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Preface

It seems as though the United States is in constant recovery from an incident of school violence. In just one week in mid-October 2013, two teachers were killed. On October 23, 2013, an 11-year-old brought a handgun, 400 rounds of ammunition, and multiple kitchen knives to his middle school in Vancouver, Washington. On Monday, October 21, a 12-year-old middle school student in Sparks, Nevada, shot and killed a student and teacher, then injured another student before killing himself. That same day, a student shot at peers with an AR-15, injuring three at a Chico, California, elementary school, and in Danvers, Massachusetts, a 14-year-old was charged with the death of his teacher. He allegedly used a box cutter to murder 24-year-old math teacher Colleen Ritzer. Certainly one could ask, when will we learn?

That young people will bully and harass their peers and teachers, bring weapons to school, engage in dangerous hazing, and abuse their dating partners is nothing new. And although data do not necessarily indicate that the problem is worse now than in previous decades, the availability of more deadly weapons, the use of new technologies to harass and bully at all hours, and the influences of violent media telling youth that this is normal behavior are certainly different today. Because of the nonstop stream of visual, radio, and Internet sources telling us about these horrific incidents, it is not surprising that the majority of the U.S. public believes school violence to be a significant problem warranting dramatic interventions. Indeed, it is, although great care must be taken to ensure that the information on which we base those interventions is accurate.

Schools should be a place in which all children are safe to learn and grow. They are not always that, and thus it is vital that communities continue to examine the scope and extent of school violence, who is most likely to perpetrate and be victimized by it, the forms violence takes, and why it happens. At the same time, it is essential to get beyond stereotypes and misconceptions that suggest only certain groups are responsible for and victims of school violence. For example, we are far more likely to consider today the violence faced daily in schools by uniquely marginalized groups, including lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) youth, racial and ethnic minorities, and students with disabilities, and to see that sometimes it is the teacher or administrator who is the perpetrator. Rejecting stereotypical portrayals of boys pushing around other boys for their lunch money, we know that girls too act as bullies and may do so through spreading rumors and gossip and on social media as well as through “traditional” physical means. Educators today recognize that sexual harassment, dating violence, hazing, and cyberbullying are frequent forms of violence experienced by youth in schools. This understanding helps us assist victims and informs our prevention practices.

Perhaps most importantly, it is crucial that we engage in critical reflection and thoughtful dialogue about how we respond to each of these various forms of school violence. Too often, our fear for the safety of our children results in poorly conceptualized and ineffective policies and practices that in many cases do as much harm as good. I taught at the high school level during the spate of school shootings in the 1970s, including the April 1999 Columbine massacre. I remember the horror we all felt when we heard and later saw what was happening at that school, as it was the first such incident to receive immediate and nonstop television coverage. As dismaying as it was to see youth gone so far astray, I was also dismayed, as were many of my peers, at the way that many schools responded. Rather than offering troubled youth additional support and seeking to create more positive and welcoming school environments, many districts, often at the behest of worried parents, responded with punitive measures that made schools look like, and to some students feel like, little more than prisons.

As a professor of sociology and criminology, I believe I have pulled together some of the best and most current data from my field and from others to help readers understand the nature and dynamics of, as well as explanations for, school violence in the United States. Although the focus is indeed domestic, several international incidents are discussed because they too have impacted the landscape and dialogue about the issue. I have also drawn on my own observations as a high school teacher, a position I held for six years prior to entering academia. And, of course, this book is also informed by my role as a parent and volunteer at my daughter’s elementary school. As such, the book includes information about school violence in the elementary, middle, and high school levels. More than just an examination of high-profile shootings or school-based bullying, the book also addresses less discussed but no less important forms of violence. In addition to up-to-date information about the scope and extent of various forms of school violence, the book also includes a timeline of significant events, primary source documents, and a list of recommended books, journal articles, websites, and films. Also included is an examination of the major theories in criminology that can be used to explain various forms of school violence and, subsequently, lead to more effective responses. Further, detailed profiles of some of the nation’s worst instances of school violence are included, as are profiles of inspirational scholars and activists who are helping create more peaceful schools. Also included are profiles of important organizations doing work to keep students safe. Additionally, the book offers brief overviews of some of the more common responses and prevention initiatives, including zero tolerance laws, installation of metal detectors, dress codes, peer mediation programs, and more. Pros and cons of each, as evidenced in scholarly research, are presented so that readers can assess which initiatives are most effective. Finally, I am pleased to be able to include personal reflections from students, educators, and activists who are making a difference in schools and communities every day. It is my hope that readers will find this an easy-to-use and well-researched tool but also one that inspires more informed and inspired debate about how best to keep children and youth safe in schools and, even more, how to ensure that they are treated with the fundamental human rights of respect and dignity.
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Teenager Brenda Spencer leaves court in Santa Ana, California, on October 1, 1979 after she pleaded guilty to two counts of murder in the sniper attack on a San Diego school that left two men dead and eight children wounded.

(AP Photo)

While school violence has likely existed as long as have schools, it is relatively recently that adults began to pay attention to the issue. As more children have attended school, something that was far from given in centuries past, so too have there been more reported incidents of harassment, bullying, and assault by peers as well as by educators themselves. This chapter begins with an overview of the types of school violence. It next offers an assessment of the scope and extent of school violence as measured by a number of research tools. In addition, the chapter provides a brief historical overview of significant incidents of school violence, followed by a review of laws and court decisions relevant to the issue.

In order to craft effective prevention programs and responses to school violence, it is imperative that educators, lawmakers, and parents have a realistic understanding of the problem. One of the most challenging aspects of understanding school violence is obtaining accurate data about its scope, the context in which it occurs, and characteristics of perpetrators and victims. While these are seemingly straightforward concepts, they are often complex to measure. One challenge lies in what, precisely, constitutes school violence. Although it is clear that acts of overt physical violence, such as punches and assaults with weapons, should be considered school violence when they occur on school grounds, often violence occurs in more subtle ways. Violence can also be nonphysical, as in the violence that occurs through racial or sexual harassment. Additionally, most studies, and typical measurement tools, assess violence perpetrated in schools by and against young people. A growing body of literature, however, shows that educators and administrators also perpetrate violence, both against their peers and against students. Another area of research involves what is commonly called systemic violence. Systemic violence involves more than actions; rather, it includes structural arrangements and methods that result in harm. For instance, disciplinary policies that result in students being paddled (corporal punishment) have been considered by some to be examples of systemic violence.

Another challenge lies in precisely how we define what constitutes “school.” While incidents occurring during the school day on school grounds can be easily classified as school violence, what about acts of cyberbullying between classmates? In many cases, both the perpetrator and the victim are not on school grounds, but the bullying is related to school activities or relationships. Legally, schools are liable for any violence that results in an unsafe or ineffective school climate.

Types of School Violence

Most research shows that the most common type of school violence is bullying. While there are many definitions of bullying, most agree that it involves one or more persons trying to obtain power over another through the use of a variety of verbal, social, and physical techniques. Verbal bullying involves harassing, degrading, or threatening remarks. Social bullying occurs when bullies attempt to use peer pressure, rumors, and gossip to demean and degrade victims. Physical bullying includes all types of unwanted physical contact, from pushing to slapping to punching and more. Some forms of bullying can also be categorized as assault, assault and battery, hazing, dating violence, and sexual assault. According to the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services stopbullying.gov website, between one-quarter and one-third of U.S. students report being bullied. The youth-focused organization Do Something features bullying statistics on its website, www.dosomething.org. These statistics show that some 3.2 million students are bullied each year, or an estimated one in seven K–12 students. Rates are highest for middle school youth, with an estimated 90 percent experiencing bullying. Some 56 percent of students actually witness bullying in schools, and each month, 282,000 students report being physically attacked by a bully or bullies while on school grounds.

Certain groups of youth are at greater risk for experiencing bullying in schools. Children and youth with disabilities are victims of school violence at higher rates than their peers. In the United States, children with disabilities—including children with autism, children in wheelchairs, and children with learning disorders—face routine violence in schools at higher rates than do other students. According to a national survey on school discipline conducted by Children and Adults with Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (CHADD), about 32 percent of kids with AD/HD are “egged on” by their peers















Measuring School Violence





	16.6 percent of students had carried a weapon (e.g., a gun, knife, or club) on at least one day during the 30 days before the survey.

	5.1 percent of students had carried a gun on at least one day during the 30 days before the survey.

	32.8 percent of students had been in a physical fight one or more times during the 12 months before the survey.

	During the 12 months before the survey, 3.9 percent of students had been in a physical fight one or more times in which they were injured and had to be treated by a doctor or nurse.

	During the 12 months before the survey, 9.4 percent of students had been hit, slapped, or physically hurt on purpose by their boyfriend or girlfriend (i.e., dating violence).

	8.0 percent of students had ever been physically forced to have sexual intercourse when they did not want to.

	5.9 percent of students had not gone to school on at least one day during the 30 days before the survey because they felt they would be unsafe at school or on their way to or from school.

	16.2 percent of students had been electronically bullied, including being bullied through e-mail, chat rooms, instant messaging, websites, or texting during the 12 months before the survey.

	20.1 percent of students had been bullied on school property during the 12 months before the survey.
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