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COMMON ERRORS IN SCHOOL CRISIS RESPONSE:
LEARNING FROM OUR MISTAKES

DEWEY G. CORNELL AND PETER L. SHERAS
University of Virginia

This article describes five school crises involving alcohol-related fatality, self-injurious behavior,
school homicide, racial/ethnic conflict, and community violence. In each case example, errorsin
crisis management by school staff exacerbated the crisis and resulted in deleterious consequences
for the school, its students, and the surrounding community. We identify common themes of lead-
ership, teamwork, and responsibility that are critical to successful crisis management. © 1998 John
Wiley & Sons, Inc.

Guides to school crisis management place great emphasis on the development and implemen-
tation of acrisis plan (Johns & Keenan, 1997; La Pointe, DeMary, Irby, & Cundiff, 1996; Petersen
& Straub, 1992; Pitcher & Poland, 1992; Watson, Poda, Miller, Rice, & West, 1990). While we agree
wholeheartedly that plans are integral to successful crisis response, equally important is the process
by which school professionalsimplement their plan. In this article we contend that qualities of lead-
ership, teamwork, and responsibility are al'so essential ingredients of successful crisis management.
We demonstrate the val ue of these qualitiesthrough analysis of five case examplesillustrating weak-
nesses in leadership, problemsin teamwork, and failings in responsibility that precipitated or wors-
ened a school crisis.

Crises are by definition rare and often unexpected events, and no plan can anticipate the unique
circumstances and special challenges associated with each crisisevent. Furthermore, many crises be-
gin asdifficultieswith asingle student or aseemingly isolated problem that escal ate over time. From
this perspective, a crisisis more usefully conceptualized as a process than an event. School person-
nel may fail to recognize problem situations which, left unaddressed, can precipitate crisis events or
worsen an existing crisis. In some circumstances, the early recognition that a potential crisisisim-
minent can lead to effective action and prevent or at least reduce its impact. Prompt response to
emerging crises can also reduce the extent of angry feelings of al those involved.

LEADERSHIP

Schooal crisis planstypically highlight the importance of leaders taking charge by assessing the
situation, making decisions, giving direction to others, and supervising activities (Petersen & Straub,
1992; Pitcher & Poland, 1992; Watson et al., 1990). Perhaps the first determination any leader must
make iswhether acrisisis present or imminent. Without the recognition of a problem, effortsto pre-
vent or respond to the problem cannot be undertaken. In an article with the provocative title, “How
Schools Promote Violence,” Conoley, Hindmand, Jacobs, and Gagnon (1997) identify ten common
mistakes by school leaders. At the top of their list, “Let’'s wait until there’s trouble,” describes the
tendency among some leaders to function in areactive mode, ignoring potential problems until itis
too late.

Duke's (1987) analysis of school Ieadership stresses that principals must cope with high levels
of ambiguity and complexity in most school functions—from evaluating instructional effectiveness
to managing student discipline. To be successful, school |eaders must have a well-devel oped vision
of how their schools should function and what they want to accomplish.

Both authors contributed equally to this article. Case examples are composites which are not intended to represent spe-
cific identifiable schools or persons.
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Vision permits aleader to see beyond his or her immediate situation, to comprehend why things
must be donein acertain way. Vision enables aleader to make decisions about how best to spend
time, not just randomly responding to the demands of others. Vision prods school |eadersto be
proactive rather than reactive. (Duke, 1987, p. 51)

In addition to vision, school leaders must be able to communicate their ideas effectively, setting clear
and reasonable expectations for others and maintaining a sense of common purpose and collabora-
tion among school staff (Duke, 1987).

TEAMWORK

Crisis guides routinely recommend establishment of a multidisciplinary crisis response team
(Garfinkel, Croshby, Herbert, Matus, Pfeifer, & Sheras, 1988; Johns & Keenan, 1997; Petersen &
Straub, 1992; Pitcher & Poland, 1992; Watson et al., 1990). Teams are usualy comprised of school
staff, but some teams make use of other school division personnel or community professionals, so
that coordination of effort may be complicated by differing lines of authority, responsibilities, and
perspectives. For acrisis team to function effectively, at a minimum the members must share com-
mon goals, have well-defined roles, and be willing to work together in a coordinated manner. It is
particularly important to coordinate efforts with law enforcement, because the goals of law enforce-
ment in some cases will include matters outside those of the crisis response team, such as a criminal
investigation or the apprehension of perpetrators.

RESPONSIBILITY

School crisesoften raise complicated questions of responsibility. The most worrisome questions
of responsibility concern liability and blame. Who is at fault? Unfortunately, fears about this aspect
of responsibility can override other significant issues and paralyze efforts to respond to the crisis.
L eaders may refrain from making decisions and team members may fail to act.

A second aspect of responsibility hasto do with jurisdiction or duty. Whose responsibility isit
to take action in response to a problem? School personnel may variously classify problems as mat-
ters for the police, mental health agencies, parents, or other responsible parties. Turf battles among
disciplines or across agency lines often reflect conflicting views of responsibility.

A third aspect of responsibility might be better termed responsiveness. |sthe school responsive
to student concernsand emerging problems, or isthereatendency to deny or dismissproblems? Once
identified, are problems likely to be regarded as someone else's responsibility rather than conceptu-
alizing the school as sharing responsibility with other parties, including parentsand community agen-
cies? In short, do schools attempt to engage or disengage with problem students? Effective leaders
and team members must overcome the tendency to reject or disown problem students, because such
attitudestend to be counterproductive, aggravating student—school conflict and undermining efforts
to find more constructive solutions.

School practices such as suspension and expulsion, while necessary in some cases, may en-
courage the practice of disengaging from difficult students. Morrison and D’ Incau (1997) contend
that expulsion can reflect afailure to take proactive or preventive action; many expelled studentsin
their study were suffering from personal or family crises, felt alienated from school, or had under-
lying emotional problems which might have been addressed through specia education or counsel-
ing services.

Inthisarticle, we describefive school crisesinvolving alcohol-related fatality, self-injurious be-
havior, staff homicide, racial/ethnic conflict, and community violence. These types of events appear
inlists of common types of school crises (Petersen & Straub, 1992; Pitcher & Poland, 1992). Absent
from thisarticle are crisesinvolving natural disasters or similar events, where issues of anticipation,
prevention, and responsibility are less salient. The cases were disguised and some information was
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altered so as to protect confidentiality of participants. Our intention is not to assign blame to any of
the participantsin these crises but to identify common problems and concerns that can serve as use-
ful lessons in school crisis planning and preparation.

CASE EXAMPLES

Alcohol-Related Fatality: Errorsin Teamwork and Communication

Forest High School had a fine reputation as a small, academically challenging public school
serving mostly college-bound students. After the semester exams were over, students traditionally
held a postexam party at anearby farm. School authorities knew of the party but regarded it asapri-
vate matter, whereas many parents erroneously assumed it was a school-sanctioned event. Never-
theless, the party was generally regarded by parents and school authorities alike as an appropriate
reward for the students' hard work. Contrary to some parents’ expectations, the party was unsuper-
vised and alcohol was freely available. Three of the most popular boys became so heavily intoxi-
cated that when they decided to leave, several friends had to help them get to their car. A few miles
down the road, the car swerved into oncoming traffic and collided with avan. All three boys were
killed instantly.

The school principal learned about the fatal accident from police shortly after midnight. The
next day was a school holiday, but the principal decided to allow students to come to school so that
they could meet with guidance counselors and the school psychologist. At the same time, the local
police decided to investigate the accident and find out who supplied the keg of beer consumed at the
party.

Themorning after thistragic accident approximately 100 students cameto the school. The hasti-
ly assembled team of school staff was unprepared for the large turn-out, and without amore efficient
plan, school staff began meeting with students individually or in small groups. Most of the students
milled around in the lobby and hallways, crying and hugging one another. The principal retreated to
his office to call in more assistance.

When a uniformed police officer arrived at the school, no school staff were visibly present to
greet him, and he began his assigned duty of investigating the party. He approached students and
asked if they had been to the party, then took them one by one into a classroom where he began to
guestion them about the identity of the person who purchased the beer. The students became upset
with the interrogations and rumors circulated about his intentions. One girl began to cry and ran
screaming from the classroom. The officer rushed after her and was impeded by several students.
There was an angry interchange between the police officer and the students, and then between the
officer and the school principal, who was offended at the officer’s actions. When a group of parents
also came to the schooal, there were further arguments and airing of accusations and criticisms. The
prospect of student arrests on the heels of atragic losstriggered intense anger among parents as well
as students, and derailed efforts to deal with the collective feelings of grief and guilt, which every-
one shared. School psychologists and counselors reported that much of their work with students for
several weeks focused on anger at the police, and school administrators faced additional anger from
parents about the circumstances in which their children were interrogated.

Discussion. This case illustrates how lack of teamwork—in this case primarily between po-
lice and school—exacerbated an aready tragic situation. Had the school and local police established
a good working relationship with open lines of communication, a plan for more coordinated efforts
could have been devel oped. At aminimum, policeinterviews could have been undertaken by aplain-
clothesinvestigator, parents could have been notified, and school staff could have been prepared for
student reactions and concerns. Other problemsin teamwork and communication al so were present.
Parents and school staff had disparate understandings of the annual postexam party, and there ap-
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peared to be implicit tolerance of underage drinking. Coordinated efforts to educate students about
the dangersof drunken driving might have prevented the tragedy. The small team of school staff called
after the tragedy was overwhelmed and not prepared to undertake the daunting task of working with
S0 many grieving students. Poor planning in this case exacerbated the anger many students felt over
the school’s failure to protect the students during atime of emational distress and vulnerability.

SHf-Injurious Behavior: Errorsin Leadership and Responsiveness

An eighth-grade girl at Randolph Middle School returned from spring break much more quiet
and subdued than her friends had ever seen her. During lunch she left her friends and went into the
restroom, where she cut her wristswith alunchroom utensil. Shereturned to the cafeteriaand showed
the cutsto three of her friends. They began screaming and ran to ateacher for help. The teacher took
the student immediately to the principal’s office and then to the school nurse, who bandaged the
superficial cuts. The school psychologist called for the girl’s parents to come pick her up and in
the process learned that she had been in treatment for depression for nearly ayear. The parents took
her to an emergency room where she received a psychiatric eval uation and subsequently was hospi-
talized.

Many students in the cafeteria had witnessed this young woman, bleeding from the wrists,
showing her cuts to her friends. When the girl left without explanation, a number of eighth-grade
girls became upset and inquired about her but were directed by the principal to keep quiet about the
incident and to return to class. Approximately 10 girls became quite agitated in class. Some of them
expressed anger that the school was not more responsive to the girl or to her friends, who were so
visibly upset. During the next period, seven students in three different classes were sent to the guid-
ance office and three others | eft class without permission.

During the next class break, a group of girls began to converse about what they had seen and
became more and more angry at the school for “not doing anything” to help. One of the girls de-
clared that she was going to slash her wrists, too, and went into the restroom accompanied by sev-
eral other girls. Another girl went to the principal’s office for help. By the time the assistant princi-
pal entered the bathroom, one girl was sitting on the floor bleeding from her arms, having cut hersel f
with her house key. Three others were with her screaming. A third girl who cut her wrists with abro-
ken compact mirror went to afriend’s classroom, where she stood in the doorway and displayed her
bloody wrists. Her friend inside the classroom screamed and bolted for the door before the teacher
could stop her. Other studentsin the class began screaming or crying. Some of the boys shouted and
laughed.

All the girlsinvolved with the incident were identified and their parents were called. Each girl
met with the principal and a school psychologist before she went home. Two of the girlswerein psy-
chotherapy, and they were taken to see their therapists. The other parents were advised to consider
outside therapeutic help for their daughters, who had not previously demonstrated emotional or be-
havioral problems at school.

The next day at school a number of girls appeared at the guidance department expressing con-
cerns that other friends might cut their wrists. Many students were frightened, and everyone in the
school was preoccupied with the incident. Over the course of the next few days, more and more con-
cerned and angry parents called the school to demand information. Teachersfound that their students
were unable to concentrate, and school administrators were stunned and dismayed.

Discussion. This example illustrates the importance of acting rapidly and decisively in re-
sponse to highly visible incidents. Student concerns may easily escalate, particularly in the absence
of guidance and support by responsible adults. The students misinterpreted the lack of information
they received about thefirst girl to mean alack of concern for her welfare, but they may have had a
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more |egitimate concern about the lack of sensitivity shown to their own fears and concerns. An open
and direct acknowledgement of student feelings, combined with reassurance that actions were being
taken to help theinjured girl, quite possibly would have prevented the escal ation of feelings and con-
tagion of self-injurious behavior that followed. Instead, the principal reacted by attempting to keep
the incident quiet, a strategy that was further reflected in the decision not to send written informa-
tion and reassuranceto all parents. Although school leaders should avoid the kind of public attention
that reinforces suicidal behavior (Garfinkel et al., 1988), when such behavior is public knowledge
and already eliciting student reactions, someeffort to addressit is necessary. |n the absence of strong,
visible adult leadership, the students were highly susceptible to influence by their peers.

The parents’ reaction was understandabl e and even predictable. Parentsgenerally react with fear
and then anger after any school emergency in which their children may be at risk of harm (Watson
et a., 1990). Parents typically want a detailed account of events and an explanation of future plans
or actions to be taken. Parents want to know that problems are being addressed and that their chil-
dren will be safe (Watson et al., 1990). This incident highlights the anger and confusion which oc-
curs when strong and effective leadership is not present. Had the principal acted openly and deci-
sively at the outset, student turmoil and parental anger might have been minimized. At several points
during this process, the school psychologist might have advised the principal to consider the nature
of student and parent reactions, and diplomatically volunteered to undertake efforts to calm and re-
assure students.

School Homicide: A Failure in Responsiveness to Mental Disorder

Larry’s behavior problems in school were first noted in kindergarten, when his disruptive be-
havior, inappropriate laughter, and odd noises frightened other children. Because of low academic
achievement, hewasretained in first grade and subsequently diagnosed as|earning disabled. In mid-
dle school, Larry’s behavior became more withdrawn and unusual. He talked to himself in class and
sometimes stared fixedly at classmates. He often appeared nervous, talked in a ssammering voice,
and sometimes exhibited a tremor. He refused to enter the school cafeteria and ate his lunch in the
restroom.

Efforts to work with Larry’s parents were unsuccessful. His father had abandoned the family
about the time Larry entered school, and his mother was often not able to attend parent-teacher con-
ferences because of her work schedule. She reported that Larry was atalented artist who had no dif-
ficulties at home. She maintained that her son’s problems at school resulted from his being teased
and picked on by other students, and that the teachers did not like him. Recordsindicated that he was
classified as emotionally disturbed despite his mother’s misgivings. School authorities soon de-
spaired of trying to work with Larry’s mother, believing her to be too defensive and uncooperative.
Over the years, their relationship became openly adversarial and contentious.

When Larry entered high school, he continued to exhibit avoidant, nervous, and peculiar be-
havior. He became an accomplished player of violent video games and an avid fan of horror movies.
Hewore black clothing and tried to blend in with asmall, isolated group of students with similar in-
terests in violence and the occult. He and his peers experimented with drugs, and Larry began to
drink beer and wine on aregular basis.

During a period when he was being mainstreamed, Larry became infatuated with one of his
teachers. He often left notes for her and spent free timein the hallway outside of her classroom. On
one occasion, he grabbed his teacher and forcibly kissed her, then bolted from the building. Larry
was charged with assault, but charges were dropped when his mother agreed to take him for a psy-
chiatric evaluation. During the evaluation, Larry reported hearing voices make fun of him and tell
him that his food was poisoned. The psychiatrist prescribed psychotropic medication for Larry, but
neither he nor his mother agreed with this recommendation.



302 Cornell and Sheras

Asaresult of the assault on histeacher, Larry was placed in an alternative school. For the next
year, Larry repeatedly left the alternative school and returned to the high school. When found tres-
passing at the high school, Larry had a series of confrontations with the school principal. Known by
his students affectionately as“Mr. D.,” the principal was popular with students despite being known
as a strict disciplinarian with a “get tough” philosophy. Mr. D. regarded Larry as a rebellious stu-
dent, and dismissed evaluations by the school psychologist, which bluntly described Larry as*men-
taly ill and dangerous.”

Larry was acutely embarrassed by the confrontations with Mr. D., which often occurred in the
presence of other students, yet he persisted in returning to the high school. As aresult, Mr. D. sum-
moned the police. When Larry resisted being searched, a scuffle ensued and he was arrested and in-
carcerated for several days. After thisincident, Larry developed the delusional belief that Mr. D. had
somehow cracked open his head and stolen his spirit from him. He shared this belief with several
peersand wrote about it in an English assignment. Over aperiod of months, he confided in hisfriends
that he was developing a plan to recover his spirit by shooting Mr. D. He hinted to a shop teacher
that he might construct aweapon to “get back” at Mr. D.

One morning, two weeks before the end of the school year, Larry drank several beers and then
went to hisformer high school armed with arevolver. He entered the school building through aback
door leading to an athletic field, then wandered the halls between classes until spied by a teacher,
who notified the principal. Mr. D. was angry that Larry was again defying orders to stay out of the
building, and immediately went to confront him. Larry watched Mr. D. approach down the hall, then
pulled out his handgun and shot him several times. Larry then left the building without aword and
was later arrested at hishome. Mr. D. died in surgery.

Discussion. School homicides are rare, but the threat of violence—to students and staff—re-
mains a prevalent problem (Kachur et a., 1996; National Education Goals Panel, 1997; Office of
Technology Assistance, 1995), and it isimportant for school psychol ogiststo bewell-informed about
the prediction of violent behavior (NASP, 1996). Recent research has determined that serious men-
tal illness doesincrease the risk of violent behavior, reversing the conclusion of some previous stud-
ies (Monahan, 1992). Persecutory delusions are particularly noteworthy indications of potential vi-
olence among psychoticindividuals (Link & Stueve, 1994), and substance abuseis also an important
risk factor, especially when accompanied by mental disorder (Swanson, Holzer, Ganju, & Jono,
1990). Finaly, Larry’s explicit homicidal threats merited serious attention. Homicidal statements,
like suicidal statements, should always be reported and require prompt, careful investigation.

There were many problems in the school’s work with Larry that preceded this tragic outcome.
Because his mother was so defensive and difficult, school personnel abandoned efforts to establish
a collaborative relationship. Despite his bizarre behavior and extreme anxiety, Larry was treated as
simply another rebellious student with discipline problems, and concerns about his serious mental
disorder were discounted. From the standpoint of responsibility, the school failed to respond to Lar-
ry asamentally ill student and concentrated its efforts on excluding him from school. When Larry
persisted in leaving the alternative school and returning to his high school, no effort was made to
work with him by personnel in either school. Building security was inadequate, and when he came
to the high school there was no plan other than to confront him and call the police. Had school per-
sonnel been more sensitive to Larry’s mental illness and tried to solve the problem of appropriate
placement with his mother, this violent outcome might have been avoided.

Racial/Ethnic Conflict: Errorsin Leadership and Planning

It was nonviolence week at Murdoch High School (MHS). The halls were decorated with
posters made by studentsin health and art classreading “ Stop the Violence” and “ Peace at Murdoch.”
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Theideafor this project had come from the faculty, but plans for the event had not been devel oped
beyond announcements and a poster campaign. Although MHS had never experienced amajor vio-
lent episode, many were concerned that there was increasing tension between the White students and
the Hispanic minority who made up about 16% of the student body.

On the first Wednesday of nonviolence week, aHispanic girl in 10th grade noticed that alarge
poster she had made for the school’s lobby had been spray painted with graffiti reading, “go back to
Mexico.” Angry and upset, she took the poster to the principal’s office. The principa referred the
matter to the school resource officer (SRO), who offered a $100 reward to students who would iden-
tify the offending party.

By the end of the day, the Hispanic population of the school was extremely angry, and a group
of Hispanic girlswent to the principal and demanded a meeting with the school superintendent to air
their concerns. The principal agreed to hold a meeting with students the following afternoon and an-
nounced it over the intercom.

The next morning before school a Hispanic boy went to the SRO to report that his friend (also
a Hispanic student) had sprayed the poster “just to see what would happen” and demanded the re-
ward. The officer’s investigation had already tentatively identified a White student as the possible
offender, and the student had been interview by the SRO the previous afternoon.

When students arrived for school, controversy erupted over who could attend the meeting. The
original group of Hispanic girls thought they would have a closed meeting with the school adminis-
trators. The principal received anumber of calls from parents requesting to attend the meeting. Both
White and Hispanic students as well as parents contended that they had |egitimate reasons to attend
the meeting. The principal relented and agreed that everyone could attend the meeting, which would
be held in the school auditorium.

Thursday afternoon most of the Hispanic students and about 50 parents arrived at the meeting.
Thelocal television station sent a crew. The principal began the meeting stating that thiswas atime
for people to say what was on their mind. He introduced the superintendent, who said a few words.
Almost immediately parents began shouting at the stage, claiming that their children had been un-
fairly treated and the school system was racist. Despite the efforts of the principal to maintain order,
the shouts and insults went on for nearly an hour. The superintendent walked out saying that he did
not have to hear all thisverbal abuse, and shortly thereafter agroup of Hispanic students and parents
left angrily slamming the doors behind them. The meeting broke up with little resolved.

Friday morning, a White student tossed a soda container into a trash can in front of school,
inadvertently splashing a Hispanic girl standing nearby. Angry words were exchanged between
two groups of students and a scuffle broke out. The SRO summoned police back-up and two arrests
were made. The school continued to have arash of incidents over the next 2 weeks. On the 3rd week,
the principal resigned following another altercation between Whites and Hispanicsin the bus park-
ing lot.

Discussion. Inthiscase, itisevident that several major mistakeswere made. Overall, the prin-
cipal failed to lead an effective response to the graffiti incident. A large group meeting in these am-
biguous circumstances did not serve a useful purpose and only escalated angry feelings. The princi-
pal and superintendent had little to offer parents and students other than vague reassurances, and
there was no specific plan to address underlying tensions at the school. Meetings are most effective
when thereisastructured agendaand specific information or plans can be offered so asto bring some
closure or relief to shared feelings or concerns. Group conflicts, fears, and anger can rarely be ad-
dressed in alarge, unstructured meeting.

Despite school-wide interest in improving the school climate and reducing violence, there was
no plan for bringing students together into meaningful discussion of their concerns, or for providing
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them with educational experiences aimed at improving racial or ethnic understanding. The non-vio-
lence campaign drew attention to an important issue, but failed to go further. Once the crisis began,
there was no crisis plan or school team in place. The school psychologist and other staff were not
consulted and had no specific role to play. Leaders must be willing to delegate duties and responsi-
bilities to team members. The principal in effect was acting a one and experienced tremendous pres-
sure from vocal parent criticisms and subsequent media attention. His actions had the paradoxical
effect of increasing rather than dissipating angry feelings among al students in the school. A more
effective course of action would be to establish and work with a school crisis team.

Community Violence: A Lesson in Teamwork and Conflict Resolution

The “Downtown Girls” regarded themselves as not a gang, but a clique, comprised of about a
dozen adolescents ages 12 to 18 who resided in the same neighborhood. A series of arguments and
conflictswith another group of girls of the samerace and agein aneighborhood lessthan amile away
prompted the second group to call themselvesthe “ Uptown Girls’—aname which served asamock-
ing rejoinder to the Downtown Girls and intensified the rivalry between the two groups. Conflict be-
tween the groups resulted from a series of unrelated, minor incidents which escalated into spiteful
insults and rumors. For example, one girl borrowed clothing from another and returned it soiled and
torn. One of the Downtown girls accused an Uptown girl of “stealing” her boyfriend. And when an
Uptown girl gave birth to asickly infant, there were fal se rumors spread by a Downtown girl that the
baby had AIDS.

Over a period of months there were several confrontations between the girls, each becoming
progressively more serious. Episodes of name calling and hard staring erupted into afight at alocal
mall, in which four girls from the Uptown group overwhelmed two girls from the Downtown group.
Thisincident prompted alarger group of Downtown Girlsto confront three Uptown Girlsin a park-
ing lot late at night. Several girls brandished knives, and one girl was cut on the arm.

All of the girls attended the same high school, and staff were aware of the conflict between the
two groups of girls, but took no action to intervene. The principal regarded the conflict as a com-
munity matter and not aschool matter. Nevertheless, several timesteachersintervened when thegirls
began taunting and threatening one another in the hallway. Boys at school took sidesin the conflict
and this precipitated at |east one fight between boyfriends of rival girls. Graffiti at school containing
the name of one group was crossed out by the other group and vice versa. Almost all of the girlsin
the two groups were having academic or behavioral problems at school. Absenteeism was high
among the girls, and several of the younger girls acknowledged that they skipped school because
they were afraid of older girlsin the other group.

The pivotal incident occurred at alarge party held on aWednesday night at a community cen-
ter. The Downtown girls confronted the Uptown girls, and several dozen boys and girls began to
fight. Both groups were armed with knives and at |east one boy had a handgun. Several shots were
fired, but fortunately no one was hit. Four girls were stabbed before police could break up the melee.

The morning after thisincident it was all but impossible to calm the students and hold classes.
Many parents refused to send their children to school, citing fears of further violence. A group of stu-
dent leaders went to the school office to express their concerns about school safety. The principal
held ameeting with local police and representatives from the juvenile court and several community
agencies. As aresult of this meeting, ateam of mediators met with the two groups of girls and over
aperiod of 2 weeksworked out aresolution of their conflict. At the same time, teams composed of
school, socia services, and juvenile court staff developed individualized plans for each girl, draw-
ing upon resources for academic tutoring, job training, part-time employment, and family and indi-
vidual therapy. There were no further incidents of violence between the two groups, and all wereable
to complete their high school education.
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Discussion. Many school crisesinvolve eventsand circumstancesthat take place entirely out-
side of school, and it may appear that there is little school authorities can do about them. Yet vio-
lence in the community has an inevitable impact on the school, and the most effective schools work
in partnership with the community to address it. Once the problem was fully recognized and ac-
knowledged, school authorities were able to work cooperatively with several community agencies.
Inthiscase, thelack of agood working relationship and shared sense of responsibility between school
and community agencies helped allow the conflict between the two groupsto grow worse, and more
tragic consequences, such as serious injury or death to the combatants, were narrowly avoided.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

In assessing these five school crises, hindsight makes the correct decisions and more appropri-
ate courses of action seem obvious. However, our intention is not to criticize those who found them-
selvesin the middle of these perplexing situations, but rather to identify waysto help educators pre-
pare for future crises. Skillful and competent crisis response isimportant not only to respond to the
dangers of the immediate situation, but to prepare the way for a more rapid recovery and return to
normalcy. Crisisvictimsare at risk for long-term demoralization and post-traumatic stress reactions,
which compound the adverse effects of the original event. Staff who respond to the crisis, aswell as
student bystanders and even parents, can suffer from increased fears and vicarious traumatization
(Pearlman & Maclan, 1995). Cohen (1990) described humerous consequences of crisis events, in-
cluding diminished self-confidence, confused feelings, fear of future difficulties, feelings of depres-
sion and alienation, and increased negativism. In addition, victims often experience significant anger.

Feelings of fluctuating resentment and anger resulting from the seeming inability or unwill-
ingness of others, upon whom the victims depended, to help: the unconscious feelings of enti-
tlement that are part of the so-called “victim’s” role and the accompanying sense of frustration
and disappointment create a vicious circle between the victims, families, and crisis workers.
(Cohen, 1990, p. 293)

With leadership, teamwork, and an appropriate sense of responsibility schools can carry out crisis
management plans effectively, helping to restore a sense of competence and security that will coun-
teract the feelings of victimization and anger that are so common after crisis events. Effective crisis
management can help studentsto learn and grow from the most difficult of experiences.

Psychologist’s Role

The position statement on school violence of the National Association of School Psychologists
(NASP, 1996) states that “First and foremost, school psychologists can take aleadership rolein en-
couraging school sto devel op acomprehensive approach to violence reduction. School psychol ogists
aretrained to (a) respond to crises spawned by violence; (b) counsel victims; (¢) implement preven-
tion and intervention programs . . . (d) consult with school staff. .. .” (p. 2). We agree with the sen-
timents expressed by this statement, but more specific training in these areas may be needed. School
psychology programs place heavy emphasis on intervention training with individuals and problems
such as attention deficit disorders, conduct problems, and depression, but relatively few programs
give attention to violence prevention, substance abuse, and gang involvement (Busse & Larson,
1997), even though such topics are directly related to many of the more serious problemsin schools
today. In their survey of 123 school psychologists, Furlong et a. (1996) found that 85% had no spe-
cialized training in school violence and 73% felt unprepared to deal with violence.

Morrison, Furlong, and Morrison (1994) cite evidence that school psychologists have not re-
ceived sufficient training in dealing with the violent events that occur in schools. They contend that
school violence is more properly framed from the perspective of maintaining and promoting school
safety, and that school psychol ogists have much to contribute to school safety plans and crisisinter-
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vention efforts. In our case examples, school psychol ogists could have played important rolesin an-
ticipating student reactions to stressful situations and advising school leaders on strategies for more
effective and timely responses to emerging crises.

Pitcher and Poland (1992) define a crisis as “an important and seemingly unsolvable problem
with which thoseinvolved feel unableto cope” (p. 10). It may be useful to distinguishindividual stu-
dent crises from school crises. School psychologists are most experienced in responding to individ-
ual student crises, such as students who are upset, angry or depressed over personal events, usually
unknown to most other students. However, individual crises have the potential to mushroom and
have schoolwide impact, substantially changing the nature of the crisis and complicating the school
psychologist’s role. School crises differ from individual student crises not only because more per-
sonsexperiencethe problem, but al so because crisisresponseis substantially more complex and mul-
tidimensional. A school crisis inevitably requires the coordinated efforts of multiple professionals
from varied disciplines and usually includes professionals from outside the school such as law en-
forcement officers and medical and community mental health personnel. In a school crisis, the per-
sons who “feel unable to cope” may include the school staff as well as the students, so that the dis-
tinction between helpers and victims is less clear. School crises usualy involve events that are
upsetting to school staff aswell as students. M oreover, the persons responding to aschool crisishave
aprofessional stakein their own performance, working under the scrutiny of administrators, parents,
and the media. The professionals responding to a school crisis must have a good understanding of
their own involvement in such an emotionally charged event, so that they evaluate the situation clear-
ly, make appropriate decisions, and take effective action. It is particularly important for profession-
alsto monitor their own anger and frustration, and to identify the underlying sources of provocation
and anxiety. In our experience, professional consultation and peer supervision can be useful means
of support and clarification for crisis team members.

Finally, the school psychologist is best trained to perform two of the most important crisis re-
sponses. The first is to make certain that meaningful and timely follow-up services are provided to
all those affected by the crisis and its aftermath. In the push to “get back to normal,” schools must
remain sensitive and responsive to unsettled feelings or unresolved issues, which can continue to
trouble students and disrupt the learning process. Especially after tragic events, school administra-
tors and teachers al so may require support or assistance. Understanding and responding to these psy-
chological needsisan important contribution school psychologists can make.

A second and concluding function described by Shulman (1990) is to undertake a postevent
evaluation of the crisis plan and itsimplementation. School psychologists can use the results of such
an evaluation to highlight team strengths and effective actions, and to recommend improvementsin
the school’s response capabilities.

In conclusion, errors in school crisis response can be highly visible and acutely distressing to
school personnel. Analysis of common problems and mistakes can be a useful means of improving
preparation for future crises, which in one form or another are faced by al schools. Asis evident
from these case examples, a good school crisis plan is not enough. School psychologists and other
team personnel must implement their plans guided by leadership, teamwork, and responsibility in
order to respond effectively to those unfortunate events which, however unpredictable, are certain
to occur.
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