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ochool violence:
a preventable occupational hazard

chool violence is a serious
Soccupational hazard and a

major concern for NJEA
members. National events over the
past few years have demonstrated
that no school is immune from
violent incidents. Violence can
cause not only physical injury but

serious psychological injury as well.

While it is true that schools are

among the safest places for students,

it is also true that assault, threats,
fights, and other violent acts are an
all-too-common occurrence in New
Jersey schools. Many incidents are
predictable; most are preventable.
And like any workplace hazard,

it is the responsibility of district
administration to take reasonable
steps to minimize the likelihood

of school violence. Management
efforts to prevent violence in
schools must involve NJEA local
leaders and members at every

step of the process. The local
association’s health and safety
committee is the best vehicle

for dealing with the problem of
violence in schools.

Two types of school violence

Two kinds of violence should be distinguished. One is
violence by trespassers who enter school buildings to
steal, rob, or assault someone. These types of incidents
are rare in New Jersey. The other type of violence is
committed against teachers, administrators, other staff
members, or fellow classmates by students enrolled in
the school or their families. These types of incidents
are more common in New Jersey and include simple
assault, aggravated assault, fights, gang fights, robbery,
extortion, sex offenses, and threats.

High teacher injury rates

Violence is a potential hazard in virtually every school
occupation. Special education teachers, junior high
school teachers and high school teachers are among

the top 12 U.S. occupations in rates of workplace
victimization according to data from the U.S.
Department of Justice. Rates were 68, 54, and 38 crimes
per year per 1,000 workers in those three jobs compared
to 261 for law enforcement, the occupation with the
highest rate of violent acts, and 12.6 crimes per year per
1,000 workers for all workers on average.

New Jersey violence and vandalism
report data

Public School Safety Law N.J.S.A.18A: 17-46 requires
any school employee observing or having direct
knowledge from a participant or victim of violence

to file a report describing the incident to the school
principal. Discrimination against an employee who
files such a report is prohibited by N.J.S.A.18A: 17-47,
and provides restoration of full employment and
compensation for any loss of wages.

In an attempt to improve reporting, the N.J. Department
of Education (DOE) initiated the Electronic Violence
and Vandalism Reporting System (EVVRS) in March
2000. NJEA believes this system to be flawed but

still useful as discussed in more detail later. EVVRS

is an internet-based collection of data on incidents of
violence, vandalism, weapons, and substance abuse that
oceur in or on school property in New Jersey.

SH E I Y rAc I s Under the system, DOE provides districts with a

three-page form that includes a page for each incident,
offender, and victim information. Incidents, as defined
by the DOE, are reported on the form at the school, and
the record of the incident is entered directly on-line.
Use of a common form and clear definitions supports
uniformity in reporting, although compliance can be
problematic.

The DOE has pubished five years of data. The baseline
data for the 1999-2000 school year showed 21,367 total
incidents while the 2003-2004 data showed 20,207
incidents.

Consistent with previous years’ data, more than two-
thirds of all schools (69 percent) reported five or

fewer total incidents in 2003-2004 with one school in
three (34 percent) reporting no incidents at all. The
distribution of the location of incidents also mirrored
that of prior years with three incidents in ten (30
percent) taking place in the classroom and another 21
percent in the school corridor. The police were notified
in 38 percent of incidents reported, up six percent in
the two years from 2001-02.

This data suggests that many incidents are simply not
being reported. More details, including data by district,
are available on the DOE website, listed later under
Internet Resources.

Local leaders need to proceed cautiously on this issue.
Beginning with the 2003-04 school year the Federal
Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA)
requires:

e Students attending public schools that are
identified as “persistently dangerous” have a right
to transfer to a “safe” school within the same
district.

e Parents to be notified if their child’s school has
been identified as “dangerous” and must be
informed of transfer rights.

 That any student who is a victim of a violent
criminal offense on any public school’s property
have the same transfer rights and the parents of
these children must be notified of these transfer
rights.

o The New Jersey Dept. of Education Unsafe
School Choice Option Policy and definition of
“persistently dangerous” can be found at www.
state.nj.us/njded/grants/nclb/policy/unsafe.htm

District responses to incidents
Out-of-school suspension is the action taken in
response to incidents in 85 percent of cases. Short-term
suspensions are the norm; suspensions of one — four
days are given in 54% of the cases. Removal to an
alternative program occurred in three percent of the
Cases.




