na-
tional violence prevention initiative to
identify and replicate violence preven-
tion programs that are effective. The
project, called Blueprints for Violence
Prevention, has identified 11 prevention
and intervention programs that meet a
strict scientific standard of program ef-
fectiveness. Program effectiveness is
based upon an initial review by CSPV
and a final review and recommendation
from a distinguished Advisory Board,
comprised of seven experts in the field
of violence prevention. The 11 model
programs, called “Blueprints,” have
been effective in reducing adolescent
violent crime, aggression, delinquency,
and substance abuse. Another 19 pro-
grams have been identified as promis-
ing programs. To date, more than 500
programs have been reviewed, and the
Center continues to look for programs
which meet the selection criteria. The
Blueprints Initiative is a comprehensive
effort to provide communities with a set
of demonstrated effective programs and

the technical assistance and monitoring
necessary to plan for and develop an
effective violence intervention.

Visit www.colorado.edu/cspv/blue-
prints/about/main.htm.

In the past 11 years, the Center for
Substance Abuse Prevention’s (CSAP)
diverse array of demonstration grant
programs has provided direct services
to tens of thousands of children, youth,
families, and communities. Through sci-
ence-based programs, CSAP has gener-
ated a tremendous amount of knowl-
edge about the impact of prevention
efforts on youth.

These research-based programs are
among the first to feature scientifically
defensible findings and demonstrate
that prevention works. Because of their
documented successes, these programs
offer opportunities for other agencies,
policymakers, and practitioners to
implement effective programs in their
communities.

CSAP designates three categories
for evaluated programs:
• Science-Based Programs have been
reviewed by experts in the field accord-
ing to predetermined standards of em-
pirical research. Science-based pro-
grams are theory-based, have sound
research methodology, and can prove

don’t have the time available to do it.
Another challenge is the whole logic

model of what is the intervention, how
can you tell when it’s well implemented,
and how do you measure the out-
comes? Measuring the outcomes in this
area is difficult. With violence preven-
tion, we are trying to observe things we
can’t even see— and things we are not
supposed to see in the classroom. We
want to know what those kids are doing
when they’re not in the classroom. How
do we find that out? Most likely, the
best way is through surveys. As was
mentioned earlier, schools are typically
over-surveyed. In addition, however
we’re facing some legislation that tells
us not to survey students on sensitive

behaviors and subject matters.

The possibilities
We are fortunate to have reached the
point where we have some evidence to
go on and some models to try in a field-
based setting. We can use experimental
designs for some of these studies if we
have large enough samples, if we have
the time in advance to plan it, and if we
have strong support from the adminis-
trations of those schools.

When we’re looking at the possibili-
ties, we should be looking at the proven
approaches that are affordable and ef-
fective in the real world and at the non-
classroom activities as well. Most of the
available research deals with curricu-

lum. As important are the non-class-
room activities — conflict resolution
projects, student assistance programs,
other kinds of things that happen in
schools or around school time that is
not necessarily classroom-related.

Our research responsibility is to con-
tinue to look at those targeted studies
of approaches, but also to continue to
monitor the implementation of research-
based programs in the school setting.
Descriptive research plays an important
role— looking at and talking with
schools about the specific models they
are implementing to find out if in fact
the transfer of knowledge into practice
is happening. The goal is to somehow
help that transfer become a reality.
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that effects are clearly linked to the pro-
gram itself and not to extraneous
events. Results from science-based pro-
grams may be positive, neutral, or nega-
tive.
• Effective Programs are science-
based, but produce consistently posi-
tive patterns of results. Only programs
positively affecting the majority of in-
tended recipients or targets are consid-
ered effective.
• Model Programs are effective pro-
grams whose developers have agreed
to participate in CSAP’s dissemination
efforts and to provide training and tech-
nical assistance to practitioners who
wish to adopt their programs. Ensuring
that programs are carefully implemented
maximizes the probability for repeated
effectiveness.

Visit www.samhsa.gov/centers/csap/
modelprograms/default.htm for more in-
formation.

Drug Strategies is a nonprofit re-
search institute that promotes effective
approaches to the nation’s drug prob-
lems and supports private and public
efforts to reduce the demand for drugs
through prevention, education, treat-
ment, law enforcement, and community
initiatives.

Working with a team of nationally
recognized prevention experts, Drug
Strategies prepared two comprehensive
assessments of the most widely used
drug prevention and school violence
prevention programs in the country.

Safe Schools/Safe Students: A Guide
to Violence Prevention Strategies:
• Assesses over 84 violence preven-

tion programs for classroom use;
• Examines school policies to promote

a safe learning environment;
• Reviews architectural and environ-

mental changes that protect stu-
dents; and

• Provides practical help in developing
school strategies to prevent violence
and drug abuse.

Making the Grade: A Guide to
School Drug Prevention Programs:
• Identifies nine key elements of pre-

vention;

• Reviews 50 curricula;
• Provides information on cost,

teacher training, developmental ap-
propriateness, fidelity of implementa-
tion and family involvement;

• Compares findings of 14 programs
that have rigorous evaluation data;
and

• Helps school officials comply with
the U.S. Department of Education’s
Principles of Effectiveness.

Both publications can be ordered
from the Drug Strategies website for a
nominal charge. For additional informa-
tion or to order publications, visit
www.drugstrategies.com.

The Hamilton Fish Institute on
School and Community Violence at
George Washington University, with as-
sistance from Congress, was founded in
1997 to serve as a national resource to
test the effectiveness of school vio-
lence prevention methods and to de-
velop more effective strategies. The
goal is to determine what works and
what can be replicated to reduce vio-
lence in schools and their communities
nationwide.

The Institute works with a consor-
tium of seven universities whose key
staff have expertise in adolescent vio-
lence, criminology, law enforcement,
substance abuse, juvenile justice,
gangs, public health, education, behav-
ior disorders, social skills development
and prevention programs.

The Institute focuses its efforts in
the following areas:
• Analyzing and developing the most
effective ways to prevent and reduce
violence in and around schools.
• Testing promising prevention strate-
gies in rural, suburban, and urban
schools grappling with violence.
• Disseminating its findings through-
out the country to assist policy makers,
states, schools, police departments,
teachers, parents and youths to adopt
the successful strategies.

Visit http://www.hamfish.org/about/
to learn more about the Institute and to
read about “noteworthy” and “effec-
tive” prevention programs.

The National Association of School
Psychologists’ (NASP) publication, Ex-
emplary Mental Health Programs:
School Psychologists As Mental
Health Providers, was developed in re-
sponse to the growing demand by
policy makers and school administra-
tors for programs that make a sustained
contribution to the development and
achievement of children. As the federal
government makes decisions about
funding Safe And Drug Free Schools
and Title I, they are demanding that
school districts implement programs
that are research-based and proven to
work.

NASP surveyed school psycholo-
gists across the country to locate the
most effective school-based mental
health programs. The programs were se-
lected on the basis of several criteria,
including integrating theory, research
and practice; providing a continuum of
mental health services; outcomes data;
and showing a team-based approach to
mental health programming. These pro-
grams demonstrate the type of collabo-
rative strategies that are central to
school reform initiatives.

The programs address a range of
critical issues facing schools today in-
cluding developing social skills, sub-
stance abuse prevention, violence pre-
vention, and crisis intervention.

 The third edition of Exemplary
Mental Health Programs is currently in
preparation for publication and is  ex-
pected to be available by the summer of
2002.

Visit http://www.naspcenter.org/
model.html for more information.

The Safe and Drug-Free Schools
Program of the U.S. Department of
Education used an expert panel process
to identify programs that should be pro-
moted nationally as promising and ex-
emplary.  A 15-member Expert Panel
oversaw a valid and reliable process for
identifying effective school-based pro-
grams that promote healthy students
and safe, disciplined, and drug-free
schools.

The Department and the Expert Panel
on Safe, Disciplined and Drug-Free
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April is Sexual Assault Awareness Month

An estimated one in four women and
one in six men will experience a sexual
assault in their lifetime. The annual cost
of sexual violence is a staggering $127
billion. Approximately 70 percent of
rapes and sexual assaults are not re-
ported to police. These figures are ac-
cording to the National Sexual Violence
Resource Center (NSVRC) in Enola,
Pennsylvania.

There are many forms of sexual vio-
lence beyond forced, stranger rape.
Sexual violence includes drug-facili-
tated rape, acquaintance rape, intimate-
partner rape, child sexual abuse, sexual
harassment, pornography and stalking.

“We live in a society where many so-
cial and cultural influences promote
sexual violence and lead to a general-
ized tolerance,” states Karen Baker,
Project Director of the National Sexual
Violence Resource Center. “In fact,
sexual assault permeates society
deeply. A crime often cloaked in denial,
shame and fear, sexual assault is ex-
tremely difficult to confront and elimi-
nate.

Growing federal awareness of the
costs of sexual assault led to the cre-
ation of  NSVRC, which opened in July
2000. Serving as central clearinghouse
for resources of the anti-sexual violence
movement, the goals of the National
Sexual Violence Resource Center are:
• To strengthen the support system

serving sexual assault survivors by
enhancing the capacity of sexual as-
sault providers at the national, state
and community level.

• To provide information and technical
assistance to support effective inter-
ventions in preventing sexual vio-
lence; and

• To identify emerging policy issues
and research needs to support the
development of policy and practice
specific to the intervention and pre-
vention of sexual violence.

The NSVRC established each April as
“Sexual Assault Awareness Month”
(SAAM). 2002 activities will include the
development of a  five-year interactive
SAAM Campaign; the promotion of the
teal ribbon as the color and symbol of
sexual assault awareness; and a nation-
wide contest to select an effective anti-
sexual violence theme, phrase or slogan
to used for the duration of the multi-year
campaign. Details for the contest can be
found on the NSVRC website.

In the spirit of focusing attention and
raising awareness about the issue of
sexual assault, the NSVRC website sum-
marizes and posts research findings and
statistics centering on sexual violence
issues. The following are examples:
• According to a study conducted by

the National Victim Center, 1.3 women
(age 18 and over) in the US are forc-

ibly raped each minute. That trans-
lates to 78 per hour, 1,871 per day or
683,000 per year.

• Thirty percent of teenage girls know
another teen who has been physi-
cally abused by a boyfriend or girl-
friend, according to Social Control,
Verbal Abuse, and Violence Among
Teenagers, a  survey on teen dating
violence.

• Nearly 3 percent of college women
(one in 36) are victims of rape or at-
tempted rape in an academic year, ac-
cording to a study funded by the
 National Institute of Justice. Sexual
Victimization of College Women
finds that, while the violence is
prevalent, few woman come forward
to report the incidents. Fewer than 5
percent of sexual assaults or at-
tempted sexual assault on college
campuses are reported to the police.
Nearly half of sexual assault victims
do not come forward because they
do not want “other people” or their
family to find out what happened to
them. In approximately two-thirds of
incidents of sexual assault, the vic-
tim does tell someone— typically a
friend—about the assault.

Visit www.nsvrc.org for more infor-
mation or to participate in the devel-
opment of the five-year interactive
Sexual Assault Awareness campaign.

Schools have identified nine exemplary
and thirty-three promising programs.
The Expert Panel initiative is a way of
enhancing programs aimed at develop-
ing the health and well being of our
nation’s young people by making
schools and communities aware of pro-
grams that have proven their effective-
ness when judged against rigorous cri-
teria.

The identified programs are currently
listed on the Safe and Drug-Free School
Program website. The Department of
Education plans to disseminate informa-
tion about the programs and encourage
their use in other locations.

A publication which features the 42
programs identified as either promising
or exemplary by the U.S. Department of
Education’s Safe, Disciplined and Drug-
Free Schools Expert Panel will be pub-
lished soon.

Visit http://www.ed.gov/offices/
OESE/SDFS/programs.html for a listing
of identified programs and for further
information.

The Virginia Effective Practices
Project (VEPP) is a collaborative initia-
tive of Virginia’s Department of Educa-
tion Office of Compensatory Programs,
the Governor’s Office for Substance

Abuse Prevention (GOSAP), and James
Madison University. VEPP was estab-
lished in 1998 to support effective prac-
tices in Safe and Drug-Free Schools and
Communities Act programs. In 2000,
VEPP expanded its services and devel-
oped a partnership with GOSAP to as-
sist all prevention professionals in gain-
ing up-to-date knowledge and skills
needed to develop and implement sci-
entifically sound  prevention programs.
The VEPP website, www.jmu.edu/cisat/
vepp/index.html, offers the latest infor-
mation on effective practices, valuable
resources, and links to other useful
websites.
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The latest idea in America’s ongoing
debate on education reform has been a
simple one: When it comes to schools,
small is beautiful. A group of influential
reformers say the U.S. trend toward
larger and larger school buildings is
creating schools that are difficult to
manage and where students feel
alienated and anonymous. These
advocates call for high schools of
around 500 pupils, saying teenagers
thrive in more personal settings. The
kind of comfortable, informal communi-
cation that takes place readily in a small
institution is simply not feasible, these
advocates say, in a larger, more harried
one.

In a recent study, Sizing Things Up,
Public Agenda examines the attitudes
of teachers, parents and students on
whether size matters in education. This
is considered by Public Agenda to be
the most detailed public opinion study
ever to focus on the question of school
size. It is important to point out that
Sizing Things Up is not a report on the
model small high schools that have
been developed in recent years.
Instead, the study looks at the views of
randomly selected respondents from
small, medium and large high schools
of all types in all parts of the country.
In this study, most of the people in
small high schools come from rural
areas, and most in large high schools
come from either cities or suburbs.

Parents rate their own schools
On all but a handful of measures,
parents of students in small high
schools give their schools better marks
than parents of students in large high
schools. Small-school parents are
considerably happier with their schools
on social issues such as civility,
student alienation, and parent-teacher
engagement. They also are more likely
to speak positively of their schools
when it comes to academic preparation
and achievement. Parents whose
children were in large schools were
more likely to report that students
were alienated, bullied, and likely to

dropout. Both parents and teachers
give large schools an edge, however, in
having a diverse student body — a
significant issue for many of those
surveyed.

Teachers rate their own schools
Teachers in large high schools tend to
give their schools lower ratings in key
areas, including maintaining high
academic standards, providing help for
struggling students, and letting too
many fall through the cracks. As with
parents, the most dramatic differences
revolve around overcrowding — in
classes, in the hallways and in the
school building. Still, on many issues
there appear to be few or no differ-
ences between the experiences of large
and small high school teachers.

Students rate their own schools
Unlike parents and teachers, students
in large and small high schools report
very similar situations in their schools.
On the whole, their perspective is
upbeat, but teens in both types of
schools also report fairly lackluster
academic progress. Teens in large high
schools have more complaints about
overcrowding in hallways and class-
rooms.

Pervasive disrespect in schools
According to parents, teachers and
students, American high schools
continue to be plagued by some
unsettling social and discipline
problems, regardless of their size.
Teachers and students especially
report problems with violence, drugs
and alcohol, cheating, bullying and a
general lack of respectfulness among
the student body.

A dispirited teaching corps
High school teachers, regardless of the
size of their school, see significant
need for improvement in a number of
academic areas, and they are far more
critical than parents or students.
Relatively few claim that student
learning is where it should be or that

struggling students get the help they
need. Equally troubling, morale is low
among high school teachers across the
board.

Responding to a movement
Regardless of whether they are in large
or small high schools, parents, teachers
and students believe that small schools
have numerous advantages over large
— from school atmosphere, to indi-
vidualized attention and help for
students, to small class size. While
respondents believe that large high
schools have many drawbacks, they
also expect that larger schools are
better when it comes to course offer-
ings and diversity in the student body.

How communities may respond
Large numbers of teachers and parents
say they themselves would support
proposals to break up large high
schools in their own communities, but
such initiatives are hardly likely to
escape controversy. For many parents
and teachers, other kinds of reforms
seem more pressing, and these may
compete for public attention and
support. Teachers especially anticipate
that proposals to break up high
schools would generate broad commu-
nity opposition.

Class size or school size?
For teachers, reducing the size of their
classes is a much higher priority than
reducing the size of their schools. For
both teachers and parents, class size is
the more visible issue, and — at least
right now — it is the issue that is more
likely to prompt grass-roots concern.

Public Agenda’s research for Sizing
Things Up was funded by the Bill &
Melinda Gates Foundation, which
supports smaller high schools. Public
Agenda takes no position on the issue
of smaller high schools and was given
a free hand by the Gates Foundation to
conduct the research. For more
information or to view the complete
report,  visit www.publicagenda.org.

Sizing Things Up:  What People Think about Large and Small High Schools
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The spring semester has been marred in
recent years by tragic shootings in sev-
eral of our nation’s public schools.
Communities that immediately come to
mind are Jonesboro, AR; Springfield,
OR; Littleton, CO; Lake Worth, FL; and
Santee and El Cajon, CA.  School per-
sonnel have questioned why so many
tragedies have occurred during this par-
ticular time of the school year.

A set of constant factors and pres-
sures on students have historically re-
sulted in increased threats of violence
and behavior problems each spring.
They include:
• Frustrations from the long school

year;
• Anticipation/transition issues for

summer vacation and changing rela-
tionships with graduation or move to
a new school;

• Failing grades and recognition of the
reality of repeating the same grade;

• Pressure of semester exams;
• Awareness of anniversary dates of

highly publicized school shootings
that occurred in the spring; anniver-
saries of Hitler’s birthday, Oklahoma
City bombing, the Branch Davidian
fire in Waco; and

• High stakes testing assessment,
mandatory retention, and possible
denial of a high school diploma.

As a result of the 9/11 attack against
our nation, students will face added
stresses during this spring semester:
• Continuing war on terrorism;
• Increasing racial and religious ten-

sions especially directed toward
Arab-Americans and members of the
Islamic faith;

• Hundreds of thousands of U.S. mili-
tary personnel with immediate and
extended families who have been af-
fected by troop deployment;

• Thousands of residents of New York
and Washington D.C. who were ex-
posed to the traumatic aftermath of
violence;

• Thousands of Americans who lost
loved ones, friends or acquaintances
on 9/11; and

Springtime,  Post-September 11:  Increased Threat for School Violence

• Financial recession in our country.

Positive national responses in the af-
termath of 9/11 include increased patrio-
tism and strong support of our military
and national leaders.  Many students
and families have spent more time to-
gether and have experienced family re-
newal.  Americans of all ages, especially

students, have participated in a variety
of positive projects and donations in
support of those directly affected by
9/11.  Another positive development
has been increased awareness of the
importance of mental health services
and especially the importance of stress
management.

There are lessons to be learned from
past tragedies such as Hurricane An-
drew and the Oklahoma City bombing.
Research findings indicate that during
the period from six to 18 months follow-
ing each tragedy, an increased fre-
quency of mental health and family dif-
ficulties surfaced in those who were
affected by the traumas. Following
these and other tragedies, there were a
number of suicides by both adults and
children.

It is important that school adminis-
trators not underestimate either the ini-
tial or long-term impact of a crisis on
students as well as staff members.
Traumatized adolescents in particular
have shown increased reckless behav-
ior, substance abuse, depression, and
suicidal behavior.  Following a tragedy,
children of all ages are fearful of the fu-
ture, regress behaviorally and/or aca-
demically, and often experience sleeping
difficulties.  Student behaviors and
school safety concerns that may sur-
face this spring are:
• Increased bullying;
• Lack of tolerance of diversity;
• Increased threats of violence;

• Increased misbehavior;
• Increased self-mutilation;
• Increased suicidal behavior; and
• Increased bomb threats.

Any student who is experiencing
fears is a student who is not learning.
To maximize student achievement and
success this spring, it is imperative that

schools provide an environment where
students feel they are safe.

From studying previous school trag-
edies, we have learned some important
information. For example, the recent
U.S. Secret Service report on targeted
school violence found that:
• There is no definite profile of previ-

ous student shooters, as they varied
in race, ethnicity, family background,
and level of school success.

• Almost all of the perpetrators told
someone about their plans to commit
an act of violence.

• Revenge was the primary motive.
• Two-thirds of the perpetrators were

suicidal and were the victims of bul-
lying.

As an ongoing effort toward devel-
oping and maintaining safer and more
inviting schools, key recommendations
for school administrators are:
• Develop threat assessment proce-

dures.
• Create safety task forces that include

students.
• Build positive faculty and student

relationships with the goal for stu-
dents to perceive adults as trustwor-
thy and caring.

• Develop policies and programs to re-
duce bullying.

• Personalize large schools, helping
students to develop a sense of be-
longing.

• Provide classroom discussions on

“A set of constant factors and pressures on students
have historically resulted in increased threats of
violence and behavior problems each spring.”
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safety and tolerance.
• Develop and/or clarify procedures to

prevent youth suicide.
• Model acceptance of diversity,

where school and community leaders
of different races and religions col-
laborate and unite.

While each of us would all like to
conclude that the war on terrorism is al-
most over, that is clearly not the case,
and our military is still engaged in large-
scale assaults.  This being the case,
school administrators must pay careful
attention to the climate in their schools
this spring.  Increased visibility of
school personnel in hallways, lunch-
rooms, during changing periods and be-
fore and after school is recommended.
In addition, school newspapers and
other student publications should be
reviewed carefully for prejudicial or
critical comments about our nation’s
citizens and leaders.

School safety is an inside job that re-
quires a commitment first from the stu-
dent body and then from the faculty,
parents, and community. Two practical
examples to get that commitment from
students are:
• Conduct leadership meetings where

the principal or superintendent
meets with a variety of student lead-
ers to discuss key issues.

• Have all students and their parents

sign a safety contract that includes a
commitment to manage anger, be tol-
erant of others, reduce bullying, and
report threats of violence to adults at
school.

Many parents have been especially
fearful and concerned about school
safety this year.  Parents should be in-
cluded in safety planning activities and
should be given clear comprehensive
information should safety concerns
arise.

No one wants to make a prediction
about future tragedy, but this is cer-
tainly a time for adults to increase su-
pervision of children and students and
to have many meaningful dialogues.
Mental health services and wellness
programs in our schools have never
been more important than during this
school year.  It is important that school
administrators review these important
issues and their crisis plans with their
staff and coordinate closely with school
and local police.  It is my fervent hope
that every school in America will have a
safe conclusion of the 2001-2002 aca-
demic year.

Dr. Scott Poland is the past presi-
dent of the National Association of
School Psychologists, an author of
four books on school crisis, and a fre-
quent national crisis responder. Con-
tact him at PolandNASP@aol.com .

School Safety Leadership Training
May 15-16, 2002

Westlake Village, CA
Call 805/373-9977 or
visit www.nssc1.org

Training Topics:
✔  A National Perspective
✔   Safe School Planning

✔  School Safety and the Law
✔  School/Law Enforcement Partnerships

✔  Threat Assessment
✔  Crisis Prevention & Response

✔  Youth Culture and Diversity


