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B BY MICHAEL FURLONG

A comprehensive assessment of school safety must bégin with an
appreciation of current national surveys. However, national studies are
not sufficiently informative to guide local school safety planning actions.

Evaluating schox

viclence trends

True or False?

» Violent crime in the United States has
increased dramatically during the past
20 years.

 Students increasingly say that they feel
unsafe at school.

Whenever we ask these two questions of
groups gathered to talk about school vio-
lence, a majority indicate that both of
these statemrent are true and are sur-
prised when information presented indi-
cates that the statements may be false.
Information trom the Bureau of Justice
Statistics shows that violent crime in the
United States has remained fairly stable
during the past 20 years.! Data recently
released for the National Educational
Longitudinal Study shows that between
1980 and 1990 there was a 12.2 percent
decrease in the number of students who
report feeling unsafe at school and 8.1
percent decrease in the proportion of
10th-graders nationwide saying that they
felt unsafe at school.”

Ongoing work with the California
Commission on Teacher Credentialing
Schoo! Violence Advisory Panel has con-
vinced panel members that it is best not

Michael Furlong, Ph.D., is an associate
professor in the Graduate School of
Education at the University of Califor-
nia, Santa Barbara and president-elect
of the California Association of School
Psychologists.

to presume that school violence is fully
understood. For example, in California,
members of the panel asked educators
and stuclents to indicate how big of a
problem violence was at their school
campus. Panel members were somewhat
surprised to learn that a sizable number
of students and staff felt that violence at
their school was a “moderate problem,”
while only 2 to 3 percent believed it to be
a “very big problem.” The individuals
most likely to indicate that school vio-
lence was a “big problem” were those
who personally volunteered to attend
school violence focus groups held by the
panel. (See Figure 1)

Increased public awareness

To better understand public sentiment
about school violence, five major news-
papers were surveyed for articles pub-
lished from 1982 to the present that fo-
cused on school violence. These news-
papers included the Los Angeles Times,
The New York Times, the Washington
Post, The Wall Street Journal and The
Christian Science Monitor.

A total of 349 articles printed during
this 10-year period dealt with school vio-
lence, and nearly half of those were pub-
lished in 1992 and 1993. Many articles
listed statistics, usuaily without a pri-
mary source, and anecdotes, usually of
sensational incidents, all designed to
substantiate the pervasiveness of the
school violence problem. This became a
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matter of concern to the panel because
media coverage may accurately portray
increased public awareness and concern
aboui school violence, but may not accu-
rately reflect what actually happens on
school campuses.

In addition, public opinion polls and
unscientific surveys seem to carry more
weight than carefully conducted surveys
that use randomly selected samples. This
further complicates the public’s under-
standing of what types of violence occur
and how frequently they occur inside
schools.

One recent example is a survey pub-
lished in August 1993, In this national
survey, more than 65,000 sixth- through
twelfth-grade students responded by fill-
ing out and mailing in a questionnaire
printed in USA Today. Thirty-seven per-
cent indicated that they “don’t feel safe
at school.” This information continues to
receive high notoriety and unfortunately
sways public opinion more than carefully
conducted studies, even though the sur-
vey was never intended to be considered
scientific.

Influenced by these observation, the
CTC School Violence Advisory Panel
concluded that it is impossible to con-
struct state or local policy about school
violence with information derived from
unscientific opinion polls, media stories,
or for that matter, even more carefully
conducted national surveys.

As part of its efforts, the panel com-
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piled information about existing school
safety and violence surveys and con-
structed survey instruments to gather in-
formation pertinent to its task: the devel-
opment of recommendations for training
educators to address school violence.
‘What follows first are descriptions of
some of the assessment tools available to
evaluate school safety and violence con-
ditions. Following these are recom-
mended procedures that will enable local
schools and communities to evaluate
their own school safety conditions and
needs.

Violent Schools — Safe Schools®
This National Institute of Education
study, the first large-scale investigation
of school crime and violence, was com-
pleted by the former Department of
Health, Education and Welfare as man-
dated by Congress (PL 93-380). The
study was a massive undertaking involv-
ing lengthy questionnaires administered
to 31,373 students and 23,895 teachers.
Respondents reported about their experi-
ences related to crime and violence vic-
timization on school campuses. Ques-
tions were also asked about school
climate in order to relate effective school
practice to crime and violence patterns.
The following surveys were included
in the NIE study and can be useful today
for local schools and communities as-
sessing their school crime and violence
problems.
 NIE incident reporting sheet. Princi-
pals were asked to record incidents of
school crime, violence and disruption for
one randomly selected month during the
school year. An incident report sheet was
used for each occurrence of:
+» offenses against property (trespass,
breaking and entering, theft without
force, bombing, arson, wiliful destruction
of property, setting a false alarm, and
threats to commit property offense);
* offenses against persons (robbery,
physical attack, fighting, group conflict/
fight, rape, murder, other offenses
against persons and threats to commit an
offense against person); and
+ other offenses (selling drugs, use or

Responses to the California Commission on Teacher Credentialing
School Violence Advisory Panel Survey:
How Big of a Problem is Violence on your School Campus(es)?
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possession of drugs, possession of
weapon, disruption of school activities,
any other offense).

* NIE principal questionnaire, Phase I.
This instrument requests information
about modifications to the physical plant,
discipline and security procedures taken
to increase school safety. Principal’s
opinions about essential school safety ac-
tions are solicited. This instrument pro-
vides a quick overview of safety-related
concerns in any school and can be used
to begin a districtwide school safety
planning process.

Drafted in the mid-1970s, some of the
response alternatives in this question-
naire are somewhat dated. For example,
personal computers were not available at
that time to assist the development of
site-specific databases to track safety
information.

* NIE principal questionnaire, Phase I1.
This instrument is an extension of the
Phase I survey. It requests descriptive in-
formation about the school and its neigh-
boring community. This, as other NIE
questionnaires, should be scrutinized for
dated items and response options. For
example, one item asks the principal to
indicate how often he or she paddled
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Figure 1

someone during a specific month, Given
current knowledge about the detrimental
effects of corporal punishment, such op-
tions should be edited.

* NIE teacher questionnaire. This is a
prevalence-type questionnaire that re-
quests information about teachers’ expe-
riences with robbery, theft, rape and
physical attack during the months of
September and May of the current school
year. Teachers also can provide detailed
information about the most recent inci-
dent that happened to them.

Questions are included about student
conduct, student characteristics and
teaching practices. Many of the questions
focus on instructional practices and as-
sess school effectiveness and climate is-
sues. With some modifications, this in-
strument can be used with all school
staff, not just teachers.

* NIE student questionnaire. This ques-
tionnaire asks students about their per-
sonal and family characteristics, percep-
tions of the school and class climate,
opinions-and reactions to safety-related
incidents, and moral reasoning. As with
the teacher survey, many of the questions
included in the student survey focus
broadly on school climate or culture and



school effectiveness associated with
safety- and violence-related concerns.

* NIE student interview. This instrument
requests information similar to the stu-
dent survey, but obtains it through face-
to-face interviews. Although there is ob-
vious concern about the validity of a
general interview process that requests
students to disclose personal victimiza-
tion experiences, a modification of this
protocol could be used.

By conducting student focus groups
that examine the incidence of violence
on a school campus, the quality and
depth of information about threatening
and unsafe incidents can be enhanced.

National Educational

Longitudinal Study*

NELS is a reliable survey of schools and
students throughout the United States.
The student survey instrument used in
this investigation includes a few ques-
tions that pertain to feelings and experi-
ences about safety on school campuses. It
provides an extremely useful source of
multi-year comparative information. The
instrument can also be used to assess
school climate or specific safety items
could be extracted and included in an-
other school violence safety instrument.

National Adolescent Student

Health Survey®

NASH was developed by a panel of youth

health experts for the Association Yor the

Advancement of Health Education. After

field testing, it was administered during

the 1987-88 school year to 3,789 stu-

dents attending 176 schools in 20 states.

The results were presented in 1989.
Included in this instrument are ques-

tions about the following violence-related

experiences:

e student perceptions of adult responses
to violent incidents;

» student perceptions of the conse-
quences of fighting;

» student strategies for avoiding fights;

* weapons possession;

* student victimization (physical threats,
robbery by force, physical attacks,
sexual assaults); and

e participation in violence prevention
programs.

Youth Risk Behavior Survey®

The Youth Risk Behavior Survey was
developed as part of the Youth Risk Sur-
veillance System of the Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention. Its purpose
is to assess the prevalence of youth risk
behaviors related to six categories associ-
ated with negative health outcomes:

* intentional or unintentional injury;

¢ alcohol and other drug use;

¢ sexual behavior;

* tobacco use;

e diet; and

* physical activity.

Data collected with this 84-item ques-
tionnaire is used to evaluate progress to-
ward the goals set forth in Healthy
Peaple 2000. Specific questions are in-
cluded about youth fights (as a precursor
of more violent outcomes), weapons pos-
session and past participation in violence
prevention programs. Students are asked
to indicate how frequently they have car-
ried a weapon in the previous 30 days,
either for self-protection or because of
the possibility of being in a fight. The
YRBS has recently been modified to in-
clude questions about violence and wea-
pon possession occurring specifically in-
side schools and within the community.

National Crime Victimization Survey:
School Crime Supplement®

This survey is part of an ongoing assess-
ment of crime victimization among a
random sample of households nation-
wide. A detailed questionnaire inquires
about the types of victimization each
household member age 12 or older expe-
rienced in the preceding six months. The
School Crime Supplement was included
in the 1989 survey to ask youth ages 12-
19 about any victimization that may have
occurred on the campus where they at-
tended school.

California School Safety
and Climate Survey®
The CSSCS is a revision of the student
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and teacher surveys included in School
Safety: A Planning Guide for Action,
which was developed by the California
Department of Education and the Office
of the State Attorney General. This 82-
item instrument includes a comprehen-
sive list of questions about personal char-
acteristics, school quality indicators,
physical safety, school organizational
structure and school culture, as well as a
checklist for the reporting of 19 different
kinds of incidents that may have oc-
curred during the previous 30 days.

This instrument has been used in doz-
ens of schools throughout California, Ha-
waii and Kentucky. Its purpose is to pro-
vide a broad range of school safety and
climate information in support of com-
prehensive school safety planning.

Trends and Issues 91°

The questionnaire used in this 1990
study was administered to approximately
2,700 students and 1,300 teachers in ur-
ban, suburbar and rural schools through-
out Illinois. This survey focuses on self-
reported incidents of school crime and
perceptions of safety in the school and
the local community. It gathers informa-
tion about assaults, weapons possession,
theft and other school crimes.

Gun-Related Violence Survey'

This extensive survey was developed by
researchers at Tulane University as part
of their efforts to better understand the
impact of violence on inner-city youth.
Youths answer questions about the fire-
arms-related violence to which they have
been exposed both in school and the
community. Students are asked about
gun possession, family and peer attitudes
about guns, and victimization by guns.
This is one of the better instruments that
focuses specifically on the impact of
children’s exposure to guns.

CTC Staff Training and Preparation
Survey Instruments!!

The California Commission of Teacher
Credentialing School Violence Advisory
Panel developed a series of surveys de-
signed to measure experiences and opin-
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ions about school violence from both stu-
dents and staff. A similar version re-
quests parents’ perceptions of the vio-
lence that occurs at their children’s
schools. Versions of the survey are
available for use with students, school
staff, parents, school board members,
university professors and recently hired
educators,

A Survey of Experience, Perceptions
and Apprehensions about Guns Among
Young People in America®®

This survey was administered to 2,508
randomly selected students attending
public and private schools throughout the
United States. Funded by the Joyce Foun-
dation for the Harvard Public Health De-
partment, the survey was conducted dur-
ing April and May, 1993. Students in
grades six through 12 were asked ques-
tions focusing on their perceptions of
school, family and community life. This
is one of the better opinion-style ques-
tionnaires and includes both parent and
student versions:.

A cautionary note is that surveys such
as this one often show that students ex-
press more concern about school violence
for youth in general than for themselves
personally. For example, 79 percent of
the youth surveyed thought that most
young people “are unsafe from violence
in the schools,” but only 14 percent felt
that concern about violence personally
affected their school work.

Conducting school safety assessments
The instruments listed above are among
the most widely used to assess school
safety and violence. They provide a good
starting point for creating a local or re-
gional school safety survey.

The following guidelines are presented
to assist in the process of developing a
local school safety survey.

* Conduct the assessment within a plan-
ning process. All evaluations should be
done in the context of a careful, local
school safety planning process. Data col-
lected without a purpose serves no useful
function; in fact, it may be misused.
California’s experience with mandated

65. Grabbed—

68. Hit Weapon-{

69. Medical Care—
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71. Property Stolen-

72. Robbed Force—
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76. Sexual Attack—
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school crime reporting from 1985-1989
attests to this. (See related article on
page 8.)

The Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention YRBS study of 1990, for ex-
ample, asked high school students how
often they carried a weapon in the previ-
ous 30 days. This survey was intended to
measure youth violence in general, but
since high school students were sur-
veyed, the results were widely misinter-
preted to reflect school behavior.

* Select relevant instruments and ques-
tions. The site-level school safety plan-
ning team should consider the types of
issues and concerns that are most press-
ing on its campus. The selection of as-
sessment instruments should be moti-
vated by the committee’s needs, not
merely by what is most immediately
available. If the planning team has rea-
son to believe that weapon possession is
a problem at school, then it will want to
consider using an instrument such as the
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Figure 2

National Adolescent Health Survey that
asks detailed questions about weapons
possession and weapons-related attitudes.

In contrast, other schools might iden-
tify pressing safety issues as students
driving too fast in parking lots, interra-
cial group conflict or bullying. These
schoois would be better served by assess-
ing the overall climate of the school, us-
ing instruments such as the California
School Climate and Safety Survey.

The experiences of California CTC
School Violence Panel have shown that
whenever possihle, questions about stu-
dent and staff experiences should be as
behaviorally specific as possible. It is
much better to ask if the individual has
been “hit on the head by a club” than if
he or she has been assaulted or in a fight.
In the surveys conducted by the panel, a
list of 19 descriptive incidents reflecting
a broad range of levels of violence were
used. (See Figure 2.) _

Finally, assessments of large districts,



regional consortia or statewide informa-
tion may call for the use of broad-based
surveys such as the Youth Risk Behavior
Survey.

* Ask about everyone’s experiences.
Site-level school safety planning teams
should consider asking for the views of
as many students, teachers and parents
as possible, It is important to keep in
mind that local safety assessments are
not driven by scientific issues, but by the
need for information to construct the
most viable safety plan. Asking for a va-
riety of opinions has the added benefits
of increasing the school community’s
awareness of safety issues, sending the
message that safety is a top priority.

*» Talk about the survey. The primary
purpose of conducting safety assessments
is not to obtain numbers to make graphs
and blindly interpret the results. For this
reason, safety surveys are most informa-
tive when they include procedures for
discussing student and staff reactions.
Classroom lessons, focus groups and
community meetings are methods of ob-
taining more personal views of “what is
behind the numbers.”

Discussion is particularly important
because it may be inappropriate to as-
sume that everyone interprets a question
in similar ways. For example, research
has shown that men and women do not
agree on all aspects of what constitutes
violence. Women are more likely than
men to consider the magnitude of the
harm that was incurred when deciding
whether an act is considered violent,

In contrast, men weigh the avoidability
of the act. In other words, if an act was
unavoidable (e.g., shooting in self-de-
fense), then it was not violent, It will
greatly enhance the safety planning pro-
cess if time is taken to discuss reactions
to assessment instruments, including the
definitions used in the document.

* Develop school/university safety part-
nerships. School districts may not have
the technical resources to process and
prepare safety assessment results in an
efficient manner. Districts are urged to
develop partnerships with universities to
assist in this process.

This is a particularly significant option
because colleges and universities are in-
volved in training future educators. Re-
cent California legislation mandates that
such institutions train teachers, adminis-
trators and support staff to more effec-
tively address school safety and violence.
Linkages with local universities serve as
a resource for site-level safety planning
teams and provide a meaningful context
for university training,

» Develop user-friendly reports. Reports
that are easily understood by nontechni-
cal individuals should be produced.
These will often include graphs to con-
vey information.

Proactive school safety assessments
Recent studies inform us about school
safety and violence issues and influence
public opinion and policy. The NIE study
of the late 1970s found that 20 percent of
the students reported being afraid at
school. Another study by researchers

at Texas A&M University found that 1.6
percent of students surveyed reported
that they bring a gun to school every-
day.” Figures such as these can motivate
the public, legislators and educators to
take action to improve school safety.

School safety, however, also must be
evaluated in the context of broader social
concerns and in light of local conditions
and issues. A recent CDC report, for ex-
ample, examined the responses of 1,399
New York City high school students.
More than one-fifth of these students
reported carrying a weapon anywhere
during the previous 30 days, but the inci-
dence of weapon carrying and gun pos-
session inside the school was lower.**

No harm should come to anyone in a
school. Nonetheless, crusader-like calls
for action to stop school violence must be
contextualized, as was done in the New
York City study. As much as we decry
the occurrence of violence on campuses,
the information that is available suggests
that schools continue to be protective set-
tings for youth, To the extent that stu-
dent self-reports are valid, weapons car-
rying, fights and threats are less likely to
occur on school campuses than in other

School Safety 27 Winter 1994

community settings.

A comprehensive assessment of school
safety must begin with an appreciation of
the many studies and surveys that moti-
vate us to action. However, they are not
sufficiently informative to guide the ac-
tions of school safety planning at the lo-
cal school site level, Each school must
assess its own unique safety conditions
prior to taking action. The instruments
and procedures described facilitate this
evaluation process. Information concern-
ing how to obtain copies of the surveys is
included in the endnotes.
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