CHAPTER

olence on
Campus

How Far Will We Go
to Keep Our Schools Safe?

'n the wake of the tragic school shootings in Newtown, Connecticut, in De-

cember 2012, some politicians argued that such a time was not the right time
to make decisions about gun control. The assumption was that emotions were
running too high and that it would be too easy to let what had just happened
sway legislators’ judgment. The suggestion was that advocates of gun control
would be unfairly using emotional appeal to advance their cause. Opponents to
this view hold that there is actually no better time to hear proposals for making
our schools safer than when we have just seen how vulnerable students in our
classrooms can be.

The shootings led to debates not only about gun control legislation but
also about other ways to prevent similar disasters from happening in the future.
Some people support arming teachers and administrators. Others advocate in-
stituting the use of armed guards. Still others argue that the solution is to rec-
ognize those disturbed few who may become shooters before they ever pick up
a gun.

Unfortunately, these rare instances of mass murder are not the only times
when violence is a problem in our schools. On a daily basis, there are teachers
who live in fear of violence from their students and students who live in fear of
being bullied by other students.

How far will we go to keep our schools safe? All sides in the controversy
agree that every student and every teacher should be safe at school and feel safe
at school. The following viewpoints on the subject show just how much dis-
agreement there is about how to achieve that goal..
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firearms works. Unfortunately, we've seen a
dramatic collapse in federal gun prosecutions in
recent years. Overall in 2011, federal weapons
prosecutions per capita were down 35 percent
from their peak in the previdhs administration.’
That means violent felons, gang members, and
the mentally ill who possess firearms are not be-
ing prosecuted. And that’s unacceptable.

And out of more than 76,000 firearms
purchases denied by the federal instant check
system, only 62 were referred for prosecution
and only 44 were actually prosecuted. Propos-
ing more gun control laws-—while failing to
enforce the thousands we already have—is not
a serious solution to l'educing crime,

I think we can also agree that our mental
health system is broken. We need to look at the
full range of mental health issues, from early
detection and treatment, to civil commitment
laws, to privacy laws that needlessly prevent
mental health records from being included in
the National Instant Criminal Background
Check System.

While we're ready to participate in a mean-
ingful effort to solve these pressing problems,
we must respectfully—but honestly and
firmly— disagree with some members of this
committee, many in the media, and all of the

gun control groups on what will keep our kids
and our streets safe.

Law-abiding gun owners will not accept
blame for the acts of violent or deranged crimi-

3 Calculated from U.S, Department of Justice data avail-
able through Transactional Records Access Clearinghouse,
http://tracfed.syr.edu.

* Ronald J. Frandsen, “Enforcement of the Brady Act, 2010:
Federal and State Investigations and Prosecutions of Fire-
arm Applicants Denied by a NICS Check in 2010,” avail-
able at www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/] bjs/grants/239272.pdf.
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nals. Nor do we believe the government should
dictate what we can lawfully own and use to
protect our families.

As I said earlier, we need to be honest about
what works and what does not work. Proposals
that would only serve to burden the law-abiding
have failed in the past and will fail in the future:

Semi-automatic firearms have been around
for over 100 years. They are aniong the most
popular guns made for hunting, target shooting,
and self-defense. Despite this fact, Congress
banned the manufacture and sale of hundreds
of semi-automatic firearms and magazines from
1994 to 2004. Independent studies, including
a study from the Clinton Justice Department,
proved that ban had no impact on lowering
crime.’

And when it comes to the issue of back-
ground checks, let’s be honest— background
checks will never be “universal”— because
criminals will never submit to them.

But there are things that can be done and
we ask you to join with us. The NRA is made
up of millions of Americans who support what
works . .. the immediate protection for all—not
just some—of our school children; swift, certain
prosecution of criminals with guns; and fixing
our broken mental health system.

We love our families and our country. We
believe in our freedom. We're the millions of
Americans from all walks of life who take re-
sponsibility for our own safety and protection as
a God-given, fundamental right.

? Jeffrey A. Roth & Christopher S. Koper, “Impact Evalu-
ation of the Public Safety and Recreational Firearms Use
Protection Act of 1994,” (1997), available at Www.sas.upenn
.edu/jerrylee/research/aw_ban.htm.
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2 20 Violence on Campus

Arming Teachers: A Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad ldea

M. D. ANDERSON

Before Reading: Do you believe that’arming teach-
ers is the way to protect students from violence?
Why, or why not?

The unthinkable tragedy at Sandy Hook
Elementary School left us all horrified with an
uneasy feeling of vulnerability. Predictably, as
we wrestle with questions about why and how
something so gruesome and incomprehensible
could happen, some reactions have been strong
and swift: more gun control, better access to
mental health services. Some have been feeble:
curtailing violent movies and video games. And
well, some can only be described as downright
lunacy.

T readily admit, I hate guns. And the recent
happening in Newtown has aggravated my feel-
ings in this area. The tragedy also has me think-
ing a lot about teachers. Not from an academic
point of view, but in the visceral feelings I have
for teachers I have loved. There were only a few
but they all had the same qualities in common:
Patience. Compassion. Understanding. Passion.

Strangely enough, I don’t recall any of them
having the reflexes of a marksman able to shoot
the spots off of a ladybug a mile away. Not
exactly the most endearing quality a teacher
can possess. But then, I graduated school before
crazy became the new normal. Before the gun-
rights cabal spied an opportunity to push its
pro-gun agenda on schools, and gun manufac-
turers saw a chance to rake in fear-laden cash.

Tt kicked off with the benevolent NRA call-
ing to arm teachers and other school officials.
Of course, the nation’s largest gun lobby is a true
friend of public education — that’s why it bank-

rolls a conservative group like ALEC aimed at
defunding and dismantling public schools.

With the NRA edict, gun zealots were off
and running, eager to turn the nation’s teachers
into gunslingers: launching a test program in
tactical firearms training; offering free concealed
weapons classes; and providing an “intensive
three-day class” where educators can learn tac-
tics “used by first responders.” Silly me thinking
law enforcement was a trained profession. Little
did I know patrolling the playground was prepa-
ration for taking down a gun-wiclding perp.

But what good is training if pistol-packing
teachers are prohibited from bringing guns
onto school property. Enter NRA acolytes in
Congress, state legislatures, and governors’ man-
sions—a smorgasbord of gun advocates whod
rather arm teachers than whisper a word about
common-sense gun control.

Arming teachers is a knee-jerk reaction
fueled by the absurd fantasy that armed civilians
can stop a mass murderer. They can't. But they
very well might get themselves killed or put
bystanders in danger. In a classroom, that means
someone’s child!

With right-wing hysteria in full bloom,
it’s really easy to lose sight of who isn't crying
out to turn schools into the OK Corral: local
school districts, PTAs, and teachers themselves.
I boldly deduce that the steely resolve to Jill

another human being may not be progmmmed

M. D. Anderson writes for borderlessnewsandviews.com,
where this article appeared on January 9, 2013.
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CHAPY

potential presence of an armed assistant princi-
pal or social studies teacher. How do we know
somebody bent on murder and suicide wouldn't,
in fact, welcome the chance for'a hallway shoot-
out?

And that’s just for starters. If schools might
be made safer by having teachers packing heat,
why stop there? What about day care centers?
Are 4-year-olds not worthy of similar protec-
tion? Why not shopping mall sales clerks, movie
theater ushers, or the guy taking orders at the
fast-food drive-through? Kids hang out in all
those places, too.

Surely, if there’s any deterrent value to
strapping a sidearm on the school librarian,
it’s bound to make the alternative venues more
vulnerable. The only logical conclusion is to go
one step beyond those small towns in Georgia
where gun ownership is mandatory and require
everyone to carry loaded weapons around wher-
ever they go.

Might this boost accidental shootings and
suicides? Might this cause more guns to fall into
the hands of criminals, youngsters, or the men-
tally ill> Almost certainly, but that doesn’t seem
to enter into the task force’s thought process in

the slightest—although “thought process” may

2R 20 Violence on Campus

be a too-generous description of what’s going
on here.

‘What makes the task force report so out-
rageous is that it totally ignores the school
security threat posed by the nation’s lax attitude
toward guns. What if you could take a gun out
of the hands of a potential assailant? Wouldn't
that be far better than an armed confrontation
on school grounds? How could it not be? '

Universal background checks for gun pur-
chases (and improving the database on which
such checks for criminal convictions or serious
mental health issues are based) would seem like
the least that could be offered. Polls still show
strong public support for that idea. Yet that
common sense measure is under assault in the
11.S. Senate— abandoned not just by Republi-
cans but some Democrats, too.

What a charade Washington’s post-
Newtown public conversation about gun vio-
lence is turning out to be. Republicans make
hay with pro-gun constituents by resisting
everything while Democrats talk big but may
not even force a vote. In the end, the NRA wins,
and the victims of Sandy Hook—and the tens
of thousands of Americans shot to death each

year——are gradually forgotten.
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just like they get a physical check-up before
starting the school year.

School counselors are an especially impor-
tant part of the solution. In California, we have
about one counselor per 1,000 students— the
worst ratio in the nation’and four times the
recommended standard of 1 counselor per 250
students. The best counselor in the world can’t
keep tabs on 1,000 students, and we can’t expect
them to.

The research shows clearly that counsel-
ing delivers a wide range of benefits, includ-
ing improved academic performance, reduced
classroom disruptions, and fewer disciplinary
problems, all of which lead to calmer school
climates, emotionally healthy students, and
reduced violence on campus. Access to school
nurses is credited with decreasing absenteeism
and improving graduation rates. And compre-
hensive approaches to providing health services
that include counselors, nurses, and other ex-
perts have proven effective at preventing youth
suicide and reducing violence in schools and
communities.

Californians are enthusiastic about
prevention-oriented approaches to reducing
school violence. According to a survey of 1,200
California voters, 72 percent say we should
emphasize strategies that focus on prevention
generally, compared to just 22 percent who say
the right approach is preparing to respond to
violence with more metal detectors, fences, and
armed security guards. Moreover, 84 percent
of survey respondents favored increasing the
number of trained counselors in schools (includ-
ing 55 percent “strongly support”), and when
asked whether placing counselors or armed

police in schools was the more effective strategy
for preventing violence, more than two-thirds

R 20 Violence on Campus

picked counselors over police (67 percent to
26 percent).

If the social science research and public
opinion isn’t enough to convince you, conside
the views of young people themselves — thos,
most affected by the issue of school violence,

These young people gathered in Los
Angeles shortly after the Newtown tragedy tc
deliver a strong message to policymakers: dor
let Sandy Hook turn our schools into fortress
Yes, take common-sense steps to ensure that
schools are ready to respond to emergencies, t
don't sacrifice education in the name of securi
A different group of students subsequently re-
leased a video sharing their personal experien
with school counselors and urging California
to improve our woefully inadequate student-t.
counselor ratio.

The youth advocates in these videos wisely
caution against a rush to place more armed
guards in schools. After all, Columbine, Vir-
ginia Tech, and Ft. Hood all had armed guard
but they weren't able to prevent tragic acts of

violence. In the years following the Columbin
massacre, the federal government spent more
than $900 million to pay the salaries of school
police and offset other security costs, but all th
new spending didn’t fix the problem. Instead o
continuing down the same path, we should ref
cus our energies and investments in preventior

P'm pleased that prevention-oriented ap-
proaches to school violence seem to be getting
some traction. When I testified before Congre
earlier this month, I was pleasantly surprised
that members responded enthusiastically to my
calls for a focus on mental health services. And
more important, President Obama’s plan to
reduce school violence specifically highlights
the role that school counselors can play.
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CHAPTER 20 Violence on Campus

aggressive than they used to be. Nor are they
more fragile. Admittedly, digital média ampli-
fies some of their mistakes and pours salt into
wounds, but the behavior and reactions aren't
new. What's new is our reaction to childhood
ﬂggressi.on———and our increasing impatience
with children and readiness to label them
when they make certain mistakes or experience
pain.

What caused this shift? In a word, Colum-
bine, but not for the reasons many believe.

Dave Cullen, in his book Columbine, wrote
that after the 1999 Colorado school massacre,
the media crafted the explanation that shoot-
ers Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold had been
bullied. They apparently hadn't been, but the
nation— fearing a repeat of the tragedy—
adopted a zero-tolerance attitude toward many
normal, albeit painful, aspects of childhood
behavior and development, and defined them as
bullying.

As a result, behaviors such as social exclu-
sion, persistent unfriendliness, and a nasty re-
mark on Facebook have become intolerable acts
that cause grave victimization. We now react
to the children who commit these acts with a
degree of intolerance that we wouldn't consider
in other areas of their lives, and we assume that
when children feel pain as a result of such mis-
takes, they will be scarred for life.

Can you imagine if we called children stupid
when they made mistalkes in math? Or if we
assumed they'd never recover when they fell
off their bikes? This is how we're essentially
reacting every time we label children bullies or
victims for making typical childhood mistakes
or when they feel any hurt in a relationship.

And we're doing this with an unprecedented
degree of abandon.

Stanford professor and author Carol Dweck
explains that labels create something called a
“fixed mind-set,” which limits how children
learn and perceive themselves, and how we
perceive them. Think about it: The mother in
the box-cutter case allegedly initiated her assault
after the situation had cooled off—fueled, no
doubt, by the thought that the boys deserved it
because they were bullies. And chances are the
mother in the choking incident would have had
a hard time justifying her behavior if the boy
was someone who had simply made a mistake.
But once he was labeled a bully, all bets were
off. She and her daughter became victims and
were therefore absolved of all responsibility for
examining their own behavior.

This is not just a question of semantics.
Our penchant for labeling children in situations
such as these, and our increasingly fixed mind-
set about their behavior, is a real threat to their
welfare. As soon as children are labeled bullies,
this seems to give us permission to unleash on
them a degree of anger and scorn that is fright-
ening. As for the ones we label victims, we keep
them identified with their pain and deny them
the opportunity to develop true resilience.

We must admit that our approach to child-
hood aggression is flawed. Our children are
not worse than they used to be, nor are they

less resilient. But we adults seem to be. Instead

of being so quick to label them, we must teach
them how to deal with their aggression and
pain appropriately and to develop compassion,
impulse control, and resilience in their relation-
ships. And we must learn to do the same.
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