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“The violent kids are the ones who come from homes
with anger. They’re angry about what goes on in their home
... They’re angry to start with. They’re angry when they
walk in the schoolhouse door.”

—an elementary school teacher

“There is another kind of violence, and that is violence
by talking. It can leave you hurting more than a cut with a
knife. It can leave you bruised inside.”
—a middle school girl
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I. INTRODUCTION

Last year, under the leadership of Mississippi Attorney General
Mike Moore, then President of the National Association of Attorneys
General (NAAG), the state Attorneys General from all over the United
States met and listened to professionals on school safety and youth
violence. They told us how children who witness domestic violence
are far more likely to become violent adults. They told us about the
nurturing a child needs in his or her early childhood. They told us
about the dire consequences of not receiving that nurturing. That
information helped us begin to understand youth violence in our
country, and laid the groundwork for our efforts over the past year.

This year, under the leadership of NAAG President Christine
Gregoire from Washington State, we turned to the experts on the
ground, the students, teachers, administrators and parents who live
everyday with the fear of unthinkable violence, and work hard every-
day to overcome it. Overwhelmingly, students from across the country
told the Attorneys General during our listening conferences that the
primary cause of youth violence lies in the home. The second cause,
nearly all of them said, was the way students treat each other, and they
cited bullying, “dissing,” harassing and outcasting as major contribu-
tors to youth violence. Parents, teachers and administrators generally
confirmed the students” observations.

Juveniles and young adults (12-24) are
five times as likely to be victims of violent
crime as are adults over 35."

Turning to solutions, while the students usually welcomed what-
ever physical security measures their own schools had already enacted
and discouraged any that were not already present at their schools,
they also said youth violence would not be solved or significantly
reduced until its root causes were addressed. Recognizing there is no
one solution to the problem, the people who came to our listening
conferences spoke highly of such efforts as peer mediation, after-school
programs, and training to prevent bullying.

In this report, we chronicle these meetings with our youth, and
with their parents, teachers, and school administrators, and describe
our findings based on these meetings. We recommend steps that can
be taken by parents, youth, schools, communities of faith and others to
help prevent youth violence. Finally, we describe state by state the
efforts that Attorneys General are already making to curb youth vio-
lence.
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We hope this report will contribute to the national conversation
about youth violence. We hope, in particular, that it will strike some as
significant that the chief law enforcers of the states find that law en-
forcement by itself cannot possibly solve or prevent youth violence.
Instead, we as a society need to get at the root causes of youth violence.
We need to pay far more attention to how we raise and nurture our
children, how we listen to them and what we hear, how we teach them
to deal with problems, how we act as role models for them, and how
we make them feel part of a community of people who care for and
support one another. We hope the efforts of the NAAG, including this
report and all the good work it describes, will further that goal.
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II. RECOMMENDATIONS:
WHAT WE CAN DO TO HELP

As many have said, youth violence is not a problem that the
government can solve. Although there is much that Attorneys Gen-
eral, schools, and others can do to help, the answer lies ultimately with
the parents and students who make choices everyday whether to
participate in the culture of violence, to take steps to overcome it or
just to let it be. And while the primary responsibility lies with parents
and students, the rest of us can surely help to keep our children safe
and secure.

Every year more than 7 percent of high
school students are injured or threatened
with a weapon on school property.*

What follow are our recommendations for steps all of us can
take to help solve the problem of youth violence in America today. It is
our belief that many policymakers have missed the mark by focusing
on seemingly simplistic solutions that ignore the realities of what our
children and their parents are dealing with in the year 2000. What we
offer are practical solutions for parents, students, schools, communities
of faith, and other interested members of the community—and, yes,
government officials—who want to take steps to make our children
safer.

A. What Parents Can Do

Parents can make the biggest difference. Most Attorneys Gen-
eral are parents, and we understand the unique challenges of being a
parent in this new century. We recommend that parents do the follow-
ing:

(1) First, accept responsibility for raising one’s children.

(2) Listen to and hear our children.

(3) Spend time with them.

(4) Setboundaries.

(5) Instill values including respect for others.

(6) Acknowledge that all parents may sometimes need help,
and take the initiative to get that help, such as by taking
parenting classes.
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7)

(8)

©)

(10)

Meet regularly for advice, information and support with
other mothers and fathers, especially the parents of one’s
own children’s classmates and friends.

Get to know and keep in touch with the children’s
teachers - to learn valuable information about one’s
children’s behavior in school, as well as make it easier for
teachers to understand situations and issues with which
the children may be struggling.

Be supportive of teachers and school officials when they
find it necessary to discipline your child. If you disagree
with the discipline, express that disagreement directly to
the teacher instead of undermining your child’s respect
for the teacher.

Pay attention to the movies and television shows your
children watch, the video games they play, and the music
they listen to. Set aside a week and watch television
together, noting what shows the children watch, then talk
with them about the shows’ content and the messages
they send about behavior and values.

v" In October 1999, for Tune Out the Violence Day, NAAG together
with the YWCA released a Media Violence Inventory
(www.wa.gov/ago/pubs/violence_brochure.pdf) that allows
parents to work with their children to evaluate the level of violent
content in the television programs, movies and video games their
children watch during a given week.

4

At the same time, NAAG with the Federal Trade Commission
issued a wallet-sized card containing information on video game
and movie rating systems. The card is designed to be carried by
parents and others to use while shopping for games and movies for
young people.

(11)

(12)

Create a whole community of support for the child,
working with friends, one’s own immediate and extended
family, schools, community organizations, and communi
ties of faith.

Try to find the time to serve as mentors, coaches and
after-school supervisors of others’ children. Many parents
not only find the experience rewarding, but learn they can
make an enormous difference in the lives of the children
they work with.

If all parents took these steps, most of our other recommendations
would be unnecessary. We endorse the primacy of the family but we
also recognize that our schools are over-flowing with children who do
not get the love, support, guidance and acceptance they need from
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their families. We have no intention of trying to replace families with
government programs, but we also believe it is important, at a mini-
mum, to provide a safe atmosphere for all of our children. This cannot
be accomplished without attacking head on the root causes of violence.
To that end, we must do our best as a community to provide some
support, some structure, and a place to go for the lost, lonely, unguided
youth in our midst.

B. What Our Youth Can Do

Again and again in our listening
conferences, young people said, “It’s up
to us.” Indeed, youth violence is a prob-
lem that teens themselves can go a long
way toward solving. To our youth, we
make the following recommendations:

(1)  First, take responsibility for
your own behavior.

(2)  Respect others. As one stu
dent told us, “make accep
tance cool.”

(3)  Break the vicious cycle of
bullying and dissing. Make a
decision not to participate in
outcasting, bullying, intoler
ance or acts of violence.

(4) Do all you can to influence
your peers and younger
children against violence.

v' In New Jersey, students can partici-
pate in New Jersey Peer-to-Peer, a peer
leadership program co-sponsored by
Attorney General John J. Farmer, Jr. Now
in its third year, this middle school pro-
gram is designed to use the power of
peer leaders and students’ peer relation-
ships to curtail drug use and school
violence.

(5)  Volunteer to be peer
mediators to resolve disputes
in your own schools.

v" Students in Indiana can participate in Project PEACE, a peer media-
tion program co-sponsored by Attorney General Karen Freeman-
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Wilson and the Indiana State Bar Association. Parents, teachers,
principals, and attorneys in more than 100 Indiana schools have
received Project PEACE training.

(6)  Serve as mentors to younger children, many of whom
respect, revere and follow the example set by teenagers.

(7)  Insome places, you can serve as a civil rights worker in
your own school.

v Maine Attorney General Andrew Ketterer designates Civil Rights
Teams in each grade at more than 100 schools. These teams of
students and faculty advisers provide non-violence education and
awareness for students and invite students to report incidents of
harassment directly to them.

(8)  Finally, break the deadly code of silence. To protect
yourselves, your peers and everyone else present in the
school environment, you can recognize that the mature
response to peers and others who bring weapons to
school, participate in acts of violence or other crimes, or
threaten to do so is to report them to school authorities.

C. What Our Schools Can Do

While it is clear from our listening conferences that schools are
not the cause of youth violence, it is equally clear that schools can do
much to help solve the problem. We make the following recommenda-
tions for schools:

(1) Take responsibility for making your school safe.
(2)  Post school resource officers on campus.

v New Jersey Attorney General John J. Farmer, Jr.’s office has pub-
lished a Guide to Establishing a Safe Schools Resource Officer Program
to help educators and communities establish school-based police
programs to decrease violence and increase security. It can be

found at www.state.nj.us/lps/dcj/agree.pdf.

v" In Florida, Attorney General Robert Butterworth sponsors and
conducts trainings for School Resource Officers. Those officers who
attend 130 hours of juvenile-related courses are eligible to be desig-
nated School Resource Office Practitioners.

(3)  Train your teachers to recognize early warning signs of
violent youth.
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v' Attorney General Richard Ieyoub, together with the Louisiana
Community Policing Institute, has provided school safety/violence
prevention training in all 64 parishes in his state. Also, see Early
Warning, Timely Response: A Guide to Safe Schools, published by the
U.S. Dept. of Education and the U.S. Dept. of Justice (1998),
www.air-dc.org/cecp/guide/annotated.htm.

(4) Beef up physical security measures—including some
combination of ID badges, uniforms or dress codes, closed
campuses, security cameras and metal detectors.

(5) Recognize and attack head-on the root causes of this
violence, including intolerance, bullying, and unresolved
conflict.

(6) Provide constructive outlets for the anger that many
students inevitably bring from home, whether they be
athletics, the arts, or other programs. Among other
things, these programs recognize that every child has a
need to belong and be accepted, and that for many this
need is not fulfilled at home or in their neighborhood.

(7)  Offer full-day kindergarten.

(8) Provide after-school programs where children can play
and work together on worthy projects.

(9) Encourage peer mediation and mentoring.

v" In Louisiana, Attorney General Richard Ieyoub is sponsoring a
week-long camp to train middle and high school students in peer
mediation and conflict resolution techniques.

(10) Intervene in high-risk or volatile situations in the schools.

v' Massachusetts Attorney General Tom Reilly’s office coordinates the
development and implementation of Conflict Intervention Teams,
experienced mediators who respond to school emergencies by
helping resolve the underlying conflicts.

(11) Identify early the elementary students who are likely to
cause future trouble and work with them to head off
violence.

v" Project O.A.S.LS. (Ohio’s Accelerated School-Based Intervention
Solution), an alternative school pilot program developed by Ohio
Attorney General Betty D. Montgomery’s office, identifies and
assists youth in grades 4-7 who are at risk for increased delinquent
behavior. The program incorporates in-school case management
and an out-of-school suspension program.

(12) Institute policies and procedures to deal with hate-based
violence.
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v' Attorney General Mike Hatch published a guide that outlines both
short-term and long-term steps schools should take when they have
experienced a hate incident. See “Not in Our Schools, Not in Our
Towns, Not in Our State: Hate and Bias Crimes, A Rapid Response
Guide for Minnesota Schools.”

(13) Teach your students not to engage in bullying but rather
to respect their peers’ differ
ences.

v" West Virginia Attorney General Darrell
McGraw, Jr. has worked with 12 high
schools and middle schools in a year-long
partnership initiative to prevent bias-
motivated harassment and violence.
Students receive training and support
from faculty advisors, community advi-
sors, and the Civil Rights Division, and
conduct programs at each school. See also
Protecting Students from Harassment and
Hate Crime: A Guide for Schools, NAAG and
the U.S. Department of Education Office
tor Civil Rights (1999), available at
NAAG’s Web site, www.naag.org.

(14) Provide protection to teachers
and other school officials for
taking legitimate disciplinary
actions.

(15) Foster a sense of community
and a sense of trust so strong as
to overcome the culture of
bullying and even the code of
silence.

(16) Teach students how to set
personal and career goals and

develop strategies to
accomplish those goals.

(17) Provide more counseling and mental health services in
school. Several teachers and administrators with whom
we spoke said counseling needs to be available beginning
in elementary school. They recommended identifying
the troubled youth early on—experienced teachers all say
they know who most of them will be—and offering
services to them in partnership with parents and

community organizations.
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(18) Make a safety plan encompassing all these elements,
taking care to include parents, teachers, students, police,
tire fighters, emergency managers, communities of faith,
and interested members of the community in making and

executing the plan.

“A safe school is in place when students can
learn and teachers can teach in a welcoming
environment, free of intimidation and fear.
It is a setting where the educational climate
fosters a spirit of acceptance and care for
every child; where behavior expectations are
clearly communicated, consistently enforced
and fairly applied. Unlimited options and
potential exist for safe school planning. It
requires only the ability to get started.”
-Ron Stephens, Director,

National School Safety Center *

v" Colorado Attorney General Ken Salazar partnered with the Univer-
sity of Colorado Center for the Study and Prevention of Youth
Violence in a one million dollar initiative to provide safe school
planning assistance to Colorado’s 1500 schools and select 16 com-
munities for a three-year in-depth review of causes and solutions in
those communities.

v' California Attorney General Bill Lockyer’s office, in partnership
with the State Department of Education, provides schools with
“Safe Schools: A Planning Guide for Action,” regional training on
development of the plan, and volunteer technical assistance. Attor-
ney General Lockyer also developed the “Crisis Response Box:
Partnering for Safe Schools” Guide to preparing for a critical inci-
dent. See www.caag.state.ca.us/cvpc.

v" NAAG makes available a number of materials designed to assist
communities that wish to make safety plans for their schools. See
NAAG’s Web site, www.naag.org. See also, It’s Our School: Some
Practical Tools for School Safety, Washington State Attorney Gen-
eral Christine Gregoire and Superintendent of Public Instruction
Dr. Terry Bergeson (1999), www.wa.gov/ago/ourschool.
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D. What Communities of Faith Can Do

Communities of faith can be marvelous sources of people,
energy, role models and values. For communities of faith that choose
to join us in this endeavor, we recommend as follows:

1)

()
3)

(4)

Take responsibility to provide our youth with a
connection to a community of caring individuals and
families. As preexisting communities that include
networks of friends and families and are typically
centered around values of altruism, mutual support and
community service, faith communities are particularly
well set up to provide young people with the connection
to a larger community that so many of them crave.
Communities of faith can also provide a ready supply of
positive adult and peer role models.

They sometimes offer an array of after-school, athletic,
arts, community service and other programs that not
only occupy young people’s time, but also inculcate good
values, teach valuable interaction skills, and expose them,
again, to positive, caring adult role models.

By their very nature, communities of faith also offer
ongoing, inclusive programs for instilling positive values
of altruism and responsibility.

We encourage communities of faith to join us in our efforts. We
also encourage individuals and families who belong to a community of
faith to turn that community’s attention toward this effort to reach out
to our youth.

E. What Community Organizations Can Do To
Provide Resources to Youth

Members of the community who care about children but are not
parents, teachers, or administrators can nonetheless help solve the
problem. We recommend that they:

1)

10

Volunteer to help with after-school programs, which
help reduce youth violence in a number of ways. They
provide a relatively safe place for a child to go. They
often provide harmless enjoyment and beneficial physical
exercise. They keep young people occupied. And of
course they provide sustained attention from positive
adult role models.
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v" To their credit, a number of national organizations with a record of
working well with children and teens have, over the past decade or
so, launched initiatives to reach out to urban youth. These include
the Boys and Girls Clubs of America, the Boy Scouts of America,
Girls Incorporated, the Girl Scouts of the U.S.A., the National
Association of Police Athletic Leagues, the National 4-H Council,
and the YMCA of the U.S.A.

Most violent juvenile crimes are committed
between 2:30 p.m. and 8:30 p.m.*

(2)  Volunteer for peer mediation programs, which survive
and sometimes thrive on volunteer help from members of
the community. Experts all say that whether a child
becomes a productive, socialized adult turns largely on
whether he or she has at least one adult who provides that
child sustained, positive attention. Our listening
conferences affirmed the value of these programs.

v" In Pennsylvania, volunteer mediators can participate in Attorney
General Mike Fisher’s Project PEACE (Peaceful Endings Through
Attorneys, Children and Educators), a program that trains profes-
sionals to help children in their formative years learn how to
change their behavior, control their anger and become peer media-
tors.

v" Mississippi Attorney General Mike Moore established the Missis-
sippi Mentoring Network, a non-profit organization to further
promising practices in the areas of after-school, mentoring, and
early childhood programs through training, information, and
public service scholarships.

v Washington Attorney General Christine Gregoire founded LASER
(Lawyers and Students Engaging in Resolution). LASER sends
volunteer attorneys into high schools across the state to train stu-
dents in peer mediation as an alternative to violence. LASER is
now an independent nonprofit, but Attorney General Gregoire’s
office continues to provide LASER with office space and a part-time
executive director.

(3)  Volunteer to tutor and mentor children.

v In 1999, Virginia Attorney General Mark Earley launched a pro-
gram known as “2000 by 2000,” an effort to mobilize 2000 new

11
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volunteers to serve as mentors, tutors, and coaches for children
around Virginia.

(4)
(5)

(6)
(7)
(8)
)
(10)
(11)

Coach teams.

Teach useful skills that children might not otherwise
learn.

Supervise arts programs.

Raise funds.

Contribute needed funds.

Serve on boards and committees.

Act as a big brother or sister.

Most of all, just spend some time with kids and provide a
role model of an adult who cares about them in a positive
way.

What Communities Can Do To Provide
Resources for Parents

One theme we heard was that communities should do more to
help parents. We recommend the following for communities that want
to help:

1)

()

3)
(4)

(5)

Come together to address how you can do more for
parents who want to do the right thing but need help
making decisions about their children.

Simply bring parents of children the same age together
regularly to discuss their children and the issues they
face.

Provide a hotline to give information and advice to
parents.

Allow schools to serve as centers for parents to gather
and help one another. In that regard, the school we
visited where the YMCA had moved right into the school
might serve as a model. Most parents’ lives revolve
around their children, and most children’s lives revolve
around school, so it makes sense to bring services for
children into the schools.

Offer early childhood care and education programs: pre-
natal care, training for at-risk mothers, quality child care,
community-based intervention for troubled families, and
expedited permanency planning for children removed
from abusive homes.
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G. What Law Enforcement and the Justice System
Can Do

As Attorneys General, we value those who work with us in law
enforcement for their wealth of experience, their unique knowledge of
the problem of youth violence, and their pragmatism. There are a
myriad of ways law enforcement can help with the task of reducing
youth violence. We recommend that law enforcement agencies:

(1) Offer anonymous tip lines on which students and others
with knowledge may report threats, harassment, bullying,
display of weapons in school, and other suspicious
activities under the cloak of anonymity.

(2)  Educate young people about youth violence and its
prevention, and the importance of respecting others.

Risk factors for violence include low birth
weight, oxygen deprivation, physical
trauma to infants, minor physical
abnormalities and brain damage.”

v" Utah Attorney General Jan Graham created a curriculum within the
schools that focuses on child abuse prevention and provides inter-
vention resources for children who have been victimized.

v New York Attorney General Eliot Spitzer’s office works to educate
young people regarding dating violence and how to spot an abu-
sive relationship.

v' Texas Attorney General Cornyn leads Gangs 101, a training pro-
gram for parents and law enforcement that teaches warning signs,
gang identifiers, and emerging trends.

(3) Recommend that policymakers reform the juvenile
justice system in part to ensure that early acts of juvenile
delinquency trigger meaningful consequences for the
offender.

v' Kansas Attorney General Carla Stovall has proposed 72-Hour-Hold
legislation that would require psychological evaluations of juve-
niles who are taken into custody for bringing a weapon to school or
to a school-sponsored event.

13
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(4)  Share important information on violent juvenile crimes
with the offenders’ schools so the schools can protect their
students and employees. To the extent the law bars such
sharing, recommend to policymakers that laws be
modified to permit the reasonable exchange of
information.

(5)  Train police officers in: school violence, how to handle
interactions with school administrators, teachers and
students, how to conduct school security assessments, and
how to assess and respond to school-related threats.

(6) Patrol school grounds and develop a school resource
officer (SRO) program.

(7)  Develop working partnerships with area schools.

Consult with school officials about school safety and help
them make safety plans. Provide examples of when to
call the police. Help screen employees and staff-like
volunteers.

(8) Reduce truancy by working with schools, parents, and
students who are truant. Visit the truants” homes to see if
their parents have been abusive or neglectful. Enforce
truancy laws.

(9) Provide assistance to children who are victims of crime
or witnesses to crime.

Utah Attorney General Jan Graham established Children’s Justice
Centers to work directly with child victims on investigation and
prosecution and to provide services to families.

(10) Work with schools and relevant social service agencies to
ensure that a young offender is given access to resources
and every opportunity to reform.

Two of the programs offered by Arizona Attorney General Janet
Napolitano’s Civil Rights and Conflict Resolution Section are (1)
Victim-Offender Mediation in cases referred by juvenile courts and
probation departments, and (2) Youth Mediation for disputes
between youth involved in gang, pre-gang or other at-risk activi-
ties. Both programs involve cooperation between law enforcement
agencies and other service providers.

Delaware Attorney General M. Jane Brady’s office has developed
two school diversion programs for first offenders, one for those 13
and under, in which they go before a community panel and are
given individual assignments, and the other for those 14 and over,
who attend anger management and other classes and perform
community service.
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v" In Iowa, Attorney General Tom Miller helps administer the Juvenile
Court School Liaisons program, in which schools collaborate with
the juvenile courts to work with youth who are at-risk, on proba-
tion, truant, or disruptive.

(11) While the climate in each state will dictate what is
possible on this point, law enforcers should recommend to
policymakers that they do all they can to ensure that any
access by juveniles to knives, firearms and other deadly
weapons is supervised, age-appropriate and responsible.

(12) Law enforcement agencies should enforce laws against
illegal gun sales and educate parents on firearm safety,
including the proper storage of weapons in the home.
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ITII. LISTENING TO OUR
YOUTH

A. Introduction: Listening Conferences

In 1999, NAAG sponsored four national listening conferences.
At the first, hosted by Mississippi Attorney General Mike Moore in
Jackson in May, we heard from a cross-section of students including
some from a school that had suffered a tragic shooting, and from
experts in child development. The second, hosted by Tennessee Attor-
ney General Paul Summers in Nashville last June, brought us in touch
with once-troubled students whose lives had been turned around by
the Boys and Girls
Clubs and their volun-
teers. At a third confer-
ence, this one hosted by
Massachusetts Attorney
General Tom Reilly in
Boston in October, we
heard from students
and school administra-
tors about an impres-
sive array of programs
in Massachusetts that
had proven effective in
preventing youth
violence. At the final
national listening
conference, hosted by
Arizona Attorney
General Janet
Napolitano in
Scottsdale in December, we heard from a diverse group of students
about the causes of youth violence: their troubled home lives, the
bullying they faced at school, and how those courageous young people
had coped with all the adversity they had endured.

In addition to these national listening conferences, which were
attended by state Attorneys General, Attorneys General held their own
so-called listening conferences. Attorney General Gregoire’s listening
conferences were typical. At each conference, the Attorney General
met separately with groups of students and administrators, and at
most of the conferences she also met with teachers and parents. At the
beginning of each of her conversations with students, Attorney Gen-
eral Gregoire told them we were listening first to the students, and that
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what they said would be included in the report she and the other state
Attorneys General would make to Congress, the President and the
public. She went on to tell them she wanted to hear from them about
the causes of youth violence and its solutions.

Attorney General Gregoire began most discussions of the causes
of violence by asking what the students thought of the idea that violent
video games, music and movies cause youth violence. Then, after the
students had consistently dismissed that cause, she went on to ask,
well, then, what are the real causes of youth violence? Time was re-
served for a discussion of what solutions the students thought would
make sense, and at the very end the Attorney General usually asked
for comments and a show of hands on a list of about a dozen proposed
solutions to youth violence.

The next section of this report focuses on what all the Attorneys
General heard at these listening conferences—mostly from the stu-
dents, but also from their teachers, parents and school administra-
tors—about youth violence, its causes and its solutions. Despite their
profound racial, economic and geographic diversity, the students were
remarkably consistent in the views they expressed.

B. Causes of Youth Violence

Students, parents, teachers and administrators consistently told
us the main cause of youth violence is found in a child’s home. Sec-
ond, they said, is the way students treat each other—bullying, dissing,
and harassing being major contributors to youth violence. Other
causes of youth violence were cited: drugs and alcohol, access to
weapons, lax disciplinary and juvenile justice systems, and, at least
according to teachers and parents, violent video games and movies.
However, students, parents, teachers and administrators spoke so
overwhelmingly of parents and bullying that our report focuses on
those two main causes. What follows is our account of what we
heard—on those subjects and others—at our listening conferences.

1. “It All Starts in the Home:” How Parents Treat
Their Children

“It all starts in the home,” said one middle school boy in Wash-
ington when asked about the causes of youth violence. “It begins in
our homes,” said a high school student from Colorado. “We need to
have parents teaching us the right morals and the right values.” An-
other teen added, “The thing that molds us the most is our family, or
lack thereof.” And in Arkansas, one boy said, “It starts at home. If you
get knocked in the head at home, it’s nothing to come to school and
knock somebody in the head.”
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As it turned out, nearly every person who attended our listen-
ing conferences agreed with that view. While agreeing that most kids
turn out just fine, and expressing admiration and sometimes sympathy
for the majority of parents who do their best, nearly everyone agreed
that the main cause of youth violence is found in the home of a child.
“The problems of some students go back to their home life,” said a
parent in Louisiana. “Moms and dads need to teach their children
right from wrong,” said one youth. “I don’t think it is a school’s re-
sponsibility to pick up the pieces of what’s gone wrong at home.” A
middle school boy put it plainly when he said, “If you come from a
loving home, you're not going to go out and shoot people and stuff.”

In homes where domestic violence occurs,
children are physically abused and
neglected at a rate 15 times higher than
the national average. ¢ In 60 to 75% of
families in which a woman is battered,
children are also battered.” “More than
3.3 million children witness physical and
verbal spousal abuse each year,” ranging
“from insults and hitting to fatal assaults
with guns and knives.”® In some areas of
the United States, more than half the calls
for police assistance are for domestic
disturbances.” ®

We heard from too many kids who live with violence in the
home. In one group of students, only four of 27 had not seen violence
in the home. “The kids are used to violence at home,” said a middle-
school teacher. “They’re relieved to come here and get away from it.”
Some students said school was the only place they ever felt safe. One
teacher agreed, saying, “The younger kids cry when school gets out for
the summer. They feel safe here but at home they're afraid all the
time.”

People repeatedly commented that violence in the home teaches
kids that the only way to solve their problems is through violence.
That prompted numerous teachers and administrators and one police
chief to observe that they knew which first, second and third graders
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were going to land in jail years later for acts of violence. “The violent
kids are the ones who come from homes with anger,” one elementary
school teacher told us. “They’re angry about what goes on in their
home. . .. They’re angry to start with. They’re angry when they walk in
the door.”

Comments from students made it clear the problem may go far
beyond parents merely neglecting to spend time with their children or
set appropriate boundaries. “The only thing I knew growing up was
to throw something, or to hurt myself—so I just wondered what the
other solution could be,” said a high school girl. “My parents taught
me violence.” In Arizona, another girl said, “My dad taught me to just
fight them back. He’d get mad, and—well, there’s a lot of holes in the
walls. Ileft home to live with my mom. I couldn’t live with my dad.
It was too violent there.”

Early stimulation and nurturing is
necessary to proper development of the
human brain. Trauma during the early

years impedes brain development and
makes it more difficult for individuals in
later years to establish positive
relationships with others. *°

Violence in the home and neighborhood can carry over to the
school. “When a child doesn’t feel safe, they bring that unsafeness to
school” according to one high school boy in Massachusetts. “One kid
brings a gun, another kid feels unsafe and then he brings a knife.
Adults don’t understand that. Some kids aren’t safe at home.” Talking
about the impact of home life on youth violence, a middle school girl
said, “It starts in the home. People make fun of their own kids, their
families abuse them. It’s not the only cause of youth violence, but. . ..
It’s like a tributary to a river. It just feeds it.”

But it is not enough just to have a nonviolent home. A common
theme was that kids need parents or other adults who will teach them
life skills, listen to them, accept them, take an interest in their lives, and
give them a sense of belonging. “Many of the problems we have are
happening with kids who are not being parented,” one school official
said.

Kids reminded us how difficult it is to grow up, especially
today. “When you have a lot of questions you need people around
who can give you good answers,” one student said. “It’s not just that
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there’s someone to talk to,” said one girl, “it’s that there’s someone
who hears what you say.” Even if there are other negative influences,
one middle school girl said, “It comes back to the home. If you don’t
have the attention and support, you're going to have a lot of anger.”
One school official put it simply: “If every child had one person to talk
to, there would be a lot less problems in the world.”

Children aged 9 to 12 who were
previously known to the child welfare
system—due to at least one investigation
of child abuse or neglect within their
families—uwere 67 times more likely to be
arrested than other children the same age.

—from a study in Sacramento County in 1994 !

The importance of a sense of belonging was repeatedly men-
tioned. “The main thing is belonging and acceptance,” an administra-
tor in Washington told us. “If you don’t feel you're accepted, you're
going to strike out. . . . The main thing is for there to be someplace for
all of us to belong.”

Another person noted that for most kids, the need for a sense of
belonging comes from the family, “but today, more than ever, that need
is not being met in too many families.”

We heard often that a sense of belonging or “being connected” is
critical because it helps establish values, gives a child an important
place to turn when they encounter problems, and helps kids accept
themselves for what they are. “We see too many kids who aren’t
connected,” one school official said. “They don’t have a family or
someone to help them establish values, and when they get discon-
nected, they become outcasts.”

Adolescents spend only 4.8% of their time
with their parents and 2% with adults
who are not their parents. 1

Another common theme was the lack of involvement by some
parents in their children’s lives. “Parents have to get involved in their
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kids’ lives,” one frustrated teacher told us. A high school student who
is now a peer mediator said, “My life encompasses all that’s been said.
It started out as crap. . . . My mom started out with a bad effect on me.
She worked swing shift, I didn’t see her a lot, just saw babysitters, so I
didn’t have anyone to talk to, and I had to bottle it up.”

40% of adolescents’ time is spent in
“discretionary activities”—that is, time
spent doing something other than eating,
working, going to school or doing
homework—and many young people
spend almost all that time “without
companionship or supervision by
responsible adults.” 13

Another high school boy spoke of how he and his father have
become closer, but he still regrets his father’s distance during the boy’s
early childhood. “My dad and I never had a close relationship when I
was little. Now he’s trying to talk
to us, because he’s scared that he’s
losing his family because we're
getting older and starting to move
out. And even though the conver-
sations are pointless, I cherish
those conversations with my dad.
I'll listen to whatever he wants to
talk about.” But, he added wist-
fully, he wished his father had
paid more attention to him when
he was little. “I envy families who
have that, who know how impor-
tant conversations are.”

The discussion of parents
neglecting their children was
punctuated by references to lone-
liness. “The number one problem
kids have is that they’re lonely,”
said a high school teacher. “We try to personalize, so every kid has
some connection to some adult.” His principal added, “I don’t think
kids will do good work for you until they know how much you care
about them.”

The connection between youth violence and the lack of love at
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home was demonstrated in heartbreaking terms by the 15-year old boy
who described how he had joined a gang. At his initiation he was
forced to stand and endure a vicious, two-minute beating from other
gang members. Asked later why he submitted to that treatment, the
boy said, “I knew this was going to hurt really bad, but I felt that if I
could take it for just a couple of minutes, I'd be surrounded by people
who loved me.”

Several of the children (described in the next section of this
report) who related past experiences of being bullied in school dwelled
in particular on the loneliness of the experience—no friends, no one to
talk to, nowhere to turn. And the young man who said his early life
had been “crap” attributed it mostly to the fact that because of his
mother’s work schedule, he rarely saw her and had no one to talk to.

Risk factors for violence by children
include “parents’ failure to set clear
expectations for their children, failure to
supervise and monitor children’s behavior,
and excessively severe, harsh, or
inconsistent parenting.” 1

It is not enough for parents to listen and be available to their
kids, people repeatedly told us. They also have to set boundaries. One
boy appealed to parents to set more boundaries. “What'’s in is in, and
your parents should limit that,” he said. “If you're going to make the
wrong decisions with tattoos all over your body, that’s just going to
bring you down. If you're out hanging out with friends who are smok-
ing dope and doing drugs, that’s going to bring you down.” “We don’t
teach ethics to our children,” complained one teacher. “My son gets it
in Tae Kwon Do. Nowhere else.” Another teacher, speaking of children
who arrive at school angry about their home life, said, “We try to help
those kids. But some come from families with no boundaries or values.
No restrictions on what games they play, what they watch on TV, when
they go to bed, where they go, how much money they spend.”

Several administrators said it is more and more difficult to
discipline students because the parents increasingly challenge any
discipline that is imposed. “Parents won't take responsibility,” one
vice-principal complained. “You discipline their children and they
come in with their lawyers.” One middle-school teacher said, “I'm
more afraid of the parents than the students. One father barged into
my classroom in the middle of class and started yelling at me, “‘How
dare you punish my child?””

School officials responsible for discipline were frustrated by
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some parents’ failure to teach values, set boundaries, and instill a
respect for civility. “Too many families have a litany of excuses and a
real lack of responsibility for a child’s behavior,” one school official
said. Another added, “Far too many parents want to be friends with
their kids and they don’t realize it takes time and effort to apply disci-
pline.”

Some administrators also were bothered by parents not taking
an interest in their children’s academic success. One middle school
assistant principal commented, “Many of the discipline problems that
I come in contact with daily are directly related to frustration and lack
of success in school. . . . It is rare for a student who is actively involved
in school activities, and successful in academics, to have discipline
problems.”

While agreeing that parents are uniquely influential, several
students argued that parental influences can be overcome, and that the
ultimate responsibility for how a young person acts rests with that
young person alone. Some teens said they had learned from the mis-
takes their parents had made. “My mother had me at 18, and told me
later how tough it was for her,” said a high school girl. “So I won’t do
that.” Others said they had decided on their own to go a different way.
“Lots of crazy parents produce good kids,” said one high school boy.
“You can decide not to be like your parents. But,” he conceded,
“there’s more opportunity for things to go wrong if the parents are
bad.” A high school boy added, “My parents influence me, my friends,
and I mix that all together and bake a cake of my own making. It’s
their influence and my ideas.”

“Young adolescents do not want to be left
to their own devices. In national surveys
and focus groups, America’s youth have
given voice to serious longing. They
want more regular contact with adults
who care about and respect them.” '°

Many students spoke of the counseling and friendship they
offered to their peers who were struggling at home. Others talked of
how much the support of their peers or adults other than their parents
had meant to them when they were dealing with a difficult home life.
One high school senior said, “I've learned most of my being a man
from counselors.” Still others described their own homes as a refuge
from the harsh world outside. “Peers matter,” said a high school
student, “but you can still go home and talk to your parents. And they
can guide you through choices you think you can make.”
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2.  “Bruised Inside”: How Our Youth Treat Each
Other

Nearly everyone from whom we heard cited bullying and the
way peers treat each other as the second major cause of youth violence.
“I know someone said that sticks and stones may break my bones but
words will never hurt me,” said a middle school student in Arizona,
“but that’s a lie.” Whatever the bully’s motivations, the links between
bullying and violence were clear to the students we heard from. They
said verbal bullying encourages physical violence toward those who
are bullied. And, students told us, young people who have been
bullied and tormented but have no one to talk to about it, no way to
express their feelings, and no way to escape the harassment, are some-
times the ones who explode.

The point that bullying can be a precursor to physical violence
was made by a student whose parents had emigrated from another
country. The girl told us she had been harassed and “dissed” daily by
her peers. She reported the bullying to school officials, who did noth-
ing. She told her parents, who “listened but did not hear.” One day
her classmates threw tampons at her on the school bus and told her
they were going to beat her up. She reported the threats to the bus
driver, who laughed it off. The other girls then followed her off the
school bus and beat her as the bus driver watched approvingly, giving
a “Rocky Five victory sign” when they had finished battering the girl.
“One of [them] held me from behind while the other pummeled me,
while 20 of my friends watched, and no one did anything,” the girl
said. “I didn’t hit her once. It went on three or four minutes.” Finally
a woman driving by, a neighbor of the girl, got out of her car and made
them stop. “My shirt was covered with blood. . . . My life changed, I
was in counseling for a while. I depended on the adult to protect me,
and I made a mistake by doing that. So what does that say? I was in
the hospital, my eyes were swollen shut for days.”

Incidents of bullying, like the ridiculing that the girl on the bus
endured for years before her beating, were described as pervasive. At
some of our schools, nearly every student said he or she had been
bullied or harassed at some point. “Kids spend half their lives in a
setting where they are bullied,” one administrator told us. Students at
some schools said bullying occurs constantly and is a major cause of
violence. Elementary school teachers said bullying occurs there in
every grade but becomes more brutal and more violent in the later
grades.

The immigrant girl who was beaten after leaving the school bus
illustrates the violent harassment that we heard was often aimed at
students because of their race, ethnicity, or sexual orientation. A high
school student said, “I have a friend who’s gay who was beaten up
many times last year, and threatened.” Another girl at the same school
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said her boyfriend, who she said was bisexual and gothic, “was fol-
lowed down the hall from one class to the other by jocks calling him
‘faggot, faggot, faggot.”” She said they “got his schedule” and would
meet him at one classroom and follow him all the way to the next one,
repeating “faggot, faggot, faggot. . . . He finally dropped out.”

“Bullying is a range of behaviors,
both verbal and physical, that intimidate
others and often lead to antisocial and
unlawful acts. Staff, students, and
parents/quardians need to understand
that bullying is a pervasive problem that
leads to violence. Bullying should neither

be thought of as a "kids will be kids’
occurrence nor accepted as a way of life.”

—International Association of Chiefs of
Police, Guide for Preventing and
Responding to School Violence (1999)

An African-American girl, now in high school, related how all
through middle school she was harassed because of her race. A high
school boy originally from Turkey said that when he first moved to the
United States, he wore the same clothes he’d worn back home and
found that he was taunted as “gay, because my pants were tight.”

A number of people linked bullying to what they saw as an
atmosphere of intolerance in our society. “Hatred and racism are
rampant in the United States,” said a teacher from a racially diverse
high school. “I took a swastika flag from a quiet kid who sat alone and
bothered no one,” added one of her colleagues. At one high school
that reported a high level of violence, students told us the bulk of the
violence was inspired by antipathy toward either gays or Native
Americans. Complaining about their community’s reputation for
hurling racial epithets at sporting events, one student said, “Other
schools don’t want to come here to play us. Even their cheerleaders
get taunted.”

One high school boy offered, “The only people I fear are the
Indians. . . . They all stick together.” “They all dress alike, too,” added
a classmate. Some of the girls said when they go to a big city to go
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shopping, “it’s hard not to stare at the black people. We have almost
none of them here.” A classmate said that at a gathering of student

leaders from many high schools, they discussed each school’s reputa-
tion. He was told that his school was known primarily for its racism.

Maine Attorney General Andrew
Ketterer’s Civil Rights Division noticed
that half of all hate crimes reported to that
office were committed by juveniles. They
studied these incidents and found that the
most severe, violent hate crimes were
nearly always preceded by years of
bullying. ¢

Students and their teachers spoke eloquently about the advan-
tages of learning and teaching in a culturally diverse environment. One
teacher said the effect of diversity “is that it creates a more open dia-
logue about everything. Also, your stereotypes get shattered over-
night.” A colleague agreed, “The dialogue is allowed to be as vibrant
as the cultures.” Another teacher said it is difficult to teach tolerance in
the absence of diversity. “You can read the lines in the book,” he said,
“but until you go out there, you're not going to understand.”

While the worst and most violent tales of harassment and bully-
ing focused on persons of disability or those whose race, sexual orien-
tation, nationality, or religion was outside the “mainstream,” many
students, teachers and administrators agreed that bullying can be
based on almost any characteristic. In our listening conferences, we
heard from students who were bullied not only because they were
African-American, gay, Turkish or Ethiopian, but also because of their
weight, their height, their gender, their religion, their appearance, their
glasses, their hair, their accent, or the fact that they were new in town.
Some seemed to have been bullied simply because they appeared
unlikely to fight back, or because they happened not to belong to
whatever group was doing the bullying. One high school boy reported
that in grade school, he had been taunted and ostracized because he
was “skinny.”

In addition to other cultural biases, several adults and some
students decried what one called, “jock culture,” saying it contributed
to bullying, and to feelings of inferiority by those without athletic
talent. “Our heroes are athletes,” lamented one teacher. Some said star
athletes received special treatment from certain teachers, and felt this
double standard contributed to bullying of non-athletes by “the jocks.”
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A high school girl from Massachusetts said popular athletes get away
with sexual harassment completely, good students get a “slap on the
wrist,” and those who are neither athletes nor good students are disci-
plined more severely. One parent said athletic programs do a lot of
good but the schedule of holiday practices, team dinners and other
events seriously interfered with her family’s attempts to spend time
together. A middle school administrator, describing her school’s effort
to refrain from glorifying athletes, said, “It’s about breaking down the
hierarchy.” She said her daughter attended a school where “there’s
this whole aura around athletes.” One of the schools we visited dis-
played large photographs of current athletic stars in a prominent place
near the school entrance, but students whose achievements lay in other
areas were not shown.

California Attorney General Bill
Lockyer’s report, 1998 Hate Crime in
California, states that 89% of hate crimes
against individuals were motivated by
race, ethnicity, or sexual orientation. V7

Some school leaders said they made a conscious effort to reduce
the role of athletes in the culture of their schools. “There are jocks here
but it’s not us versus them,” one high school teacher told us. “Lots of
our kids are in sports; very few of our teams cut anyone. A lot de-
pends on the coaches” attitude—ours are not ‘red meat” kind of
people.” School leaders made it clear they were not questioning the
importance of athletic programs, which they said serve a valuable
purpose especially for disadvantaged or troubled youth.

Students everywhere spoke eloquently of the tremendous harm
done by harassment. A high school girl was in tears as she described
the outcasting and bullying she had suffered—in third grade, eight
years earlier. “They wouldn’t leave me alone,” she said. “I was in
third grade and I had no friends. I came home crying every day. I'm
still angry with the people who did it....If my parents hadn’t been
there, I would have done something. I contemplated death.”

“I was known as “elephant girl” in grade school,” a high school
girl in Washington reported. “A teacher called me that. I had almost
no friends. It’s really damag