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This research profiled the crisis intervention/school safety plan of a typical small

Midwestern school district. The staff included teachers, administrators, counselors,

school psychologist, and ancillary support personnel at all three buildings. The

instrument used was a 16-item questionnaire developed by the researcher specifically for

this study. Through the questionnaire, the information gathered reflected the subjects'

perception of the crisis intervention/ school safety measures the district was currently

using. The study was conducted during spring, 2000. Results of this research were given

to the district studied and recommendations for further development of the crisis

intervention/school safety plan were included.
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Chapter I

Introduction

Columbine. The word alone brings to mind images of destruction, violence, death
and sorrow and leaves us with more questions than answers. How could this have

happened? Could this have been prevented? Were there any warning signs? What can we
do in the future to help make sure this never happens again? In the wake of the

Columbine tragedy, where every detail has been so intensely publicized and scrutinized,

and from the numerous other events that did not receive such intense publicity, a chilling
pattern is developing in the nation's schools. This pattern is school violence.

For the purpose of this research, the term "violence" was best defined by the Safe
Schools Task Force as "a willful act of disrespect that causes harm to another. It can be
physical, mental, emotional, or sexual" (Corsi, 1996). Most schools eventually deal with
bomb threats, weapons in school, violence inflicted injuries, and threatening classmates.
Schools that have not been directly affected by threats or acts of violence have had to
combat an unseen force as well: the effects of fear. Children across the country are afraid
to go to school, afraid of what they might encounter, and afraid that they might not come
back home again. Children should be at school learning the "Three R's", not looking over
their shoulder for a way to escape their own murder. The problem is spreading as well.
From threats and fear, to planned out acts of mass murder, communities struggle with
questions of how to deal with these incidents and prevent them from happening in the
first place.

The bottom line is that school violence is happening and communities must find a
way to safeguard our schools; and, while we are each in charge of our own individual
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decisions, communities can reduce the chances of being victimized. By implementing a

safety plan that is carefully researched and actually used, even with simple crisis "drills",

we can help to promote our own sense of safety. In the process, we can strengthen our

schools and bring a renewed sense of confidence in children's' safety to our

communities. We hear all too often that kids today are too far removed from family

values and a sense of connectedness; this is our chance to prove naysayers wrong.

Although there is no legislation at this time to dictate the format and content of a

school crisis intervention plan, most schools have some kind of plan in place to deal with

some of these situations. As of April 1, 2000, Wisconsin schools are required by law to

have a plan in place (Wisconsin DPI, 2000). Other states are joining with efforts of their

own -- they recognize the need for a safety plan. Wisconsin was the only state recognized

for its ongoing commitment to safe, disciplined, drug-free schools (Wisconsin DPI,

2000). These plans are important, but with violent incidents on the rise, it seems that

these plans are perhaps less preventative and more reactionary. They may be lacking in

some respects and perhaps failing to fully deal with all incidents as they occur. As a

nation, we are bombarded with information and accounts of these types of violence and

tragedy, through these images we are forced to look at our own schools and communities

and evaluate the depth of our commitment to safety and our knowledge of the steps

already in place. It is our responsibility to be aware of the current environment of safety,

or the lack thereof, in our schools, while considering the perspectives of both students

and staff, and to be aware of the extent of the prevention, crisis intervention, and "post-

vention" aspects of the plan. This is an important step if such initiatives are to make a real

difference in the eyes of the school community.
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Crises in schools are everywhere and affect both children and staff of all ages. It

is important to the safety of all school-age children that steps are taken to ensure their

safety, and school staff must be aware of possible unsafe situations, be educated on the

policies regarding such situations, and how the school "team" must deal with them.

Without careful implementation, planning, and regular reviews of the plan, such a

program might be rendered useless. A thorough investigation of the needs of the school

community and greater community in the school district can provide a wealth of

knowledge and direction as to how a plan could get underway. A school community

needs to research and to identify the range of possible crises that could occur and develop

an action plan to be used before, during, and after an event. It is only with preparation

that schools can truly stay safe. Many schools already have policies for dealing with

unsafe situations, but policies can only go so far in terms of their effectiveness.

Furthermore, if staff are not continually retrained and educated on an ongoing and regular

basis if a crisis actually occurs, such policies might be rendered useless. It is of utmost

importance that a crisis team is in place as well as a well-thought-out school safety plan;

regardless of the recent trend in media coverage that makes it seem as though our

nation's schools are sadly lacking in terms of safety planning made obvious by the events

in Colorado and other states.

The research covering this diverse area is limited. However, there is a wealth of

opinions and a great deal can be learned from schools that have suffered both tragedy and

a lack of planning. There is much to be said for the school that planned and researched

and planned again, but has thus far never had to use the product of such an investment of

energy. The single impression at the outset of this research is that it is abundantly clear
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that schools that use a well-thought-out safety plan are also schools that have effective

communication within the school community and with the district community at large.

The importance of a working, well-researched safety plan cannot be stressed enough.

Along with the plan, community education involving police, fire, ambulance, religious

organizations, and other groups, including city leaders, parents and youth, must be

involved so that the entire community can be aware and ready to take action when

necessary. A review of literature shows that schools that have a well thought out safety

plan are more in tune with the needs of the school and community in regard to safety.

Studies have also shown that schools that lack in a safety plan have more incidences of

school violence and a general feeling of disconnectedness between students and school

and school and community. Therefore the research hypothesis for this study is that

schools with a well thought out safety plan not only are safer, but they retain a

connectedness with both school and community needs.

Statement of the Problem

This research profiles the school safety plan of a typical small, midwestern school

district. The profile explores the staffs perception of the crisis intervention/school safety

plan's components. It will also touch on the school's role in the prevention and

postvention of school crises at the teacher, counselor, and administrative levels. The

study also documents the techniques and skills already developed in both the teaching

and counseling curricula. Finally, the profile explores the crisis intervention team present

in the school district to the degree that a team has been established. The results of this

research will provide suggestions for possible improvement of the plan in the elementary

and secondary schools. Data will be collected through a questionnaire. From the
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questionnaire, those surveyed will identify areas that are both proficient and deficient in

the school safety plan currently in use. All research was conducted during the spring

semester, 2000.

This research will explore areas regarding perception of the school safety plan;

staff's perceptions of the plan's existence, positive aspects, deficits, and areas of

improvement. This research will also provide a basis for further development of the

districts safety plan and a resource for other districts as well.
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Chapter II

Review of Literature

There is a wealth of resources on the topic of school safety. Information on

everything from what researchers believe plays a role to what should be done about

safety in the nation's schools. This chapter will include information regarding the

development of safety plans, evaluation of safety plans, identification of school violence

triggers, and implementation of safety plans.

In a recent survey conducted by USA Today, six in ten teens who responded felt

that violence like that of Columbine could happen in their schools (Rhule, 2000). People

see a need to do "something" but it often appears as though lots of people with good

intentions find that the implementation of those intentions presents a problem. The

overarching goal is to educate children while maintaining safety and helping to encourage

better citizens in the process. However, the means by which we achieve such goals is like

standing at the base of a mountain with several various paths to the summit. Of course,

we will all get there via each path, but some will take longer than others and we may

need to work together to reach the peak.

Developing Safety Plans

We as a nation have failed miserably in achieving the seventh goal in the Goals

2000, which reads, "all schools in America will be free of drugs and violence and the

unauthorized presence of firearms and alcohol, and offer a disciplined environment that is

conducive to learning" (Burns, 1997, n.p.). This quote was found on the National Center

of Educational Statistics (NCES) web site. The NCES as a "response to this goal, and to

legislation passed by Congress, is required to collect data to determine the frequency,
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seriousness, and incidence of violence in elementary and secondary schools." (Bums,

1997, n.p.) This study came about in 1996-1997.

The report was conducted in all 50 states through 1,234 public elementary and

secondary schools in 1997. Schools were asked to report incidences including murder,

suicide, rape or other type of sexual battery, assault or fight with a weapon, robbery,

assault or fight without a weapon, theft/larceny, and vandalism. Some of the key findings

were as follows;

I. Fifty-seven percent of public elementary and secondary school principals

reported experiencing one or more incidents of crime/violence that were reported to the

police or other law enforcement officials had occurred in their school during the 1996-97

school year.

2. Ten percent of all public schools reported experiencing one or more serious

violent crimes (defined above) in the 1996-97 school year.

3. While 43 percent of public schools reported no incidences of crime in 1996-97,

37 percent reported from one to five crimes and about 20 percent reported six crimes or

more.

4. Four percent of elementary schools reported one or more serious violent crimes

compared to 19 percent of middle and 21 percent of high schools. (NCES, 1997, n.p.)

It is through findings like these that the need for safety planning becomes

apparent. It does not matter what part of the country we live in, or what economic classes

are present, violence is everywhere. On the same site Principal Michael Durso, Quotes in

the Washingtonian Magazine in September, 1997,
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"No matter where you are, parents want their students to be safe and secure... that

might even precede a quality education..."With drugs, gangs, and guns on the rise

in many communities the threat of violence weighs heavily on most principals'

minds these days... Anyone who thinks they are not vulnerable is really naive."

(Burns, 1997, n.p.)

As a community we need to take the approach as if we expect something to

happen, not to be cynical or pessimistic, but to be prepared. Where do we start? A

common starting point is to evaluate the safety of the school "as is." There are many

ways for a district to do this -- one example is offered by the Parent Teacher

Organization's (PTA) web site (National PTA, 1998). The PTA lists in a graph format

characteristics to look for, such as community programs and school policies. They

evaluate specific areas by stating first whether they exist or not. Examples include,

parenting courses or workshops on various topics such as conflict management and peer

mediation programs, school policies on weapons, sexual harassment, before and after

school programs, community watch programs, and other areas. A community can easily

assess these areas and expand on what they currently have in place and build a basis for

comparison regarding what they may wish to add. The National PTA (1998) site adds,

"this type of assessment can be helpful in identifying local problems, the causes, and

solutions" (n.p.).

Emphasis is placed on the fact that this evaluation should be made by a planning

committee. Many resources also stress that this committee be comprised of community

and school members, both adults and students. This committee should consist of

members of various town leadership, such as police, fire, emergency services, business
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owners, school administration, counselors, teachers, parents, students, and others with an

interest in community safety. These plans not only keep students safe, but pull together

the community as well. Once this group is established and can evaluate the community

and school district needs and assets, a safety plan is constructed. The Wisconsin

Department of Public Instruction (DPI) stated that, "Schools must have a safety plan by

April 1, 2000" (2000, n.p.). This sounds as if they have planning under control, but with

few guidelines by which to create a successful plan tailored to each district and its unique

qualities. According to the DPI, "Wisconsin was one of only 12 states recognized for

making significant progress toward one or more of the National Educational Goals and

the only state to be recognized for its work on safe, disciplined, drug-free schools"

(Wisconsin DPI, 2000, n.p.). This is impressive, but even with such high praise,

Wisconsin schools are not problem-free. They have had their share of violent teens and

threats to schools. The school district researched suffered a violent act of vandalism in

the summer of 1999 and a school in a neighboring community from the population

researched, was recently closed for the day due to threats of violence.

Evaluating Safety Plans

After a community assesses their needs, they then examine the plan in place, if

one is available. Many schools have multiple policies on subjects regarding safety of

students, but to put those policies into a useable, workable plan is an entirely different

kind of process. The Connecticut Association of Boards of Education (CABE) put

together a checklist of "major components of a comprehensive crisis prevention

program" (Mustaro, 2000, n.p.). They list many categories of assessment, such as: crisis

prevention, crisis intervention, crisis management, crisis aftercare, and crisis recovery.



These categories look at specific needs areas identified by their research. Some of the

Yes/No questions include:

Has your school conducted a safety audit? Does your crisis program include

protocols for identifying students at risk of suicide or violence? Does every

building in your district have a board approved crisis plan? Have all staff and

substitutes been trained in the crisis plan? Has a working relationship been

established with emergency services (police, fire, disaster)? Does every building

plan include opportunities for students and staff to discuss and emotionally

release the crisis experience? Do you have an established working agreement with

community mental health providers? (Mustaro, 2000, n.p.)

There are more areas that this checklist provides, but the format is fairly obvious. The

process of deciding whether to answer yes or no gives community leaders and school

staff room to discuss options and provides a way to explore new ideas and use resources

already available. The discussion process that develops, guides the team to determine

what resources are available and initiates further discussion regarding what policies are in

place at the school. Vincent A. Mustaro, Senior Staff Associate for Policy Service in the

CABE system, discusses some policies that are important to become familiar. He

recommends,

Developing and consistently enforcing school wide rules that are clear, broad

based and fair. Rules and disciplinary procedures are developed collaboratively

by the total educational community. Develop a school wide disciplinary code that

includes a code of conduct, specific rules and consequences that can

accommodate student differences on a case-by-case basis when necessary. Include
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a description of school anti-harassment and anti-violence policies and due process

rights. Implement peer mediation and conflict resolution programs to promote a

climate of nonviolence. Make sure that if a negative consequence is used, such as

withdrawing privileges, it is combined with positive strategies for teaching

socially appropriate behaviors and with strategies that address any external factors

that may have caused the behavior. Include a zero tolerance statement for illegal

possession of weapons, alcohol or drugs. Recognizing the warning signs and

responding with comprehensive interventions allows us to help children eliminate

negative behaviors and replace them with positive ones. (Mustaro, 2000, n.p.)

Many of these characteristics appear in multiple plans. One that was included was the

zero tolerance policy. On October 22, 1994, President Clinton signed a bill dictating Zero

Tolerance for Guns in School. He stated, "Zero tolerance is a common sense policy. Why

does anyone need to have a gun in school? Young people simply should not have to live

in fear of young criminals who carry guns to school" (Remarks by the President, 1994).

Many school districts seem to be reactive to possible threats of violence by

creating equipment to keep schools safe. In a USA Weekend article, one school in

Bayonne High School in New York installed security devices such as metal detectors and

hallway cameras. One student states poignantly, "you can build a fortress, but if someone

wants to do something violent, he'll find a way to do it. You have to change what's

inside" (McCafferty, 2000, p. 15). Security measures can make a school "appear" safer,

but it will do little if the community within the school is not addressed, educated and held

accountable for their actions. A tool to achieve this accountability was stated in every
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incidence researched, that being the Code of Conduct or Code of Behavior. The Safe

Schools Task Force in Albany, New York (Corsi, 1996, n.p.), stated,

The code must establish and emphasize ethical commonality - core values such

as honesty and respect for others. It must include the rights and responsibilities of

both adults and students within the school community. Both the positive

expectations and forbidden behaviors should be clear. It is important to set out

explicitly the responsibilities of all members of the school community in order to

make it clear that every one in the school community is held to the same

standards.

There seems to be agreement that having a code of conduct should be a goal in our

schools as well as our communities. Along with the Code of Behavior, the Safe Schools

Task Force stresses the need for respect for diversity. They declare,

The ability to see through another's perspective is an essential characteristic for

citizens in a peaceful world and teaching such a skill must be a primary education

goal from the moment children enter school. Multi-perspective education means

promoting classrooms where community values are incorporated into classroom

activities, different ways of doing tasks are accepted, stories and lessons reflect a

variety of perspectives representing a variety of cultures. (Corsi, 1996, n.p.)

Respect for others is increasingly important with intolerance on the rise in our

nation. This must be addressed at all age levels until it is thoroughly understood and

embedded in the minds of students. Definitions of terms, such as respect, violence, zero

tolerance, discrimination, and many others should be discussed so that all members of the
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school community have a shared understanding with no room for confusion or

misunderstanding. It must hold everyone accountable.

Identification of the Triggers of School Violence

These characteristics are consistent and standard in findings of research across the

spectrum of literature. Prevention, intervention, and postvention are included in almost

every example given. These areas were listed by many school's web sites, including

CABE, schools in Michigan, Wisconsin and Georgia (Georgia Senate, 1999, n.p.). Even

though there is not a specific and mandated plan, schools are basically on the right track.

Yet, the question remains, what were the tools they were using to get there? A plan is

only as good as its implementation. Staff training and general awareness that a plan is in

place are extremely important. Some schools focused on targeting kids who were risks to

themselves and their school.

One such tool was developed in 1998 by the National School Safety Center,

directed by Ronald D. Stephens. This tool is known as the "Checklist of characteristics of

youth who have caused school-associated violent deaths" (Stephens, 1998, n.p.). Use of

this tool involves making the best out of tragedy and looking backwards at what

characteristics were common in youngsters who had caused violent deaths.

These characteristics should serve to alert school administrators, teachers and

support staff to address the needs of troubled students... such behavior should

also provide an early warning sign that safe school plans and crisis

prevention/intervention procedures must be in place to protect the health and

safety of all students and staff members so that schools remain safe havens for

learning. (1998, n.p.)
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The list contains things like: cruelty to animals; witnessing or being a victim of

abuse or neglect at home; having been bullied and/or bullies or intimidates peers or

younger children; is involved with a gang or antisocial group on the fringe of peer

acceptance. This tool lists many characteristics in a blunt and straightforward manner

and appears to be very useful. Once we are able to put tools in place to evaluate students

we suspect are in danger of being unsafe, we can get a better idea of where the needs are

in our schools. Identifying kids that are "at risk" has been a trend in the schools, however,

according to the National Education Policy Network, the criteria is changing,

Today, a shift in "at risk" focus must include a concern for children who are in

jeopardy in their interpersonal relationships and who are capable of acts of

violence. It is important to note that violent and potentially violent students are

not necessarily those with poor grades or the potential dropout risk. (Davidson,

1998, n.p.)

The National School Safety and Security Services gives a reminder that although

checklists are a great time saving way to recognize "red flags", this tool should not get in

the way of those trained in psychology who work in the school. The website states;

Psychology and counseling are professions which require extensive training,

certification, and other professional preparation. Lists of early warning signs and

other products need to be viewed within an appropriate context and in a reasonable

manner. A check-list does not automatically make someone an expert in

psychology. When a "red flag" pops up remember to consult with professionals,

such as licensed professional psychologists or counselors, when problems arise

(National School Safety and Security Services, 1999, n.p.).
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This is a good reminder, and although the tool is helpful, the communication sparked by

the tool is imperative.

Implementation

Along with tools to assess potentially violent children, schools need to look at

their current plans that may deal with bomb threats, the death of a student from suicide,

accidents, or from natural causes. Many plans have a process for dealing with these

situations along with other threats to safety such as fire, tornado, and other natural threats

or disasters. Although schools may have been given guidelines, they do not always have

clear objectives when it comes to bringing weapons to school, talking about threats, and

other issues that the media is emphasizing. There are general categories in place in most

safety plans and CABE addresses some of these, such as: crisis management plans,

student and parent participation, partnership between the school and local law

enforcement, crime prevention via environmental design, drug and alcohol prevention

programs, school crime reporting and tracking mechanisms, school security, training for

school personnel, and a concise code of discipline for all students (Mustaro, 1999).

An effective tool used by Virginia public schools is "crisis drills", or safety drills.

Superintendent of Public Instruction Paul Stapleton states in his memo to division

superintendents, " It is essential that staff and students be prepared for this unlikely event

[violent emergency] by practicing a drill ahead of time, much like the rationale for drills

that instruct students how to evacuate a building in the case of a fire" (personal

communication, Memo, September, 10, 1999).

Along with intense and effective communication with the school community,

districts must personalize their crisis intervention/safety plans. The safety plan can then
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include areas tailored to specific needs such as, the layout of the school and community,

cultural issues, such as providing bilingual speakers or translators, special needs staff and

students, and providing education about violence prevention for all learning types, even

accounting for gender differences. In a study documented by Farrell, another researcher,

Prothrow-Stith studied sixth graders and their fighting behaviors before and after a

training program geared to promoting social skills training and understanding agents of

youth violence. She found a distinct difference between girls and boys in their aggressive

behavior.

This curriculum appeared to reduce boys' risk of perpetrating or being victim of

violence. There were no changes noted for girls, prompting the researchers to

consider that "indirect" aggression of girls was not included in the curriculum or

measured. Indirect aggression means actions in which the aggressor is not

identified and avoids retaliation, e.g., spreading rumors, creating friendships for

revenge. (Farrell, A et al., 1997, n.p.)

After researching the topic of school violence/safety plans it becomes apparent

that, there are so many areas to be considered. Fundamentally, each school district is "on

their own" when it comes to the development and implementation of their own school

safety plan. Schools all have the same basic safety needs and the same goal of providing

students with a safe learning environment. The job of constructing the right plan tailored

to the school and the district is ultimately in the hands of its citizens. With community

wide goals, a safety plan is not just possible, it is inevitable. And with the plan comes the

renewed strength and ability to cope with confidence in the school and the community at

large.
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Chapter III

Methodology

This chapter includes specific information regarding the use and location of

subjects, type and details of instrumentation, procedure of the research acquisition, data

analysis of the information gathered, and its intended use.

Subjects

The subjects in this research consisted of the entire staff ( 10) of a small

midwestern public community school district. The staff includes teachers, administrators,

counselors, psychologist, and ancillary personnel at all three buildings. The community

population is fewer than 2000 citizens and the overall socio-economic profile ranges from

working-class to middle-class.

Instrumentation

The instrument used was a questionnaire validated by literature research and

professionals in the field. This questionnaire was developed by the researcher, after

reviewing various samples of other questionnaires found in the research, and was geared

toward staff perception of what Crisis Intervention/School Safety measures the district

was currently using, not what plans were actually in place. The questionnaire was

developed solely for use during this research. The instrument consisted of sixteen

questions that the respondent could mark with a "yes" response, "no" response, or "not

applicable" response. The final question asked participants to list areas of proficiency and

deficiency relating to the safety plan in their school.
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Procedure

The questionnaire, along with a letter of consent, was distributed through the

mailboxes of all 110 staff members in the elementary, middle/junior-high and high school

buildings. The consent letter detailed the purpose of the study and the time the

questionnaire would take to complete. The consent letter also listed the procedure for

returning the questionnaire. A labeled box was placed directly below the mailboxes.

There was a one-week time limit given for the questionnaire's return date. That time was

later changed due to the lack of participants' responses. Altogether the total time given

was two weeks.

Data Analysis

Responses were tabulated and categorized according to response. Statistical

percentage values were given to each response with the exception of the final question,

which was a written response. Information received from the analysis of the

questionnaire was provided for the staff as well as follow-up suggestions and

recommendations for improvement of the plan where applicable.
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Chapter IV

Results and Findings

This chapter will include findings of the questionnaire, specifically the schools'

role in prevention and postvention, the use of guidance opportunities in curriculum, usage

of a citywide intervention team, and the staff s perception of the crisis intervention/

school safety plan.

It is important to note that a majority of respondents restated the non-applicable

category to mean "unsure" or "I don't know." The following text refers to each question

in order as it appears on the questionnaire (Appendix A). Graphs outline the results of

this chapter and can be found in Appendix B.

Of 110 total subjects, 31.82 % responded to the questionnaire, which may reveal

the level of naivete of schools to this issue around the community. Either the issue is not

important enough to elicit a response, or a "denial" of the issue's importance altogether.

Of the 35 subjects that responded, 94 % believed that the district had a plan in place, 3 %

were unsure and 3 % did not respond; none indicated that they were unaware of a plan.

Additionally, 89 % felt that each building had a plan, 3 % did not think so, and 9 % were

"unsure" and 0% gave no response. In fact, there is a plan in place and is kept at each

school, with detailed accounts and recommendations for a variety of possible situations.

Although many situations are covered in the policy books, they are not detailed per se in

the crisis intervention/safety plan manual.

Of the 35 subjects responding, 63 % thought that the school provided prevention

education training to students, 17 % thought that this was not available, 6 % were unsure

and 14 % gave no response. Last year for the first time, a code of conduct was adopted
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which outlines clear consequences for violent and inappropriate behaviors at each school.

Students are asked to sign the code of conduct to hold them accountable for their actions.

The code of conduct is in addition to the athletic code. Additionally, the district has a

peer mediation program. Moreover, 34 % of participants thought that the school provided

prevention education training to staff, 51 % felt this was not true, 6 % were unsure and

9 % did not respond. There is in fact some training given to staff during in-services,

although nothing substantial. Each staff member is given a packet of information

including "what to do in a crisis." These issues are basic in nature.

Finally, 83 % felt that if a crisis occurred there is a plan in place that included city

leaders, 6 % felt that this was not in place, 6 % were unsure, and 6 % gave no response.

In fact, there is not a specific plan in place at this time although it is not outside of the

realm of eventual possibilities.

When asked if their school practices safety drills, 77 % responded favorably,

although interpreting "safety drills" to mean "tornado" and "fire" drills as noted in their

responses, 14 % responded "No", and 9 % gave no response; none were unsure. The

district does have a lockdown procedure, and each school has "keywords" announced

over the public address system to identify these crises, although some students are aware

of these "key words".

Of the 35 subjects, 54 % responded that there were protocols for

identifying students at risk for violence, 26 % responded that there were no such

protocols, 9 % were unsure and 11 % gave no response. There is no formal checklist for

identifying students at risk at this time.
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From the questionnaire 77 % of the subjects stated that they felt there were

opportunities for debriefing staff and students if a crisis occurred, 3 % responded that

there were no opportunities, 6 % were unsure and 14 % gave no response. When asked if

there were opportunities to discuss the incident and release emotions, 69 % responded

"yes", 6 % were unsure and 26% gave no response at all; none responded "no".

Additionally, 86 % responded that there were guidance opportunities in the

regular curriculum, 11 % found this not to be true, and 3 % gave no response. When

asked if the respondents felt their school was doing enough in the area of violence

prevention, 29 % felt it was, 66 % felt it was not, 6 % gave no response; and none

indicated they were unsure. Also, 91 % of respondents felt they were "safe" at school, 6

% were unsure, and 3% did not respond; none answered negatively.

If a crisis occurred at school, 80 % felt they knew what to do, 14 % did not know

what to do, and 3 % each were unsure or did not respond. Furthermore, 80% also felt that

if they were unsure of what to do they would know where to go for assistance, Il % did

not know where to go, 3 % were unsure and 6% gave no response. Written responses to

this question included the superintendent, guidance counselors, school psychologist,

principals, and clergy.

The final written question dealt with areas of proficiency and deficiency regarding

the crisis intervention/ school safety plan. Only 29 % of the 35 subjects responding listed

any areas under this question. In the area of proficiency, suggestions were: that they have

felt safer than in the past; there is a plan in the district; and an incident was defused as a

result of using the plan. In the area of deficiency: respondents shared that the staff is not

trained well enough to deal with situations; there is little staff development; a need for
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more work with family mental health issues; a need to do more with children and families

in crisis; and, a need to be practicing the plan in place. They also lamented that, students

know the key words used in case of a violent emergency and that staff should be trained

in first aid and CPR as well as more general information and training.

The major findings from this research were that, respondents were

considerably varied in their responses, some staff thought there were either more, or less

services provided than there actually were. The communication in the district may not be

consistent given that not everyone is aware that a safety plan exists or that it is physically

present in each of the three buildings. Also, staff is divided between whether or not the

school provides prevention education for staff and students. Nearly two-thirds, 66 %,

responded that their school is not doing enough in the areas of violence prevention, but

only 29 % of respondents made an effort to list which areas they felt were lacking or

could be improved upon. There were a variety of answers to the question dealing with

whom to go to in an emergency; many respondents simply did not know or guessed at the

"right" answer. In any crisis it is important that every staff member knows what to do and

has an understanding of the chain of command in order to prevent further chaos and

disorder.

A disturbing aspect of the study is how many respondents, on every question

except the one dealing with each building having a school safety plan, did not even

respond. At least one respondent, on each question did not respond. It is troublesome that

such a serious arena of issues should be responded to with no answer. The question

pertaining to postvention (discussing incidents and releasing emotions) more than a

quarter, 26 %, of responding subjects gave no response. This lack of response only adds
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to the mystery of the seeming unimportance of this issue. It is difficult to comprehend

this very low level of participation, even in light of the tragedies that have befallen the

nation in the past four years. Why? What could be the source of this attitude? Must it take

a real-life tragedy to convince people that it can happen to them?

Fortunately, the district is on the right track. By exploring areas covered in the literature

review both the crisis intervention/school safety plan, and the communication within the

school community can be strengthened.
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Chapter V

Summary, Conclusions and Recommendations

This chapter will outline the research, discuss key findings, give conclusions of

the data and offer recommendations to further the implementation and success of the

crisis intervention/safety plan study's evolution.

This research profiled the crisis intervention/school safety plan of a typical small

midwestern public school district. The staff included teachers, administrators, counselors,

school psychologist, and ancillary support personnel at all three buildings. The

community population is fewer than 2000 citizens and the overall socio-economic profile

ranges from working-class to middle-class. The instrument used was a 16-item

questionnaire developed by the researcher specifically for this study. Through the

questionnaire, the information gathered reflected subjects' perception of what crisis

intervention/school safety measures the district was currently using.

Of a total of 110 subjects, 32% responded to the questionnaire. Of those that

responded, many of the questions were left blank. The major finding from this research

was that there is room for improvement in school-wide communication regarding safety

issues. This need for effective communication can be seen best in the number and range

of variation in responses in the questionnaire. Many responses indicated that there were

either more or less safety measures than there actually were. Of the total responding, 66%

stated that not enough was being done in the area of violence prevention. Although, when

given the opportunity to share their concerns, only 29% responded with areas they felt

needed to be looked at. All questions are outlined in the graphs appearing in appendix B.
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Fortunately, it appears that the school district researched for this study has

implemented many of the elements necessary for successful school safety. The district

adopted a code of conduct, which they introduced this year, requiring that each student

sign agreeing to clear consequences for inappropriate behaviors. After a vandalism

incident last summer, a restorative justice committee was put in place to deal with

difficult incidents. This is a relatively new system consisting of school board, community

members, and others that allow victims to confront perpetrators, talk out their feelings

and concerns, and help decide the consequences. The school district does not have a zero-

tolerance policy. One school board member stated that this gave consequence enforcers

the ability to work with the offenders to help make a change in behavior rather than

simply snuffing problems out. The district does have a crisis intervention/safety plan in

place and many policies that cover a plethora of issues, however some of their more

important policies should be included directly in the plan. The district has a peer

mediation program in place as well as a mentoring program which pairs elementary and

middle school students with high school students.

Although the school is moving forward with some initiatives in the area of

violence prevention, it is obvious from the questionnaire that the staff believe that more

can and must be done. The strongest recommendation at this point would be a review and

evaluation of the current crisis intervention/safety plan. The Department of Education has

a very well written, centralized website and an informational guide for schools entitled,

"Early Warning, Timely Response: A Guide to Safe Schools." This resource is one of

the most thorough and comprehensive guides available. It lists specific areas for research,

gives tips on improving existing systems and is duplicable for school districts. This guide
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would be a good place to start. When evaluating the current safety plan, a district needs to

consider which resources they already have and what new measures they can feasibly

integrate into the current system. These resources may include: town leaders; local

organizations; student leadership; policies already in place; and suggestions from those in

the school community. The National Parent Teacher Organization also includes,

"parenting courses or workshops on various topics such as conflict management and peer

mediation programs, school policies on weapons, sexual harassment before and after

school programs, community watch programs, and other areas" (National PTA, 1998,

n.p.). The Department of Education has also distributed Safeguarding Our Children: An

Action Guide, which is a companion document to the Early Warning. Timely Response

guidebook (Dwyer, Osher, Warger, 1998, n.p.). This literature strongly recommends a

citywide response team "consisting of educators, mental health professionals, law

enforcement, parents and students" (1998, n.p.).

Another initiative strongly recommended by literature in the field is a safety or

crisis drill. Districts prepare students for severe weather or fires, while a safety or crisis

drill can prepare students for a violent crisis. In the event an evacuation would be needed

due to a violent emergency, children must be aware of what to do and where to go, in

order to eliminate confusion and further danger. Dwyer, Osher and Warger, authors of

Early Warning, Timely Response state, "just as staff should understand and practice fire

drills procedures routinely, they should practice responding to the presence of firearms

and other weapons, severe threats or violence, hostage situations, and other acts of terror"

(1998, n.p.).
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Another important and proactive recommendation is implementing a tool for

identifying and assessing potentially violent students. The "checklist of characteristics of

youth who have caused school-associated violent deaths" used by the National School

Safety Center, takes a look backwards at what characteristics were common in youngsters

who had caused violent deaths. This is one of many similar checklists that are out in the

literature. They generally contain the same warning signs outlined in the literature

review.

In order to learn what "red flags" to look for, staff must be trained, which brings

to bear the most important tool: education. It is imperative that the staff is educated in all

areas of the building and in all areas of prevention awareness. Staff should be trained in

basic first aid and CPR, as well as becoming educated about the crisis intervention/school

safety plan. Staff should engage in role-playing violent situations and their outcomes and

must understand their role in any emergency along the chain of command. Staff should

partake of prevention training in personal safety, drug-abuse prevention, violence

prevention, conflict resolution, and suicide prevention. This also highlights the

importance that staff are not simply trained but also practice what they have learned. The

district should make use of counselors and the school psychologist in their buildings to

assist in this training.

The most important recommendation for change or improvement is to become

aware of the potential for danger. If staff discount violence prevention as a waste of time

or believe that nothing bad will happen to their school, they should reconsider in light of

recent events. As noted by high school principal Michael Durso,
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No matter where you are, parents want their students to be safe and secure... that

might even precede a quality education... [threats of violence] weigh heavily on

most principals' minds these days... Anyone who thinks they are not vulnerable is

really naive (1997 n.p.).
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Appendix A

Crisis Management and Preparedness Questionnaire

YES NO 4 N/A
Does your district have a Crisis Intervention/School Safety 
plan? ______ I__
Does each building have Crisis Intervention/School Safety Plan? _
Does your school provide prevention education regarding
student/staff personal safety, drug-abuse prevention, violence
prevention, conflict resolution and suicide prevention for
students? (circle any or all that apply,) _ .__. .___.
Does your school provide prevention education regarding
student/staff personal safety, drug-abuse prevention, violence
prevention, conflict resolution, and suicide prevention for staff
members? (circle y or all that apply)__
If a crisis occurred, is there a plan in place which includes city
leaders? (police, fire, mayor, ambulance etc...)
Does our school ractice safety drills?
Are there protocols for identifying students at risk for violence?
Has the staff been trained in crisis management?
If a crisis occurred, are there opportunities for debriefing staff
and students?
If a crisis occurred, are there opportunities to discuss the
incident and release emotions?
Are there guidance opportunities in our regular curriculum?
Do you feel your school is doing enough in the area of violence
prevention?
Do you feel "safe" at school?
Ifa crisis occurred would you know what to do?
If you were unsure of what to do would you know whom to go
to? (please list whom you would go to:

Please use this space to list both a proficient, and a deficient area in regards to Crisis
Intervention/School Safety in your school:
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Appendix B
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