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chool-Based Violence Prevention Programs
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ver the past decade, three events have signifi-
cantly transformed the way schools decide
which prevention programs they implement.

The first event was the shooting at Columbine High
chool in Littleton, Colorado, on April 20, 1999. The
illing of twelve students and a teacher by two students,
ho later committed suicide, made schools painfully
ware that violent attacks could happen anywhere—in
rban, suburban, or rural areas—at any time, and that
hen it came to issues of student well-being and school

afety, schools needed to be prepared to deal with both.
lthough schools were permitted to use their Safe and
rug Free School and Community Act (SDFSCA) funds

or alcohol and drug prevention programming, as well
s violence prevention programming, since passage of
he Improving America’s School Act in 1994, many
ere reluctant to, for a variety of reasons. These reasons
anged from inadequate resources (although schools
ere given the authority to expand into another area,
g, violence funding, funding was not increased) to not
ully understanding the need to address violence pre-
ention (up to this time, violence in schools was erro-
eously viewed primarily as an urban problem). Colum-
ine, an event that occurred in what many called an

dyllic suburban community, changed this.
Columbine was the period on the sentence of a long

ist of school shootings that occurred during a relatively
hort period of time in non-urban communities
Bethel, Alaska; Moses Lake, Washington; Pearl,
ississippi; Paducah, Kentucky; Jonesboro, Arkansas;

nd Springfield, Oregon). The shooting sent a clear
ignal to “all schools” regardless of where they were
ocated that they needed to do something about school
iolence. There was a clear recognition that no matter
here the school was located, what the size of the

chool was, or what the socioeconomic makeup of the
chool was, the clear potential for violence to occur
xisted, and educators had a responsibility for identify-
ng and implementing violence prevention programs
hat would help stop the violence.

The second event was passage of the No Child Left
ehind Act (NCLB) of 2001, Public Law 107-110.
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Address correspondence and reprint requests to: William Modze-

eski, MA, Office of Safe and Drug Free Schools, U.S. Department of
v
ducation, 400 Maryland Ave SW, Washington DC 20202. E-mail:
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resident George W. Bush signed the NCLB into law on
anuary 8, 2001. The NCLB was meant to radically
hange the way we educated students. It stressed reform
f the education system by emphasizing four major
rinciples of reform: accountability, parental and com-
unity involvement in the educational process, local

ecision making, and use of science-based programs.
his last principle, the use of science-based programs,
pplied not only to those portions of the NCLB that
ealt with teaching and learning but also with preven-
ion programming such as provided for under Title IV,
art A of the NCLB, the SDFSCA. This principle (use of
cience-based programs) was one of five “principles of
ffectiveness” by which schools receiving Title IV funds
approximately 95% of all school districts in the coun-
ry) were required to abide. The others related to
onducting an assessment of the problems faced by the
chool, establishing performance measures, analyzing
nd using as the basis of analysis data on the prevalence
f risk factors experienced by the target population,
nd consulting with parents in the development of
revention programs. Essentially, the principles were
eant to be a road map for the successful design, selec-

ion, implementation, and evaluation of high-quality alco-
ol, drug, and violence prevention and early intervention
rograms.
The NCLB Act caused schools not only to be much
ore discriminatory in the programs they selected for

se but also resulted in administrators being much
ore careful in the types of programs they selected.

chool personnel began to search for strategies and
ractices that could be infused in the school day rather
han discrete curricula-based programs that had to be
queezed into already-crowded class schedules.

The third event related to a rating given to the State
rants Program (Title IV, Subpart 1) of the NCLB Act
nder the Program Assessment Rating Tool. The Office
f Management and Budget, which was charged with
ssessing the effectiveness of federal programs, con-
ucted its initial assessment of the State Grants Pro-
ram in 2004 (this program provides funds on a
opulation basis to State and local education agencies)
nd gave the program the lowest rating possible: Inef-
ective. There were multiple reasons for this score, but
ne of the primary reasons was that it could not be
emonstrated that the federal dollars supporting pre-

ention and early intervention programs were being
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sed for programs that could demonstrate that they
ere effective in achieving their stated goals in reduc-

ng or preventing alcohol and drug use and violent
ehavior. This rating was tied to budget submissions
nd eventually led to a reduction in funding for the
tate Grants Program (from $469 million in 2003 to
351 million in 2007). Although another assessment of
he State Grant Program (in 2006) increased the score
nd rating for the State Grants Program (from Ineffec-
ive to Results Not Demonstrated), the Program was still
iewed as deficient in key areas, especially in areas
elated to measuring the number of schools that were
sing effective prevention programs or strategies.
Receiving an Ineffective rating caused the U.S. De-

artment of Education to take a series of actions to
mprove the quality of programs. One action was the
evelopment of a series of seven program performance
easures. The performance measures will be used to

ssess the effectiveness of the State Grants Program and
o make the budget formulation process more transpar-
nt and objective. Two of the performance measures
elate directly to assessing the quality of programming
elected by schools. More specifically, they measure the
ercentage of drug and violence prevention programs/
ractices supported with SDFSCA state grant funds that
re research based and the percentage of SDFSCA-
unded research-based drug and violence prevention
rograms/practices that are implemented with fidelity.
Establishing clear performance measures for schools

hat use federal funds for support of prevention pro-
rams means that unless schools drop ineffective pre-
ention programs, many of which are extremely popu-
ar and switch to ones that may not be as popular but
hich are effective, they will likely continue to lose
nancial support.
Whereas each of these events individually caused

chools to reassess some part of what they were doing
egarding prevention programming, taken collectively,
he three events converged to help form a tidal wave of
hange. School personnel had to reassess every aspect

f their alcohol, drug, and violence prevention strategy.

108 American Journal of Preventive Medicine, Volume 33, Num
hese administrators examined everything from how
hey assessed problems to how they went about select-
ng the right programs, policies, and practices. They
lso began to reassess how they measured the effective-
ess of their prevention and intervention efforts, how

hey linked to community groups and organizations
uch as the local police and mental health organiza-
ions, what types of training their faculty and staff
eeded, and how the programs were going to fit within
hat many saw as an entirely new school day that had
lmost a singular focus on academics. This has been a
omewhat slow and laborious process, but most districts
ave decided to undertake it, for they realize if they do
ot, there may not be any more federal funding to
upport their prevention efforts. Although most school
istricts clearly understand the need to move in a
ifferent direction, many are struggling to do so as they
o not have the requisite skills or resources necessary to
ring about or sustain the required change.
The article entitled “Effectiveness of Universal

chool-Based Programs to Prevent Violent and Aggres-
ive Behavior: A Systematic Review”1 provides school
istricts with hope as it has demonstrated four things:
1) effective violence prevention programs are available
or schools to adopt; (2) the programs work in various
nvironments; (3) many of the programs do not neces-
arily have to take precious time away from the aca-
emic calendar (adopting the programs could add time
o the calendar as teachers will spend less time on
isciplining students); and (4) the cost of some of the
rograms is very reasonable, making them available to
ost schools.

o financial conflict of interest was reported by the author of
his paper.
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