Keeping Your Classroom Safe

Dr. Mary Margaret Kerr, STAR-Center Outreach Director

School safety is on every educator’s mind.  What can you do to maintain a safe environment for yourself and your students?  This article offers practical tips for classroom staff.

1.  Get involved----safety is everyone’s responsibility.

“But they never taught me this in school!”  It’s true: most of us never learned school safety in our teacher preparation programs.  But schools are changing, and we need to keep up with the times.  You can learn a great deal about school safety by participating in conferences and workshops, serving on your school’s safety committee, reading government newsletters and publications, and networking with specialists in your own community.

2.  Practice the four safety basics.

In a safe school everyone pays attention to the cornerstones of security: supervision, surveillance, intelligence and information.  Let’s take a look at these cornerstones of safety and see how they apply to you.

Supervision and surveillance  

All adults in the school setting must take part in supervising the campus.  Being alert and aware of your surroundings is a basic principle for personal safety.  This includes: greeting those whom you pass in the corridors, taking your part in supervising change of classes, outdoor play, and dismissals; reporting strangers promptly to the office; calling students by name when you see them, frequently checking restrooms and out of the way areas of the school.  Think of surveillance as supervision with suspicious antennae!

What’s safer?  To walk down the hall engrossed in conversation with your fellow teacher or to choose different sides of the corridor and greet students as they pass?

Intelligence and information 

A safe school is one in which students trust their faculty and staff and provide them with general information, as well as intelligence (secret information about potential threats to safety).  As a leading school security expert says,   "Information is the key to control.”  (Blauvelt, 1981)  Students will generally report their suspicions of impending problems, if they have a sense of ownership in their school and "connectedness" to the adults working with them.  This climate cannot exist when adults are unwilling to listen to students.  

What’s safer?  Telling a student, “I’ll try to get back to you,” or finding a few minutes during the day to see what’s on his mind?

3. Avoid strategies that set the occasion for aggression.

To increase your personal safety, avoid embarrassment, sarcasm, and humiliation tactics.  These approaches tend to alienate students and increase the likelihood of aggression.  Research has shown that private reprimands are more effective than public reprimands.  Adolescents may be especially embarrassed by public feedback, so try correcting students privately or near their desk so that others don’t hear.  

What’s safer?  Calling attention in class to an unprepared student or jotting her a note attached to a study guide?

Research also tells us that youth prone to carry guns view aggression as the way to deal with being shamed.  Whenever possible, allow students to “save face.”  For example, if you find yourself in a heated power struggle with a student over something insignificant, let the student “win.”  You can always return to the issue when things cool down.  In other words, pick your battles!   

Avoid ultimatums.  While it’s important and effective to set limits, we sometimes back ourselves into a corner by setting impossible ultimatums.  What’s the difference?  An ultimatum leaves the student with one, uncompromising action.  Effective limit setting allows the student to make a choice.  Consider these examples:  

[Ultimatum that the teacher may not be able to enforce]

“Josh, If you don’t take out your book immediately, you will go to the office.”

[Limit setting with consequences important to the student]

“Josh, Math starts in three minutes.  If you aren’t ready, you’ll lose time from your recess.  Don’t forget---there’s a soccer game for the fifth graders and you don’t want to miss that!”

4. Remember, review, and reassess the three factors that create violent situations.  

Here is a three-point checklist to summarize how you can make your school safe.  

Violence is the combination of three factors:

· A person who is willing and capable to commit violence.

· Conditions that lead this individual to believe that violence is the only option.

· A setting that either permits violence or does not stop it.

Think about the role you play in reviewing and reassessing these three factors in your school and workplace.  

First, your information and intelligence will help you identify those students and visitors who are willing to commit a violent act, who have both the mental and physical capacity to be violent, and who have access to weapons. Most importantly, your personal connectedness to students will identify those at risk.  You will also gain knowledge from actively listening to students, attentive supervision, surveillance when needed, and being generally alert to your surroundings.  

Secondly, you need to review and reassess situations that force students and visitors to see limited options.  Ultimatums are one example of making people feel “boxed in.”  Remember:  research shows that most youth who carry guns believe that violence is their only solution when humiliated or shamed.  Watch your body language as well as your words.  

Thirdly, safety and security are everyone’s responsibility.  Don’t’ shirk your responsibilities.  Enforce the security guidelines in your building.  Follow-up on your instincts, when you see something unusual.  Be kindly and respectfully intrusive with students, asking them to share their concerns and ideas.  

PAGE  
3

