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School crime and violence is an issue often discussed,
yet rarely fully understood. Existing research, which
indicates that incidents of school crime have been
increasing somewhat since the early 1980s, is affected
by problems inherent in the reporting method chosen,
definitional discrepancies, and the lack of comparable
measures. That research—along with a great deal of
rhetoric and images from the popular media—has long
guided policies for addressing school crime.

However, current research is studying school crime
issues more effectively and accurately. One such re-
search project, sponsored by the National Institute

of Justice (NIJ), centered its efforts on student-level
problem solving. The School Safety Program was
incorporated into a social studies class curriculum in
one high school in Charlotte, North Carolina, during the
199495 school year. A second high school in the city
with similar characteristics, including demographics,
academic performance, discipline rates, and teacher
experience, was selected as a control.

According to student surveys, fear levels and crime
incidents decreased at the test school over the project
year while remaining steady or increasing slightly at the
control school. Classroom conditions at the test school
improved as well; by the end of the year, the number of
teachers reporting that they spent a majority of their time
dealing with disruptive students was half that at the start
of the project year.

The School Safety Program

Designed to bring together students, teachers, adminis-
trators, and the police to focus on and identify the
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school’s problems and to develop effective responses,
the School Safety Program had three major compo-
nents: regular meetings among faculty, administrators,
and the police; problem-solving classes for the students;
and regular reviews by the police and teachers to
identify problem students. At the project’s center was
the problem-solving curriculum developed by teachers
and research staff and integrated into a social studies
course required of all 11th-grade students.

The curriculum was based on the SARA (scanning,
analysis, response, and assessment) problem-solving
model and was designed to be student driven, with
teachers serving mainly as mentors and facilitators.
Students identified and prioritized problems through
open class discussions, then analyzed the problems
using a variety of information-gathering methods. Next,
they formulated responses and brainstormed solutions
using the information previously collected. Finally, the
students evaluated their action plans.

Researchers began collecting data at the end of the
school year preceding the project year, when the stu-
dents involved in the project were completing the 10th
grade. The second and third waves of data collection
occurred just before the Christmas break and the end of
the school year. Data collected included information from
student and teacher surveys, school disciplinary records,
and police reports on crime and calls for service.

A practical example

As students looked at school problems, fighting and
disorder in the lunchroom was the issue mentioned
most frequently. Analyzing the situation, the students
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determined that the root of the problem was that nearly
the entire school population—between 1,000 and 1,500
students—was released for lunch at the same time. The
lunchroom had only two serving lines, and the meals
were typically split between salad and some other
entree, such as pizza or hamburgers. Since more
students preferred the second item over salad, students
arriving late would often cut into the long lines, causing
fights to break out.

The students proposed several solutions, such as
establishing an open campus policy (an option rejected
by the administration) or inviting other food vendors
onto the campus (which would have violated the school
board’s exclusive contract with the lunch vendor). As a
third option, students met with lunchroom workers, who
agreed to open additional serving lines and decrease
the ratio of salads to other entrees served. The plan was
successful, and most of the lunchroom fighting stopped.

Project impact: A reduction in fear

Researchers found that as the school year progressed,
levels of fear reported by students dropped significantly.
At the beginning of the project, just over half of the
students reported that they were almost never afraid of
being hurt or bothered at school. By the second wave of
data collection, nearly 70 percent said they were almost
never afraid; by the end of the project year, the number
was nearly 75 percent. At the control school, 70 percent
of students reported at the beginning of the project year
that they were almost never afraid—a rate that remained
unchanged throughout the year.

Additionally, actual incidents of violence appeared to
decline at the test school. At the start of the project, 1 in 5
students reported being involved in a fight during the
current school term; at the end of the project year, 1 in 10
did. Over the same period, the number of students who
reported seeing a teacher threatened declined by about
one-third (51 percent to 34 percent). At the control school,
student fighting increased from 16 percent reporting
having been involved in a fight at the beginning of the
project year to 18 percent at the project’s end. Similarly,
the number of students reporting having witnessed a
teacher being threatened by a student increased from

53 percent to 58 percent at the control school.

Police calls for service also declined at the test school.
At the project’s start, the number of calls for service was
about equal between the project school and the control
school. During the project year, incidents at the control
school increased slightly, while the project school experi-
enced a 50-percent reduction, mainly in assault-related
behaviors. In addition, disciplinary actions at the project
school dropped by 23 percent. (Comparable disciplinary
data were not available for the control school.)

The study found positive, though limited, effects among
faculty members: Teachers reported substantial declines
in incidents of vandalism; theft; and obscene threats,
gestures, and comments. However, the project did not
appear to affect teachers’ feelings of safety in their
classrooms. Eight percent reported that they did not feel
safe in their own classrooms at the beginning of the
project year; 4 percent felt so at the end of the year. At
the control school, teachers reporting feeling unsafe in
their own classrooms increased from 9 percent to 11
percent during the same time period. In neither the test
school nor the control school, however, were the differ-
ences statistically significant.

Even so, the project appeared to have some positive
effects on classroom conditions. At the start of the
project year, 22 percent of teachers reported that they
spent at least half of their time dealing with disruptive
students. By the end of the project, only 11 percent said
they spent that much time with disruptive students. In
addition, 45 percent of teachers reported at the project’s
start that they hesitated at times before approaching
disruptive students; this figure decreased to 28 percent
by the project’'s end. Meanwhile, at the control school,
no significant change was observed in the time spent
dealing with disruptive students, while the proportion

of teachers who reported hesitating to confront such
students increased from 25 percent to 38 percent during
the project year.

Conclusions

Researchers reached the following conclusions about
the School Safety Program:

. Student empowerment and total freedom are not the
same. A problem-solving approach to school issues
demonstrates that those who have the most to gain—
students—should be full partners in identifying, ex-
plaining, and developing responses to problems.

. The most significant problems in schools are not
necessarily issues popularly considered to be impor-
tant. Although gangs and drugs may receive the most
media attention, most of the conflicts discussed during
this project were related to everyday school interac-
tions. As studies have shown in other community
settings, little things do matter.

. Students are interested in a safer, more orderly school
environment. Teachers and project observers were
surprised by and consistently impressed with the level
of student involvement in the problem-solving efforts.

« The School Safety Program was implemented in a
receptive school environment. Researchers underscored
the need for replication—in different school settings, in
different areas of the country, under different circum-
stances, with different personnel, and so on—to deter-
mine the project’s potential for positive change.



This document is based on Dr. Dennis Kenney's presentation to an audience of researchers and criminal justice
practitioners as part of NIJ's Research in Progress seminar series. The study was sponsored by NIJ (grant number
93-1J-CX-0026). Dr. Kenney is Research Director at the Police Executive Research Forum. A 60-minute VHS
videotape of the seminar, Crime in the Schools: A Problem-Solving Approach, is available for $19 ($24 in Canada
and other countries). Ask for NCJ 167882. Use the order form below to obtain this videotape and any of the other
tapes now available in the series.

Points of view in this document do not necessarily reflect the official position of the U.S. Department of Justice. FS 000224

Research in Progress Seminars on Videotape
Learn about the latest developments in criminal justice research from prominent criminal justice experts.

Each 60-minute tape presents a well-known scholar discussing his or her current studies and how
they relate to existing criminal justice research and includes the lecturer’s responses to audience questions.

In addition to Crime in the Schools: A Problem-Solving Approach, reported on in this Research Preview, the other tapes available

in VHS format are:

NCJ 152235—Alfred Blumstein, Ph.D., Professor,
Carnegie Mellon University: Youth Violence, Guns, and
Ilicit Drug Markets.

NCJ 152236—Peter W. Greenwood, Ph.D., Direc-
tor, Criminal Justice Research Program, The RAND
Corporation: Three Strikes, You're Out: Benefits and Costs
of California’s New Mandatory-Sentencing Law.

NCJ 152237—Christian Pfeiffer, Ph.D., Director,
Kriminologisches Forschungsinstitut Niedersachsen:
Sentencing Policy and Crime Rates in Reunified Germany.

NCJ 152238—Arthur L. Kellermann, M.D., M.P.H.,
Director, Center for Injury Control, and Associate Pro-
fessor, Emory University: Understanding and Preventing
Violence: A Public Health Perspective.

NCJ 152692—James Inciardi, Ph.D., Director, Drug
and Alcohol Center, University of Delaware: A Correc-
tions-Based Continuum of Effective Drug Abuse Treatment.

NCJ 153271—Marvin Wolfgang, Ph.D., Director,
Legal Studies and Cri[ninoIO(h;y, University of Penn-
sylvania: Crime in a Birth Cohort: A Replication in the
People’s Republic of China.

NCJ 153730—Lawrence W. Sherman, Ph.D., Pro-
fessor, University of Maryland: Reducing Gun Violence:
Community Policing Against Gun Crime.

NCJ 153272—Cathy Spatz Widom, Ph.D., Profes-
sor, State University of New York—Albany: The Cycle
of Violence Revisited Six Years Later.

NCJ 153273—Wesley Skogan, Ph.D., Professor,
Northwestern University: Community Policing in Chi-
cago: Fact or Fiction?

NCJ 153850—Scott H. Decker, Ph.D., Professor,
University of Missouri—St. Louis, and Susan Pennell,
San Die?o Association of Governments: Monitoring
the Hlegal Firearms Market.

Additional tapes are listed on the back

To order any of these tapes, please complete and return this form with your payment ($19, U.S.; $24, Canada and
other countries) to National Criminal Justice Reference Service, P.O. Box 6000, Rockville, MD 20849-6000.
Call 800-851-3420, or e-mail askncjrs@ncjrs.org if you have any questions.

Please send me the following tapes:

Qty. Presenter Name and NCJ Number Subtotal
Total

Name

Address

City State ZIP Daytime phone ( )

____Payment enclosed (U.S. dollars) __ Deduct this item from my NCJRS Deposit Account, account no.

Chargemy: _ MasterCard ___ VISA Account no.

Exp. Date Signature




NCJ 159740—Kim English, Research Director, Colo-
rado Division of Criminal Justice: Managing Adult Sex
Offenders in Community Settings: A Containment Approach.

NCJ 160765—Michael Tonry, Ph.D., Professor, Uni-
versity of Minnesota: Ethnicity, Crime, and Immigration.

NCJ 160766—David M. Kennedy, Ph.D., Professor,
Harvard University: Juvenile Gun Violence and Gun Mar-
Kets in Boston.

NCJ 161259—Robert Crutchfield, Ph.D., Professor,
gmversny of Washington: Labor Markets, Employment, and
rime.

NCJ 161836—Geoff Alpert, Ph.D., Professor, Univer-
sity of South Carolina: Police in Pursuit: Policy and Prac-
tice.

NCJ 163056—Dan Brookoff, M.D., Ph.D., Associate
Director, Medical Education, Memphis Methodist Hos-
pital: Drug Use and Domestic Violence.

NCJ 163057—Marcia Chaiken, Ph.D., Research Direc-
tor of LINC, Alexandria, VA: Youth Afterschool Programs
and the Role of Law Enforcement.

NCJ 163058—Eric Wish, Ph.D., Director, Center for
Substance Abuse Research, University of Maryland: De-
pendence and Drug Treatment Needs Among Adult Arrestees.

NCJ 163059—Jeffrey Fagan, Ph.D., Professor, Colum-
bia University: Adolescent Violence: A View From the Street.

NCJ 163921—Patricia Tjaden, Ph.D., Senior Re-
searcher, Center for Policy Research: The Crime of Stalk-
ing: How Big Is the Problem?

NCJ 164262—Andrew Golub, Ph.D., Principal Re-

search Associate, National Development and Research

!:r]s_tltutes, Inc.: Crack’s Decline: Some Surprises Across U.S.
ities.

NCJ 164725—Ronald Huff, Ph.D., Professor, Ohio
State University: Criminal Behavior of Gang Members and
At-Risk Youths.

NCJ 164726—James Austin, Ph.D., Executive Vice-
President: National Council on Crime & Delinquency:
Sentencing Guidelines: A State Perspective.

NCJ 165585—Garen Wintemute, M.D., Director, Vio-
lence Prevention Research Program, University of Cali-
fornia—Davis: Predicting Criminal Behavior Among Authorized
Purchasers of Handguns.

NCJ 167027—Lorraine Green Mazerolle, Ph.D.,
Director, Center for Criminal Justice Research, Univer-
sity of Cincinnati: Using Gunshot Detection Technology in
High-Crime Areas.

NCJ 167028—Stephen Mastrofski, Ph.D.; Roger B.
Parks, Ph.D.; Albert J. Reiss, Jr., Ph.D.; Robert E.
Worden, Ph.D.: Community Policing in Action: Lessons From
an Observational Study.

NCJ 168626—Pamela Lattimore, Ph.D.; Kevin Jack
Riley, Ph.D., National Institute of Justice: Homicide in
Eight Cities: Trends, Contexts, and Responses.

NCJ 169597—Adele Harrell, Ph.D., The Urban Insti-
tute: Drug Courts and the Role of Graduated Sanctions.

NCJ 170033—David Altschuler, Ph.D., Johns Hopkins
University: Reintegrating Juvenile Offenders Into the Com-
munity: OJJDP’s Intensive Community-Based Aftercare Dem-
onstration Program.

NCJ 170603—Felton Earls, M.D., Harvard School of
Public Health: Linking Community Factors and Individual
Development: Progress in the Project on Human Development in
Chicago Neighborhoods.

NCJ 171156—Todd Clear, Ph.D., and Dina Rose,

Ph.D., Florida State University: When Neighbors Go to Jail:

ICmpac'i on Attitudes About Formal and Informal Social
ontrol.

NCJ 171126—Jeffrey Roth, Ph.D., The Urban Insti-
tute: The Detroit Handgun Intervention Program: A Court-
Based Program for Youthful Handgun Offenders.

U.S. Department of Justice
Office of Justice Programs
National Institute of Justice

Washington, DC 20531

Official Business
Penalty for Private Use $300

BULK RATE
U.S. POSTAGE PAID
DOJ/NIJ
Permit No. G-91




