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Millions of children are exposed to various types of violence throughout their school 

years. American children, by the time they are 18 years old, have seen more than 

100,000 acts of violence on television alone. The effect of exposure to violence 

becomes a part of a child’s life experience and thus enters a teacher’s classroom.  In 

fact, teachers are often the first person who sees, hears or recognizes the signs that a 

child has been exposed to violence. However, no studies have addressed how teachers’ 

practice changes in response to children who have been exposed to community 

violence.

Intervention programs for children who have experienced violence first-hand generally 

take place in a counselor’s office, usually after a child has been identified as having 

experienced some form of domestic violence. Yet teachers have children in their 

classrooms that see violence on a daily basis.  

The overarching research question addressed by this study asked, How has children’s  

exposure to violence changed teacher practices in the classroom? Using survey 



questionnaires for pre-service teachers (N=46), individual interviews for licensed 

teachers (N=15), and focus groups in two schools (N=18), a descriptive analysis 

approach was employed to connect previous literature and teachers’ reports in order to 

create a picture of how teachers perceive and respond to the effects of students’ 

exposure to violence and how to better respond. 

Licensed and pre-service teachers differed in the types of violence they were aware of, 

including types they believe most affect children’s development. Most teachers in the 

study relied on what felt right when deciding whether or not to respond to possible 

signs of exposure to violence in their students. Licensed teachers differed in their 

initial responses to children exposed to violence. Some relied on procedural, school-

based interventions such as Second Steps; while others responded by strengthening 

their relationship with the child. Teachers in the study reported that strategy changes 

resulting from their experiences with children exposed to violence manifested in 

changes to classroom management techniques, their personal relationship with 

children, and incorporation of the school counselor. 
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IS THE CLASSROOM A HAVEN? 

THE EFFECTS OF STUDENTS’ EXPOSURE TO VIOLENCE ON TEACHER 

PRACTICE.

CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

Professional football has glamorized physical violence, and the latest episode 

of COPS on Fox television has made images of drug paraphernalia, car chases, and 

emotional turmoil a routine sight on most evenings. Television images contribute to 

the average American child witnessing over 100,000 acts of violence before they reach 

the age of 18 (Mazza & Overstreet, 2000). These visions, however, are not limited to 

television images seen on the evening news or on so-called reality television 

programs. Children walk through neighborhoods where garbage is strewn about and 

where fights filled with verbal abuse are a daily occurrence. These children might 

even encounter teachers who use belittling words and harmful practices (Garbarino, et 

al, 1992; Groves, 2002; Kotlowitz, 1991). Every single day children see, hear, smell, 

and feel environmental contributors (gang violence, peer victimization like bullying, 

litter, dilapidated housing, and domestic abuse) to community violence. They are also 

exposed to racism, sexism, and classism in the words they hear adults speak, the 

behaviors they see adults exhibit, and the interactions between adults that they witness 

(Garbarino, 2001; Groves, 2002; Kotlowitz, 1991; Kozol, 1967; McIntyre, 2000). The 

influences of the lives these children live sit with them during math, silent reading, 

language arts, and every other minute of their school day. Therefore, I have taken on a 

mission to contribute to the field of education an understanding of the challenges 

classroom teachers face in communities where violence affects their students on a 

daily basis from the perspective of the teachers.



Problem Statement

Children from all backgrounds (race, color, creed, socioeconomic level, culture 

and religion) are exposed to varying levels of violence. Exposure to violence 

contributes to psychological, physiological, emotional and physical trauma that often 

surfaces in school. Previous research has shown that the effects of violence infringe 

upon how regular classroom procedures proceed (Garbarino, et al, 1992; Kozol, 1967). 

The previous research, however, focused upon the perspectives of the researcher, it 

has asked teachers to reflect on what students exposed to violence bring to the 

classroom, or how teachers adjust to violence in and around the school. For parents, 

administrators and teachers to better understand what is happening in the classroom as 

a result of the awareness some teachers have, it is important to collect teachers’ 

perspectives on how their students’ exposure to violence influences their classroom 

practices including curriculum (lessons, activities, and programs), classroom 

management strategies and their own personal behavior. 

This study investigated how children’s exposure to violence affects teacher 

practices. The following research questions guided the study, set boundaries for the 

literature review, helped create a structure for the survey questionnaire, and shaped the 

analysis and discussion section:

Research Question One (RQ1).  What types of violence are teachers aware of   

     that may affect their students?

Research Question Two (RQ2). What effects of exposure to violence do 

     teachers observe in their students?

Research Question Three (RQ3). How do teachers respond to students who 

      have been exposed to violence?

Research Question Four (RQ4). What do teachers do in their teaching practice 

     to offset the effects of exposure to violence?

Research Question Five (RQ5).  What do teachers need or want to learn about 

     working with children exposed to violence?

Perspective is instrumental in research studies; the following section outlines 

the background inspiring the construction of this project.
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Background

As a supervisor for student teachers during my early doctoral coursework, I 

was visiting a pre-service teacher’s classroom a year after the tragedy of September 

11, 2001. As I was awaiting my student teacher’s lesson, I was looking at a child’s 

letter-writing assignment. I was filled with sadness as I read what this 7-year old 

wrote: “Dear President Bush, are you going to avenge the twin towers?” I quietly and 

nonchalantly asked the classroom teacher whether or not she assigned a specific topic 

for the children. She responded that she had directed the children to write on any topic 

they liked, as it was a lesson on the format for a friendly letter. I probed deeper into 

the matter by asking if the teacher had reviewed what the children had written, and 

was surprised when I discovered that she had not reviewed the letters.

Was she aware of what her students were thinking about during the regular 

classroom day? While she was teaching them punctuation, grammar, and where to put 

the “Dear Sir or Madam,” did she know her students’ minds wandered to tragedies that 

occurred a year before and thousands of miles away?  

I do not presume to know for a fact that children’s behaviors like defiance, 

anger, pessimism, and distrust are always linked to violence. I do make the assumption 

that all children are exposed to some degree and some type of violence. That being 

said, the previous research regarding the effects of exposure to violence presented in 

chapter two and the results of this study do show a relationship between the effects of 

students’ exposure to violence and a subsequent response to those effects by teachers. 

Children may exhibit behaviors associated with exposure to violence without being 

chronically exposed. Some children may be exposed to violence but show resilience 

due to family support or some other supportive factor. I presented teachers with a 

context that began with the premise that children are exposed to some type and some 

level of violence.

I realized that I needed to know if teachers are aware of the kinds of violence 

that affect children. I needed to find out whether or not teachers know how to 

recognize and respond positively to “red flags” (behaviors that might characterize 

troubling thoughts or experiences). I needed teachers to tell me what they do to offset 
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the effects of violence in their classrooms after they have identified a child suffering 

from exposure to violence. I also needed teachers to share what they felt they needed 

to know about working with children exposed to violence. Most of all, I needed to 

hear it from teachers’ own experiences, words, and voices. Ultimately, I needed to 

figure out what type of study would give me the most informative, accurate results 

concerning these questions. The following section is a general overview of the types 

of research paradigms available and why the paradigm I chose was the best choice to 

investigate the answers to my questions.

General Overview

Research projects generally come in one of three paradigms. They can be 

quantitative studies based primarily on numbers and statistics with a worldview that 

claims to be objective as the subject being studied is separate (separate in that the 

researcher and that being studied have no relationship). Research projects can be 

qualitative in that reality is subjective – reality is generally experienced and 

interpreted as seen by the participants of a study (Creswell, 1994; Weber, 2004). 

Research projects can also take a mixed-methods approach that uses a variety of 

quantitative and qualitative strategies as either the main method of data gathering or as 

a means of triangulating data.  

I used a qualitative methodology to gather information and to triangulate those 

results to support the findings. My project began with three parts which establish my 

theoretical perspectives: ontology, epistemology, and methodology. I will describe my 

perspective in each of these three areas in order to build my study.

Ontology

Ontologically, I believe reality is subjective – to be experienced by the 

individual – and the relationship between the knower and the known cannot be 

separated (that is, one cannot separate the study participants from their experiences 

and perceptions of reality, and the researcher cannot be separated from his or her 

perception of reality). In contrast, some believe that reality is objective and can be 
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viewed from the “outside,” studied and explained. This study relied on the assumption 

that reality is subjective and shaped by multiple events and experiences of both the 

participants and the researcher, thereby making it distinctly qualitative in nature. The 

participants in each phase of the study shared their experiences, thoughts, feelings and 

memories of events that were pertinent to the issue at hand. The surveys (Appendix B) 

were anonymous, the individual interviews (Appendix C) were one-on-one, and the 

focus groups (Appendix D) were performed in, each in separate comfortable settings, 

with the participants in each of the groups familiar with one another.

Epistemology

Epistemologically, or regarding the relationship between the knower and the 

known, the researcher and that being researched interact in the qualitative paradigm 

(which is wholly different than in the quantitative tradition where the researcher is 

independent from that being researched). For example, a great deal of research in the 

field of education is epistemologically qualitative in that researchers become part of 

the community they are studying. (Wonderful examples of this perception of the 

epistemological relationship are books featured in chapter two by Jonathan Kozol, 

Alex Kotlowitz, Alice McIntyre, and James Garbarino.)

As a child I witnessed community (gang) violence and grew up with the 

steadily worsening television and movie influences that glorify violence. My data 

gathering procedure and my relationship with the informants and their responses was a 

sensitive one. Documenting their responses was influenced accordingly as a result of 

my own feelings about violence and experiences of witnessing guns being pulled out 

during arguments and witnessing stabbings between gang members. For example, if a 

teacher talked about the influence of gangs and gang violence, my personal experience 

with gangs and gang violence inevitably influenced my responses to that teacher and 

to what they were sharing. In addition, my own personal experiences with witnessing 

community violence influenced my ability to relate to the respondents and their 

responses. Therefore, my data gathering and analysis was equally influenced by my 

life experiences with or about violence and children, and during data analysis I may 

have filled gaps left in the information. This blending of perspectives and 
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contributions by participants, myself (the researcher), and reader led to the discussion 

of the ways we see the world.

Three major schools of thought make up this epistemological discussion: Post-

Modern or Critical Perspective; Positivist Perspective; and Interpretivist Perspective. 

A graphic illustration (Table 1.1) has been provided as a visual means of comparing 

these epistemological perspectives.

Table 1.1 Comparison of Epistemological Paradigms
    Underlying
   assumptions   
       about:

     Interpretivism        Positivism      Critical Science 
(postmodern, feminism)

   Purpose(s)
  of research

To understand and 
interpret daily 
occurrences and 
social structures as 
well as the 
meanings people 
give to the 
phenomena

Discover laws and 
generalizations 
which explain 
reality and allow to 
predict and control

Emancipate people 
through critique of 
ideologies that promote 
inequity and through 
change in personal 
understanding that lead 
to transformation of 
self-consciousness and 
social conditions

Nature of reality
(Ontology)

Multiple, 
constructed through 
human interaction, 
holistic, divergent

Single, givens, 
fragmentable, 
tangible, 
measurable, 
convergent

Multiple, constructed, 
holistic, divergent; 
social and economic; 
embedded in issues of 
equity.

    Nature of        
   Knowledge
(Epistemology)

Events are 
understood through 
mental processes of 
interpretation 
influenced by and 
interacts with 
social context – 
mutual 
simultaneous 
shaping.

Events are 
explained based on 
knowable facts, real 
causes or 
simultaneous 
effects; lawlike 
regularities exist.

Events are understood 
within social and 
economic context with 
emphasis on ideological 
critique and praxis.

Relationship 
between the 
knower and the 
known

Interrelated, 
dialogic

Independent, 
dualism

Interrelated, influenced 
by society and 
commitment to 
emancipation

Qualitative research, in general, has been closely associated with those issues 

that are distinctly human experiences and with “research that describes phenomena in 

words instead of numbers or measures” (Wiersma, 2000, p.12). Furthermore, Smith, as 
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quoted in Wiersma (2000, p.12), suggests that qualitative research “is based on the 

notion of context sensitivity” and that “the particular physical and social environment 

has a great bearing on human behavior.” Context sensitivity provides one of the 

stalwart considerations in qualitative methodology and leads to the connection to 

epistemology. 

A Post-Modern/Critical perspective, like Feminism, includes social context as 

a major consideration and as a guiding hand in data gathering and analysis. In other 

words, “Laws of Truth” may emerge but not outside the context of, or degree of, 

social justice in which they exist. On the other hand, Positivism, in epistemological 

terms, necessitates a separate existence for the researcher and that being researched. In 

other words, the object of inquiry can be broken down into smaller bits of reality and 

each bit can be studied and explained according to the “Laws of Truth” that emerge 

(Jacob, 1990). 

In literature concerning research paradigms, there is an idea that one can, 

through research, uncover notions of Truth with a capital T. (Capital T because those 

notions are perceived as universal and ultimate Truths.) In a contrasting view, the 

Interpretivist Perspective, the researcher and that being researched act upon and with 

one another; they are inextricably tied to one another. The research process uncovers 

the truths (small “t”) that each individual constructs as a result of their life experience 

and interpretation of that experience. 

The implication of choosing the Interpretivist perspective is that everything 

involved in the research process – from the hypotheses inspiring the study, to the data 

gathered to data analysis – is influenced by the experience and social context of the 

individual. Interpretivism is a relatively progressive worldview in the field of research 

because it espouses a pluralistic view of research in which every participant’s voice is 

heard and valued. This influence provides the crux of this study’s rationale. 

The teachers’ responses included practices and curriculum influenced by 

working with children who witness chronic community violence, including peer 

victimization (bullying) and domestic violence. Realizing that people will interpret the 

final report in their own way, I documented what the participants reported that they 

did in response to their students witnessing violence.  
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As humans in an ever-closer, interconnected world, more and more credence is 

given to the theory that we influence the other and the other influences us – from the 

interpersonal connection between parent or caregiver and child, to the laws handed 

down from Washington, D.C. Recognizing the systems of influence that guide our 

behavior proves vital in an interpretivist dominated, qualitative look at the effects of 

community violence on teachers’ practices in the classroom. Dr. Urie Bronfenbrenner 

has tapped into this interdependence and influence with his work at Cornell’s Life 

Span Development Center.  His theoretical framework is included in this section 

(Table 1.2) to provide, combined with the epistemological discussion, a complete 

illustration of the descriptive analysis upon which this study is based.  

Table 1.2 Bronfenbrenner in Perspective
“Systems”                           The Child            The Teacher

M
ic

ro
sy

st
em The parents, siblings and others who live in 

the home and have direct contact.  Any risk 
factors suffered by these individuals affect 
the child’s development.

Personal experience with 
violence can shape a 
teachers response to 
children’s reports of 
violence.

M
es

os
ys

te
m In the mesosystem the child can witness 

interpersonal violence between 
neighborhood people, siblings, etc.

The teacher is an active 
influence in the child’s 
mesosystem as well as 
being acted upon by the 
child’s microsystem. 

 E
xo

sy
st

em In the exosystem, the family’s 
circumstances can affect the child’s healthy 
development. 

In the teacher’s exosystem, 
we have to consider the 
workplace of their life 
partners, the influence of 
other teachers and their 
lives.

M
ac

ro
sy

st
em The macrosystem is a culprit in the violent 

images children are exposed to on a chronic 
basis. 

The teacher’s macrosystem 
also includes the media and 
its influence on their 
worldview.

C
hr

on
os

ys
te

m Demonstrates that events in time and space 
influence children and their development.

Teachers have an emotional 
response to the influence of 
events in time.
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Ecological Perspective of Human Development

A major consideration is how the world has influenced the participants and me. 

A framework describing my worldview contributes to a fuller understanding of the 

perspective and goal of this project. The following discussion consists of the larger 

framework describing human development theorized by Dr. Urie Bronfenbrenner in 

his book entitled, The Ecological Perspective of Human Development (1979) and the 

“lenses” through which this study and the issues herein are viewed.

Figure 1 Bronfenbrenner’s, Ecological Perspective of Human Development
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The ecological perspective has as one of its prime tenets that within each social 

setting, the individual changes roles [ecological transition] and in fact, is expected to 

behave a certain way in each setting.  The traditional teacher-student relationship is an 

excellent example of this expectation of behavior.  According to Dr. Bronfenbrenner, 

human development is influenced by five layers of interconnected, interrelated 

systems (Fig.1). Each circle of influence acts upon, and is acted upon, by the others. 

The ecological perspective proposes that events occurring hundreds of miles away or 

fifty years in the past have an influence on individual development today.  

The outermost circle of influence is called the chronosystem. It is outside the 

system and very likely the most controversial because it suggests that events in time 

influence the life of human beings.  It includes temporal (time-related) events (i.e. 

birth, death, entries, exits, milestones and turning points). Events, or what sociologists 

often refer to as the “cohort effect,” have an impact on our lives (also including births, 

grave illness and deaths). For teachers, these events might include childhood or cohort 

experiences with violence, or experiences with children impacted by community 

violence. 

The next set of influences, in from the outside, are called the macrosystem and 

consist of the media, cultural influences and society-at-large – including norms, mores 

and general understandings about, as the children in Alice McIntyre’s class suggest, 

“the way it is” (p. 74, 2000).  I do include these specifically in my literature review 

and my introduction because television violence and the “normalization” of violence 

are integral parts of violence that children witness on a chronic basis.  For example, I 

recall that when Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles came out on television, my male 

students would re-enact different movie scenes.  

Third, in from the outside is the exosystem and consists of those processes 

indirectly affecting the child, such as the parent’s workplace. An example of how this 

system would influence the child might be a parent getting laid off from work, or the 

parent being in a stressful workplace. For classroom teachers, a parent’s experience at 

work might influence a child’s arrival at school, or how they come to school (fed/not 

fed, clean/unclean, etc.).
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The inner two rings of influence (the mesosystem and the microsystem) are the 

most important and relevant to my study. Although it is antithetical for me to extract 

two systems from this theory, because it assumes that the circles of influence act and 

interact within and among each other, for the purposes of my study, I will focus on the 

two innermost rings.

The mesosystem is the ring surrounding the individual. Defined, it can be 

described as a set of microsystems acting and interacting with one another. The 

mesosystem of an individual consists of the microsystems of other people around 

them. For example, the microsystems of people in a neighborhood, church, school, 

and/or individual’s peer group act upon and are acted upon by the child. 

The microsystem is the immediate influences upon the individual. Examples of 

influences in the microsystem include parents, family members living with the child, 

and siblings. Sibling rivalry, child abuse, or healthy positive parent-child relationships 

are the center in this system. As the microsystem contains these influences, one can 

see how the microsystems of others become the mesosystem of the individual. All 

other immediate influences outside of the home in children’s lives are influenced by 

their families (homes).   

This theoretical framework is an excellent paradigm for me to use as a scaffold 

for my study because it also supports the interpretivist perspective in that there is no 

certainty how each level of influence will in fact influence the individual. The only 

certainty is that they will influence one another. With that in mind, I broadly described 

the outermost influences and focused upon the two innermost as these are the most 

pertinent to my study.  

Methodology

I incorporated three data gathering strategies: a survey questionnaire (a method 

of gathering large amounts of information anonymously) of pre-service undergraduate 

student teachers [Appendix B]; individual interviews (using the same question stems 

as the questionnaire but on a more personal level) of first year and veteran teachers 

[Appendix C]; and focus groups (to collect data that is an amalgamation of the 

thoughts and ideas of the participants collectively) that consist of new and veteran 
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teachers [Appendix D]. I used these data collection methods based on my ontological, 

epistemological, and methodological beliefs. 

The study used a qualitative approach to gathering data because it is important 

to maintain a personal connection to the data and the participants. The questionnaire 

was given to juniors and seniors enrolled, at the time of this study, in an undergraduate 

teacher preparation program of a university in the Pacific Northwest (PNW). The 

questions were written to gather subjective anecdotes and information about their 

observations and practices. However, during the individual interviews and focus 

groups with teachers, a qualitative methodology, I believe the relationship between the 

participants and me facilitated their openness. My penchant for the interpretivist 

qualitative tradition is demonstrated throughout the study. During the focus groups 

and interviews, I inevitably acted upon and was acted upon by the environment, 

thereby removing the wall between researcher and that being researched. I believe this 

qualitative approach and triangulation of data resulted in a well-defined strong 

research study. 

RQ1 asked teachers to list all the different types of violence they are aware of 

that may affect their students. From the interpretivist perspective, it was important to 

gather statements from teachers about what they perceive are examples of violence, 

and the first two phases collected this evidence. In chapter two, the literature review, 

this question will contribute to an untapped area of study. My efforts in collecting 

previous literature about teachers’ perceptions of violence were unrewarded, so this 

research question will add to the literature.

RQ2 delved into what effects of exposure to violence teachers observe in their 

students. Methodologically, it was important to document what teachers see in their 

students’ behaviors that may be symptomatic of the child’s exposure to violence. 

Previous research is filled with evidence that exposure to violence affects children. In 

a descriptive study, it is important to show a causal relationship between factors 

contained in a study to strengthen the validity of the results. This question was used as 

a means of corroborating the evidence that exposure to violence has an effect on 

children in a variety of ways as well as how these affect and consequently influence 

what teachers do in their classrooms.
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RQ3 asked teachers to document how they respond to children after they 

recognize that a child has been exposed to violence and exhibits the characteristic 

behaviors. In Phases 1 and 2, the question was written into the survey. In Phase 3, the 

responses from Phases 1 and 2 were turned into actual scenarios. The previous 

literature was thin in this area of research and this question added new information to 

the research.

RQ4 asked what teachers do in their practices to offset the effects of their 

students’ exposure to violence. It is possibly the most important question as it 

connects the problem statement with the research questions and Phases 1 and 2 with 

Phase 3 of the study. At the end of my own efforts to collect previous research I came 

up with nothing. What I found in response to this question was information that 

apparently had been waiting to be documented.

RQ5 documented what teachers believe they still need, or want, to learn about 

working with children exposed to violence. As a means of collecting data on the 

openness of teachers to learn more about their craft, this question also begins the 

discussion regarding what teacher preparation programs need to incorporate into their 

curriculum. 

Prior to using this qualitative methodology to document what teachers told me 

about how they accommodate their practices to meet the needs of children exposed to 

violence, a careful review of previous research was done in order to frame the issue, 

support the study’s importance, and define the need for such a study. In the next 

chapter, I will present previous study literature related to my research questions and 

the emerging information regarding how the exposure to violence affects children and 

how those effects consequently influence the classroom practices of teachers.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE REVIEW OF LITERATURE

In the process of reviewing the literature in these areas, I did exhaustive 

searches in education databases such as EBSCOHOST, Education Full Text, ERIC, 

PSYC-LIT, SOC-LIT, Dissertation Abstracts, and Premier Search. I used the dates 

from 1995 to 2007 to search, as well as some references from books and seminal 

articles that were originally published prior to 1995. Using those resources and those 

date restrictions, I searched using search terms such as those found in Table 2.1.

Table 2.1 Table of Search Term Combinations
                             Violence                     Community Violence
Children and… Children and…
Education and … Education and …
Teachers and … Teachers and …
Teacher education and … Teacher Education and …
Learning and … Learning and …

In more specific topic searches I used the same resources to search for previous 

literature in such areas as bullying and peer victimization, domestic violence, media 

violence (which included more specific topics like the effects of exposure to movie 

violence, music, video games, and television).  

Each search garnered results and in some cases [for example, “children and 

violence”] hundreds of articles were listed. I scanned over 2500 articles and books. 

Narrowing for pertinence to my specific subject area, I closely reviewed over 200 

items, downloaded and printed close to one hundred articles and read over 35 books 

on the subject. From that total, I focused on approximately 40 articles and ten books 

that are most related to my topic and hold the most value to its conclusion. I chose 

these particular articles and books because the perspective of the participants in the 

featured studies. 

Most of the articles featured studies illuminating the effects of exposure to 

violence on children and their teachers’ practices, including participants that reside in 

the microsystem; either the parents/caregivers of the respondents or the children 
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themselves. For example, in a study tracing the levels of exposure to community 

violence and future aggression or depression, Scarpa (2001) surveyed 476 young male 

and female college-age students and asked them how witnessing chronic community 

violence influenced them. Also, in choosing the texts, I chose one particular text by 

Alex Kotlowitz entitled, There Are No Children Here (1991), in which he not only 

documents the actual words of his two participants (microsystem level), but also 

outlines how the meso – and exosystems influence their lives and experiences, thus 

their futures. He discusses how, as his informants are walking through the 

neighborhood, they are approached by a drug dealer who becomes what they consider 

a positive influence because as he claims his territory, he also protects it (including the 

people in it). 

Teachers, and by association teacher education programs, generally are not 

prepared to deal with the unique abilities, experiences and needs of children in violent 

communities (Haberman, 1995). Previous literature also leads to this conclusion, but a 

summary of previous literature in this subject area has helped focus my attention on 

certain aspects. 

This literature review focuses on the definitions that are used to construct a 

clear understanding of the kinds of violence that children are exposed to that have 

been addressed in this project. The prevalence and effects of exposure to community 

violence on young children was examined, as well as previous literature on the 

responses of teacher education programs to the rising need for preparation of pre-

service teachers to work with children witnessing chronic community violence. Using 

previous research strengthens the argument that this study, in order to clearly describe 

the practices of classroom teachers, must hear the voices, interpretations, and 

perspectives of the teachers in the field in order to describe the relationship between 

the causal factors highlighted in my research about what is being done in the 

classroom to offset the harmful effects children suffer as a result of witnessing chronic 

community violence.  

Definition of Key Terms
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The following terms and their definitions contribute to an understanding of 

issues addressed in this research paper. For the purposes of this project, “exposure to  

community violence” has been defined using the following framework:

• Exposure refers to the violence that children see and hear but are not 

necessarily direct physical victims. Simply put, being a direct physical 

victim of violence adds another dimension of severity to the event and not 

ALL children are victims of physical violence in the traditional “hands-on” 

view of physicality. Rather, many more children see and hear violence 

around them, which can have even worse long term impacts because it 

happens day in and day out. Although in its infancy, “exposure to 

community violence” has become a heated discussion in terms of defining 

exactly what constitutes exposure and what is meant by community (For 

more information on different levels and examples of exposure to violence 

see Holden, 2003). 

• Community violence encompasses crime-related and random acts of 

violence in/outside the home, including domestic violence or child abuse 

inflicted upon the child him or herself. Domestic violence (being hit by 

parents or siblings) or, interparental conflicts (parents arguing or fighting 

between themselves) has a more profound impact on the child (Trickett, 

2003).  Some types of community violence, for example, media violence 

(television, music, video games, movies, etc.), inundate children on a daily 

basis. For a wonderful discussion of media violence, its definitions and its 

effects, read W. James Potter’s, 11 Myths of Media Violence (2003).  

This project also used definitions developed by Alice McIntyre in her book, 

Inner-City Kids (2000). She has defined four types of violence that emerged as she did 

a study that she referred to as participatory action research with a class of twenty-four 

children ages eleven to thirteen. Although McIntyre constructed a framework with 

four types of violence, two of them (Structural and Educational) are combined in her 

text as being systemic. Following a brief definition of those two types, a more detailed 
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explanation will be done for Interpersonal and Environmental.  I will be using these 

two types as part of my theoretical framework throughout the dissertation:  

• Structural violence relates to the social structures that prevent students 

living in poverty and students of color from succeeding. It is the “direct 

and indirect result of decisions made by elite groups of people working 

within and through economic and political systems in the United States” 

(2000, p.58). 

• Educational violence is the under-funded schools, low curricular 

expectations and dissonance between teachers and their students. This type 

of violence can be associated with the microsystem of the individual, and 

can also be associated within the exosystem where budgets for schools are 

established.

The following two types of violence defined by McIntyre are the two most 

important to my dissertation and serve as the borders framing my descriptive study. A 

definition and their relationship to the circles of influence as outlined by 

Bronfenbrenner are included in this section:

• Interpersonal violence – the kind of violence that students experience, 

engage in, observe and talk about most including person-to-person physical 

and/or emotional violence. This type of violence is most closely associated 

with Bronfenbrenner’s microsystem, and 

• Environmental violence – the most visible alongside interpersonal violence. 

it includes the things children see in and around their home, school and 

neighborhood [Bronfenbrenner’s micro-and mesosystems], trash in the 

streets, dilapidated homes, drug abusers, pimps, etc. 

This brief description of the four types of violence from McIntyre’s book, and 

more importantly, the focus upon the two types that occur mostly within the micro- 

(interpersonal) and meso- (environmental) systems, served as the foundation upon 

which I built my paper.  
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Literature Review Research Questions

In the construction of the literature review, I used the following four main 

questions to investigate:

• What is the prevalence of violence that children witness?

• What are the effects of exposure to violence on children?

• What is the influence of violence on the classroom? 

• What is the role of teacher education programs in preparing teachers?

What is the Prevalence of Violence that Children Witness?

Several studies have been conducted citing the widespread nature of violence. 

Children are barraged with violent images, from television and video games to the 

parental choices and community in which they live and play. 

Stein, Jaycox, Kataoka, Rhodes and Vestal (2003) constructed a meta-analysis 

table outlining some of the most important studies in the area of the prevalence of 

violence that children witness. The important aspect of this table is that several of the 

studies highlighted in this literature review are included in their review. For example, 

the table includes integral studies by Fitzpatrick and Boldizar (1993) who 

administered a 45 minute questionnaire to 221 children, ages 7-14, in central 

Alabama; Bell and Jenkins (1993) whose survey of 500 African American elementary 

age children in the Southside of Chicago epitomized the prevalence of witnessing 

violence in the urban environment; Delaney-Black (2002) who administered a survey 

called “Things I Have Seen and Heard” to 299, 6-7 year old, African American 

children in an urban environment; Finkelhor and Dzuba-Leatherman (1994) who were 

able to surmise that some subgroups were more prone to witnessing violence in part 

due to their telephone sample of 2000 children, 10-16 years of age; and a seminal 

work done by Richters and Martinez (1993).

Their findings indicate that across the studies they reviewed, the prevalence of 

violence, and its constant barrage on the lives of children, has reached epidemic 

proportions. Some statistics highlighted in the meta-analysis by Stein, et al that led to 

this project include:
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• Between the ages of 7 and 15, 78 % of the children surveyed witnessed 

someone being beaten, 30% witnessed a stabbing and 26% witnessed a 

shooting; From 10 – 19 years of age, 55% witnessed a robbery, 35% 

stabbing, 39% shooting, and 24% killing (Bell and Jenkins, 1993).

• Children completed a questionnaire in which the results showed that they 

had exposure four or more times to gunshots (29%), physical assault 

(29%), stabbing (3%), and shooting (3%) (Delaney-Black, 2002)

• Participants to their telephone sample experienced physical assault, violent 

threats, kidnapping, family violence, and sexual assault (Finkelhor and 

Dzuba-Leatherman, 1994).

Fitzpatrick and Boldizar (1993) also found startling responses by their study 

participants:

• [as victim] 19% physical assault, 14% attacked with knife, 19% shot or 

shot at, 41% hit by non family, 28% chased, 70% were victims of at least 

one violent act.

• [as witness] 79% physical assault, 56% attacked with knife, 65% shot or 

shot at, 78% hit by non family member, 74% chased, 43% report 

witnessing a murder.

These statistics are only the tip of the iceberg and a review of only quantitative 

studies. The ocean of violence surrounding children perpetually erodes at their safety 

and well-being. The waves of violence, however, come in many different forms and 

ecological systems. A child will experience violence in their microsystem when they 

are the direct victim of physical, mental, sexual, or psychological abuse; but this 

“domestic” type of violence is altogether different, due to both the closeness of the 

violent act and the perpetrator. In other words, if a child experiences direct violence, it 

up the ante in terms of the influence of that act. If a child witnesses domestic violence, 

such as interparental conflict, it also ups the ante. Teachers, however, do need to deal 

with children exposed to domestic violence in its many forms, so I was prepared to 

include any of these types as teachers mentioned them in the data. 
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Domestic violence. Domestic violence, whether in the form of sibling abuse, 

parental abuse, or interparental conflict strongly influences the child’s development as 

it is resides in the child’s microsystem. An abundance of previous literature exists that 

draws a very complete picture of how children are exposed to domestic violence. I 

carefully reviewed 15 articles and seven books written by leaders in the field of 

domestic violence research and compiled the following previous data about children’s 

exposure to domestic violence.  

According to Holden (as quoted in Saltzman and Holden, 2005), 

approximately 17.8 million children are exposed to marital violence. As quoted in 

Jaffe, Baker and Cunningham (2004), the number of fetuses affected by husbands 

battering their wives elevates the number of children who witness violence to an even 

higher number, with the result of that abuse escalating the risk of low birth weight to 

four times the normal level of risk as well as a higher than normal level of birth 

defects. These children who are exposed to or witness marital violence pay a cost and 

that cost usually exceeds their protective factors at home and short changes their 

school experience as well. Another source of information offering statistical estimates 

of the prevalence of domestic violence comes from the National Crime Victimization 

Survey (NCVS). Their telephone survey found that 9.3 women per thousand called 

said they were physically attacked by their partners in 1993 and that children under 12 

lived in more than half of those homes (Roberts, 2002). 

Hill (2002) cited a study done by Duong that found that mothers reported that 

the violence their children were exposed to had an influence on them. These mothers 

continued by suggesting that their children’s academics suffered (31.8 %), and that 

their children had problems with shyness (27.3%), trouble in school (22.7%), and 

difficulty making friends (18.2 %) (2000). According to a pamphlet of the King 

County Washington Department of Community and Human Services (2005),

Children may feel powerless, confused, angry, guilty, worried and scared. 
They may learn that violence is an appropriate way to deal with problem, or 
that abuse is normal. In response to the violence, they might fight with 
children, have sleep problems or physical illness, or act withdrawn and shy.  

A study comparing two groups, one (N = 21) group of children, 5-13 years old, 

who have been exposed to marital violence and another group (N = 27), the same age, 
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who have not been exposed to marital violence, showed that actual physiological 

changes occurred in the group who had been exposed to marital violence (Saltzman, 

Holden and Holahan, 2005). They took cortisol samples from each child and measured 

them as well as interviews and a stress test, and found that the children exposed to the 

violence had, 1) a higher rate of symptoms characteristic of Post-traumatic stress 

disorder (PTSD) and 2) higher heart rates and higher levels of cortisol which results in 

children being in a hyper-reactive state. All of these physiological effects match those 

of Pharoah and Lafayette in Kotlowitz’s (1991) ethnographic study of two boys from 

Chicago. They match those of the children featured in Lenore Terr’s (1990) study of 

children kidnapped and held hostage in a buried school bus in Chowchilla, Texas, and 

they match those of children featured in Jonathan Kozol’s (1996) book about life in 

the urban environment. 

The prevalence of domestic violence and its harmful effects on the healthy 

development of young children is a branch of community violence that must be 

addressed. Before the harmful effects can be further listed and discussed in the 

framework of Alice McIntyre’s types of violence, the operational definitions of the 

terms to be used must be delineated to set in stone what kind of violence is being 

discussed and how it distinguishes itself from bullying and community violence in 

general. 

Most texts reviewed by me agree, in a variety of words with several 

commonalities, that domestic violence is a pattern of assaultive and coercive behaviors 

– including physical, sexual and psychological attacks and economic coercion by one 

intimate partner to control and dominate the other intimate partner (Baker, Jaffe, 

Ashbourne and Carter, 2002; Bancroft, 2004; Bancroft and Silverman, 2002; Berry, 

2000; Gewirtz and Edleson, 2004; Malley-Morrison and Hines, 2004; Jaffe, Baker and 

Cunningham, 2004; Roberts, 2002). These assaults are often repetitive and continuous. 

The depth to which a child feels the pain of domestic violence depends a great 

deal upon how old the child is and how close in proximity the violence occurs. 

Children often hear parents fighting and arguing through walls and this keeps them 

awake at night worrying and can negatively impact their school success and 
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performance the next day; and at a chronic level it worsens (Baker and Cunningham, 

2004). 

Baker and Cunningham have produced a comprehensive report on children and 

domestic violence as part of their work with the Centre for Children and Families in 

the Justice System. They go on to further explain the dynamic that accompanies the 

child’s role as a witness rather than a victim: 

While often characterized as witnesses – implying a passive role – children 
who live with violence are often engaged in interpreting, predicting, assessing 
their role in causing the violence, worrying about consequences, problem-
solving and or taking measures to protect themselves physically and 
emotionally (2004). 

California is among the many states beginning to recognize that even though 

only about half of the children whose mothers are abused are abused themselves, the 

impact of witnessing the interparental conflict takes a toll (see the report done by the 

Judicial Council of California Administrative Office of the Courts, Center for 

Families, Children and the Courts, 2003). Research also supports this conclusion.

In a study done by Graham - Bermann and Lavendorsky (1997) of 21 

preschool children of battered women who witnessed events of abuse and 25 same-age 

children of non-violent women, the researchers found that, although children were 

visibly, “happy in play with peers,” in ratings by the mothers and observations by 

“reliable observers,” children who witnessed parental violence had many more 

behavioral problems, exhibited significantly more negative affect, responded less 

appropriately to situations, were more aggressive with peers and had more ambivalent 

relationships with their caregivers. These behaviors are echoed in several studies 

(Clements, 1997; Maugham and Cicchetti, 2002; McCord, as quoted in Gorman-

Smith, Tolan, Sheidow and Henry, 2001). 

These behaviors and symptoms are noticeably similar to the targets of bullies 

and to the symptoms found in children who witness chronic community violence; even 

though there was a negative impact, the “observer-only” position lessened the impact 

of the event (Edleson, 1999).  
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The list of studies that illustrate just how invasive domestic violence is in the 

lives of young children is long, but a few studies, including the following, stand out as 

seminal works regarding how exposure to community violence also affects children.  

Children and media violence. Studies have shown that television, music and 

books have an influence on children’s development (Anderson, Gentile and Buckley, 

2007; Gentile, 2003; Palmer and Young, 2003; Potter, 2003; Torr, 2002) and those 

effects find their way into the classroom. Although the research shows that television 

negatively influences children with the nearly two hundred thousand violent images 

they see by the time they enter college (Strasburger & Wilson, in Gentile, 2003), 

experts still do not all agree on what violence is, or that the violence associated with 

exposure to violent television (or even the violence on television itself) can be directly 

connected to the behaviors seen by teachers in the classroom. What several studies 

have shown is that many television shows, and music for that matter, are designed for 

children but have characteristics that exemplify the insidious nature of violence on 

television. In Gentile (2003), a content analysis of television programs concluded that 

violence is often glamorized, sanitized, and trivialized and that there are very few 

programs that feature an antiviolence theme. For example, Strasburger and Wilson (as 

cited in Gentile, 2003) have found that children’s programs feature violent acts 20 

times per hour. Children’s programming, according to the National Television 

Violence Survey, (1998), also feature violence perpetrated by characters who are the 

“heroes,” so it is foreseeable that children related to these characters emulate their 

behavior. 

Funk, Hagan, Schimming, Bullock, Buchman, and Myers (2002) administered 

self reporting surveys to a group of 32 young adolescents, 17 of which were girls, and 

although their research has shown a correlation between externalizing aggressive 

behaviors and choice of video games, the interesting part of the study is that the young 

adolescents preferred and seemed to be more affected by, the violent video games they 

chose to play. According to the Federal Trade Commission (2001), young people are 

more attracted to violent images, be they in video games, movies or, music.
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In the same report to the Federal Trade Commission (2001), researchers found 

that the entertainment community - which includes television, movies and video game 

entertainment, all - had marketing plans for R-rated and M-rated materials that 

targeted children under 18 years of age. The entertainment industry is marketing 

violent media to a population that is hungry for it and the results of the exposure to 

violent media is being established in studies done by a variety of people. 

As a country transforming its commercial products to Western-type 

merchandise, Russia (and other nations) also is experiencing the proliferation of 

violent media. Fedorov (2005) identified and analyzed eighty-seven video games 

found in an internet café frequented by young Russian teenagers (his research found 

that 52% of the people playing the video games in the in the internet café featured in 

the study were between 12 and 15 years old). He found that only 17% of the video 

games played did not feature violent images and 83% had at least one killing resulting 

from a shooting, torture, fighting or disaster.   

Din and Calao (2005) found that children exposed to an educational video 

made either slight (in math) or significant (in spelling) improvements as a result of 

their use of an instructional video game. The belief that educational videos result in a 

child’s improved learning or understanding are relatively common. It is 

understandable then, that believing that violent video games and television programs 

also have an influence on children.

Children’s exposure to violent video games and television programs has been 

linked to their perception of the world as a dangerous place, an increase in self-

protective and mistrustful behaviors, emotional instability, social problems, attention 

problems, delinquency and violent behavior [including violent behavior associated 

with television characters] (National Television Violence Study, 1995; Rubenstein, 

1983, as cited in Singer, et al, 2004; Singer, Flannery, Guo, Miller and Leibbrandt, 

2004; Turner, Hesse, Peterson-Lewis, 1986). One study found a significant 

relationship between self-, peer-, and parent-reports of children’s violent and 

aggressive behavior and exposure to violent media images (Kronenberger, Mathews, 

Dunn, Wang, Wood, Giauque, Larsen, Rembusch, Lowe and Li, 2005). 
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Children exposed to violence on television, video games, music and books are 

influenced throughout their systems. The mesosystem includes the child’s home and 

school environment and both are influenced by the images produced for and targeted 

toward children.

Children as victims of community violence. In a telephone sample of 2000, 10-

16 year olds, Finkelhor (1994) found that over one-third or more of pre-teenage 

children sampled had been directly victimized (assaulted, chased, stabbed) and almost 

all children sampled had been exposed to community violence. According to 

Fitzpatrick and Boldizar (1993), 70% of the 221 seven to 14 year-old children 

surveyed in a public housing development in Chicago had seen someone shot and 43% 

had witnessed a murder. Peer victimization, or bullying, results in vastly more victims 

than the previous types of violence.  In fact, when one considers that children who 

witness bullying events are also affected, even traumatized, by the behavior, close to 

90 % of children under the age of 18 are victims of bullying (Olweus, 1991; Coloroso, 

2003). 

Relatively speaking, domestic violence accounts for substantially fewer 

victims than either of the previous types, but surprisingly, media violence proves to be 

a widespread and invasive provider of violent images of which children could be seen 

as victims. As previously stated, the average American child sees over 100,000 acts of 

violence on television by the age of 18. Potter (2003) suggests that combining movies, 

music, cartoons, comic books, and most influentially and insidiously, video games, 

children are overwhelmed by violent images. According to the American Academy of 

Child and Adolescent Psychiatry (Torr, 2002), “American children watch television an 

average of 28 hours a week and play video games at least an hour a day” (p.10). The 

influence of video games, however, seems to be hiding in plain sight. In fact, many 

parents play the violent video games with, or buy the video games for, their children. 

So what do parents know about the influence of violence in their children’s 

development?
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Parental awareness of children’s exposure to violence. What many of the 

studies also show is that parents are often aware that their children see violence but are 

unaware of the harmful nature of the event (Kotlowitz, 1991; Potter, 2003; Richters & 

Martinez, 1993). The violence children see on television has a once-removed dynamic 

to it. That is, children are not directly exposed to the violent acts even though they are 

witnessing it first-hand. Much of the research already done has focused on violence 

that occurs and continues to occur in the school environment. One good example of 

how violence often occurs with parents’ and teachers’ knowledge is about bullying. 

Parents and teachers, according to research, often feel that bullying is a normal part of 

growing up (Canter, 2005; Olweus, 1991). Research suggests that parents may not 

perceive bullying as a type of violence; rather more as a part of growing up. They may 

also not perceive the video games their children play as violent, let alone perceive 

video game violence as influencing their child. They will sometimes even play a 

violent shooting video game with their child. In studies cited by Barbara Coloroso 

(1997), she has shown evidence that there is a connection between bullying, 

desensitization to violence and exposure to violence in video games. In the 

microsystem, the influence of media violence (including video games), and bullying 

does its damage right under the nose of parents. It may be the perception that these are 

not violence in the traditional sense that one might believe these influences as 

innocuous and part of life.  All of these forms of violence have an effect on children. 

Most often those effects are negative. The following studies illustrate the effects of 

violence on children. 

What are the Effects of Exposure to Violence on Children?

Children exposed to chronic community violence do bear the weight of 

accumulating factors (like hunger, drugs, poverty, etc.), but the deepest and, often, the 

longest lasting scars are the result of exposure to a constant barrage of violence 

(Berkowitz, 2003; Groves, 2002; Kotlowitz, 1991; Lynch, 2003; Terr, 1990; Trickett, 

2003).  

The results of exposure to violence range in their severity but all of them 

demonstrate a life-altering change in the child’s life. A child’s system of influences 
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contributes to the development of roles and expectations for behavior. In other words, 

through their experiences, an individual learns how to behave, what to expect, and 

how to respond to the world around them. When chronic violence is a part of an 

individual’s daily experiences, they often develop a behavioral disorder known as 

Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder or, PTSD. Consequently, their microsystem is thrown 

asunder and a variety of new, contextually based responses begin to develop and this 

makes them ill-fitted to the larger exo- and macrosystems in which they must 

participate in their future careers, social interactions, and so forth (Alexander, 1999; 

Garbarino, 2001; Groves, 2002; Kotlowitz, 1991; McIntyre, 2000; Terr, 1990). In the 

greater society, one may move through their entire adulthood with this PTSD 

unrecognized. For children, if they have a teacher who is informed and aware, this 

may not be the case.

For a variety of reasons, teachers often become the trusted adult that children 

turn to for help in dealing with the trauma of witnessing violence (Errante, 1997). For 

example, in Terr’s (1990) seminal study of 20 children kidnapped and held captive in 

a buried school bus in Chowchilla, California, she found that teachers were often the 

ones who noticed changes in the children’s behavior, falling grades, erratic behavior, 

pant wetting, externalization of negative behaviors, etc. The symptoms a classroom 

teacher may observe have been previously documented in research (Anyon, 1997; 

Ceballo, et al, 2001; Eiden, 1999; Errante, 2002; Garbarino, et al, 1992; Groves, 2003; 

Kotlowitz, 1991; McIntyre, 2000; Margolin and Gordis, 2000; Mazza and Overstreet, 

2000; Morrison, 2000; Scarpa, 2001; Streeck-Fischer and van der Kolk, 2000; Terr, 

1990; Vostanis, et al, 2001; Wallen, 1993).

The development of a fatalistic perspective on life. In a two-year case study of 

two brothers, Kotlowitz (1991) highlights a conversation he had with one of his 

respondents. During this conversation he asked the youngest of the brothers living in a 

poverty-stricken housing development what he wanted to do when he grew up:

Even during my stay with Lafayette (the young boy), I was unnerved by the 
relentless neighborhood violence he talked about. And then I asked Lafayette 
what he wanted to be. “If I grow up, I’d like to be a bus driver,” he told me. If, 
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not when. At the age of ten, Lafayette wasn’t sure he’d make it to adulthood. 
(p.x, 1991)

This excerpt illustrates a fatalistic perspective on life – the uncertainty that one 

will be alive in the future and therefore does not live for tomorrow, more to the point, 

one lives just for today. This worldview can affect decision-making at crucial 

moments in a child’s life. If a child in their microsystem feels that the world is to be 

lived day-to-day, meeting only their needs, the child will not be cognizant of the effect 

they are having on the microsystems of the people around them, nor the effect 

(positive or negative) of society’s influence upon their lives. 

Depression, including hopelessness and helplessness. People living in 

chronically violent areas are uncertain about their futures and, beginning at childhood, 

develop a sense of hopelessness. This condition is similar to “learned helplessness” 

(where organisms learn that their situation is hopeless and they cannot survive so they 

develop a sense of helplessness and often die). The child growing up believes in only 

what they see and feel during a single moment with little hope. Extrapolated out, this 

means the child would have no hope for themselves and therefore do not believe in the 

hope of others – life itself becomes devoid of hope and its value is diminished. Again, 

the futurelessness verbalized by the words of the children in Kotlowitz’s case study of 

children in the lower east side of Chicago serve as the evidence to the despair that fills 

their depression (Kotlowitz, 1991). Clearly, one can see the negative influence a 

person with this mindset can have on the systems outside of themselves.  

The development of a pathological anger. Children featured in Levin’s (1994) 

book, Teaching Young Children in Violent Times, lived in violent communities and at 

the very least, saw hundreds of violent images in television and media (see Table 1.4 

illustrating propinquity of violence). In Levin’s text, the constant exposure to this 

violence focused upon the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles (TMNT), and led to children 

acting out the violence they witnessed on television. This violence was based upon a 

hatred for “Shredder,” a foe of the Turtles, and led children to punching, kicking, even 

hitting children role playing with and using weapons made from sticks and even 
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“crackers” (Levin, p.89). This anger becomes so engrained in the child that it can 

become externalized behavior such as hitting, low patience level, verbal abuse and 

defiance (Kotlowitz, 1991; McIntyre, 2001; Mazza and Overstreet, 2001). Again, one 

can see the negative effect this individual can have upon the meso-, exo- and 

macrosystems around them.  

In fact, Potter (2003) cited research that suggests that viewing violent media 

images “triggers novel behavior” that is influenced by the violence to which children 

are exposed (p. 36). For example, children are exposed to violent music, violent 

movies and violent video games and get “pumped up,” as he puts it, and then need or 

want to act out their aggression by behaving in violent ways they may not have used 

prior to seeing the violence. In fact, the first effect listed in Potter’s second chapter 

(2003) is imitation. When young children do have anger or frustration they use the 

models they witness in order to experiment with appropriate responses. Children as 

young as fourteen months, according to research cited, “demonstrably observe and 

incorporate behaviors seen on television” (p. 36). 

A limited ability in relationship-building. Children have a difficulty developing 

positive relationships due to a blurring of the line between friend and foe. The inability 

to create caring, positive, and collaborative relationships will limit the individual’s 

attainment of success that involves the interaction of systems (Alexander, 1999; 

Groves, 2002). In fact, Diane Levin has shown how, in some of her observations, 

developmentally young children tend to focus on only one attribute of a situation or 

event, and many children who have witnessed chronic violence will forget the 

friendship they have forged with another child during a conflict over an item (Levin, 

p. 24).

Regression. Children who witness community violence often regress to earlier 

developmental level behaviors, such as bed-wetting, thumb-sucking, and sleeping with 

parents (Garbarino, 2001; Kotlowitz, 1991). In Kotlowitz’s text about the boys in 

Chicago, he pointed out a sequence about Pharoah, the youngest sibling. In the 

episode, Pharoah was acknowledged for his spelling ability and he lost a pronounced 
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stutter.  Then, following a shooting in his neighborhood, his stutter returned. The 

conclusion that Kotlowitz came to was that the young boy’s body was responding to 

chronic stress and anxiety in a physical “tic” (Kotlowitz, p. 143).  

A progressive isolation from family members, school and their community  

Children begin to isolate themselves from the important people in their lives in their 

views, values, hopes and faith. This is the breeding ground for gang affiliations which 

becomes the substitute for families and positive community support groups (Anyon, 

1997; Kotlowitz, 1991; McIntyre, 2000). Kotlowitz (1991) and McIntyre (2000) have 

both featured vignettes illustrating the pull from struggling families and conflict to 

what seems a more secure existence in gangs. But the affiliation can also be to the 

video game monitor. In communities with low socioeconomic (SES) level, children 

are more susceptible to the negative effects of television and video game violence 

(Potter, 2003, p.76). Furthermore, research by van der Voort, as cited in Potter (2003), 

also shows that poor children enjoy the violence in television programs more, approve 

of violent behavior more, and identify more with television characters than do children 

in higher SES. He went on to write that children living in poverty, already dealing 

with the violence and isolation associated with those conditions, look to the television 

for role models and are exposed to violence.

The development of aggressive behaviors with peers, adults and siblings.  

Children in a chronically violent environment often cite a lack of close family 

relationships and this can often lead to membership in gangs, which often use violence 

as a means of showing ownership of a territory or membership into the gang (“beat-

ins”) (Anyon, 1997; Garbarino, 2000; Kotlowitz, 1991; Mazza & Overstreet, 2001). 

Kotlowitz illustrates this ideally as he witnessed the transformation of Pharoah’s older 

brother from dutiful brother and son to reluctant gang member (p. 31). Olweus’ 

research (1993) also suggests that children who become bullies were bullied 

themselves and this has a negative effect on building positive healthy relationships 

with others. Potter (2003) and Anderson, et al, (2007) have explained that exposure to 

media violence often manifests in violent behaviors that are novel to the child, but the 
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influence of the violent heroes they see in video games leads children to believe that 

the appropriate response to violence in their environment is violence. 

Peer victimization (bullying). Aggressive behaviors with peers, adults and 

family often manifest in bully behaviors and, as research has suggested, occurs in the 

recesses of the school building, the blacktop at recess, and on the way to and from 

school (Coloroso, 2003; Fried, 2003; Harris and Petrie, 2003; Olweus, 2002).  The 

outcomes of bullying, however, often show themselves in the classroom. 

The review of the literature resulted in five books written by leading experts in 

the field, ten journal articles featuring studies on the topics that focus on important 

elements of the phenomenon, and five journal articles that feature intervention 

programs – some highly effective and some not so effective.  

Several themes emerged as I read article after article, book after book and 

study after study:

• Bullying is extremely common, an international phenomenon and is often 

viewed as a part of growing up.

• Bullying consists of a bully cycle with three basic roles: the Bully (also 

sometimes referred to as the Bully/Victim), the Target and the Bystander.

• Bullying is a learned behavior.

• Bullying can be un-learned with patience and understanding.

The literature clearly highlights a few leaders in the field of peer victimization. 

The list of the most common names in bullying research begins with the man 

considered the first name in bully research, Daniel Olweus who wrote, Bullying at  

School (1993) and The Bully Prevention Program (2003) of Norway. He has 

administered his studies on bullying internationally and has successfully applied his 

intervention programs around the world as well. Sandra Harris and Garth Petrie, who 

co-wrote, Bullying: the Bullies, the Victims and the Bystanders in 2003, are also a 

common pair in the field, as is Barbara Coloroso, whose book The Bully, the Bullied 

and the Bystander (2003) has influenced my response. 

I was surprised by my response to the literature. I know bullying happens. In 

fact, I am disturbed by peer victimization. I think part of it is the casual manner in 
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which teachers and parents respond when they are told about their child either being a 

bully or being bullied. In fact, in a recent court case involving a bully and her victims, 

the administration, according to the lawsuit, upon being told of the bullying responded 

to the target by saying there was nothing they could do and the girls should just ride 

out the instances of bullying (Dawson, 2006).  

I think in part it is because the literature suggests we see bullying as being a 

rite of passage, a part of growing up. What the literature also says is that bullying is an 

inappropriate behavior and can be replaced with more positive ones. 

Bullying has been defined by several researchers as occurring when a student 

is exposed, repeatedly and over time, to negative actions on the part of one or more 

other students (Coloroso, 2003; Harris and Petrie, 2003; Olweus, 1993). There are 

generally two kinds of bullying: indirect bullying which is when a child is subjected to 

obscene gestures, made faces at or intentionally excluded using rumors or behavior; 

and direct bullying which is comprised of much more overt behaviors such as hitting, 

taunting and inflicting intentional bodily harm (Olweus, 2003).  

That being said, the act of bullying is characterized by the following criteria:

• It is aggressive behavior or “intentional harm doing”

• It is carried out repeatedly and over time 

• It occurs within an interpersonal relationship characterized by an imbalance 

of power.

The act of bullying is only one part of the equation. It takes people to enable 

the behavior. According to the literature, there are three players in the act of bullying: 

the bully, the bullied, and the bystander.  According to Coloroso (2003) there are 

seven kinds of bullies (Table 2.2).

Research suggests that both the bully and the target display behaviors that are 

related to parenting style and upbringing (Coloroso, 2003; Ladd & Kochendorfer, 

1998; Myron-Wilson, 1999; Olweus, 1993). This element in the creation of the role 

players in the event cannot go without mention. 
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      Table 2.2 Seven Kinds of Bullies

C
on

fid
en

t b
ul

ly Description: Swagger, big ego, inflated sense of self, sense of entitlement, 
penchant for violence, no empathy for his targets.
Outcome: Often is admired by teachers and peers for their strong personality but 
does not have very many “friends” based on trust, mutual 
respect and loyalty.

So
ci

al
 b

ul
ly Description: Uses rumor, gossip, verbal taunts and shunning. Jealous of others and 

has a poor sense of self.
Outcome: She is popular but not trusted and lacks true empathy. Other 
children do not want to confide in her.

Fu
lly

 a
rm

or
ed

 b
ul

ly Description: Cool and detached, shows little emotion and has strong 
determination to carry out his bullying. Vicious and vindictive toward his target 
but charming and deceptive in front of others.

Outcome: He appears cool but has buried his feelings so deeply even he has 
trouble finding and identifying them.

H
yp

er
ac

tiv
e 

bu
lly Description: Struggles with academics and has poorly developed social skills. 

Usually has some kind of learning disability and reads hostile intent into benign 
acts.

Outcome: Often blames others for their aggression, the hyperactive bully has 
trouble making friends.

B
ul

lie
d 

bu
lly Description: The bullied bully is both a target AND a bully. She is bullied by 

adults and older peers.

Outcome: Strikes out at others as a bully to compensate for her own feelings 
of powerlessness as a target.

 B
un

ch
 o

f b
ul

lie
s Description: A group of friends who collectively do something they would ever do 

alone to someone they want to exclude or scapegoat.

Outcome: They are described as “nice” kids who know what they do is wrong, 
but still do it as a group.

G
an

g 
of

 b
ul

lie
s Description: A strategic alliance in pursuit of power, control, domination, 

subjugation and “turf.”

Outcome: These children get so caught up in the group dynamic that they 
disregard their own lives, the pain they inflict, and the consequences 
of their actions. They also display a lack of remorse and empathy.
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In general, the findings mention that children whose parents are authoritative, 

allow the child room to grow, make their own decisions and spend time with them do 

not take the role of bully or target because the balance in their lives has given them the 

opportunity to develop empathy (a quality lacking in most bullies) and a sense of 

positive self-worth and assertiveness (a quality often lacking in targets).

Moreover, the child who has developed a positive sense of self-worth and has a 

positive self-efficacy and empathy will not be satisfied being a bystander to a bullying 

event. Instead they will most likely intervene because they believe it is the right thing 

to do (Coloroso, 2003). 

Gender is another area where there are categories delineating who bullies are 

and what behaviors they exhibit. The Maine Project Against Bullying (MPAB) (1999), 

a survey of 4500 third graders across 108 schools in Maine, came away with some 

interesting results. They found that a higher percentage of boys reported being bullied 

by boys, while a higher percentage of girls reported being bullied by girls. This 

suggests that boys tend to bully other boys and girls tend to bully other girls. Another 

result of this survey was that boys and girls both reported that when a bully tried to 

“hurt” them, the bully was a boy. If we take “hurt” to mean physical bullying, research 

by Olweus (1993) as well as Coloroso (2003), Fried (2003) and Harris and Petrie 

(2003) supports this conclusion. However, what their research and the MPAB’s survey 

found was that girls bullied differently, they tend to inflict emotional damage. 

Girls inflict the kind of pain that results in having what one girl referred to as a 

“bruised inside” (Garrett, 2003). Girls most often bully by isolating or excluding a 

playmate, starting nasty rumors, or calling the target derogatory names. In rare cases, 

the bullying is actually physical; however, it does occur in both boys and girls. 

So, who is the child that will become a “target?” According to Harris and 

Petrie (2003), compared to the bully, the child who is a target often:

• has poorer psychosocial adjustment

• demonstrates poorer social and emotional adjustment

• has greater difficulty making friends

• feels greater loneliness

• is more anxious
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• is more likely to have low academic status

• is usually physically different in race or size or wear different clothing

• often reports not being as good at things as others

• is more passive and sees him/herself as unattractive, stupid or failures 

• is more provocative and more active, assertive and somewhat more 

confident but more reactive emotionally. 

These children tease and provoke until they get a reaction and then rarely are 

equipped to “fight back.” They are seen as the least popular person in class and thus 

become a target (Olweus, 1993). They become the target because no one sympathizes 

with them because of their provocative behaviors.

A bully’s target often has parents who have contributed to the child’s mindset 

and rendered them helpless against the aggressive behavior of a bully. Moreover, a 

bully often has parents who have contributed to the child’s mindset that has fostered a 

sense of entitlement and aggressive behavior. Bystanders, too, have parents who have 

contributed to the lack of motivation to stop a bullying act from proceeding.

The bystander sits in the mesosystem, and their microsystem is one in which 

their influences include parents who may not have taught them skills in conflict 

resolution, nor the strength of conscience to step in when another child is victimized 

(Harris & Petrie, 2003). The feelings, or response, to witnessing bully violence is 

similar to that of seeing community violence in general; feelings of anger, sadness, 

fear and indifference (indifference appears in children who have seen chronic violence 

and they become, according to expert in community violence, “desensitized” to it). 

The bystander can stand idly by, turn away, or actively support the bully. Either way, 

the bystander:

• encourages more bullying behavior

• causes more distress for the target

• supports the antisocial behavior

• is at risk for becoming desensitized to violence

• is at risk of becoming a bully themselves (Coloroso, 2003, p.65).
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The popularity of the bully, the rewards gained from bullying, and the apparent 

admiration by fellow students, are all reasons given for why a bystander might not 

intervene. Other reasons for not intervening given by children surveyed include:

• the bystander being afraid of getting hurt 

• the bystander not wanting to become a new target for the bully

• the bystander feeling he/she might only make matters worse

• the bystander not knowing what to do (Coloroso, 2003, p. 67).

Appendix A shows the bully cycle developed by Daniel Olweus and adapted 

with permission by Barbara Coloroso in her 2003 book, The Bully, the Bullied and the 

Bystander. Using this frame, I will discuss the effects of the bully cycle on learning.

In position A is the bully. He is often seen as aggressive, lacking empathy, 

seeking power, meaning to harm the target, and as having every intention of repeating 

it over and over again. This behavior can be seen as disruptive in class and makes 

collaborative learning very difficult since empathy and cooperation are lacking in their 

personality.

The followers or henchmen in position B take an active part in the bullying. 

This can lead to clique behaviors in the classroom which can be disruptive. 

Furthermore, bulling can lead to desensitization to violence and they often become 

bullies in the future.

The passive bullies, or supporters of the bullying event in position C, do not 

take an active part but do know about it and ignore it. This can lead to isolation from 

the target and a dislike toward the bully. This leaves them on the outside in terms of 

other students who may value the “friendship” of the bully. This can affect the 

classroom climate but often weighs heavy on the conscience of the child because they 

repress their initial reaction to stop the bullying. 

Position D’s passive supporters are possible bullies who like the bullying but 

do not display support openly. Again, the negative influence weighs heavily on their 

minds and the bullying even is often remembered and relived during their day which 

distracts from their ability to concentrate on instruction.
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Figure 2 Levin’s Continuum of Violence in Children’s Lives.

(Derived from Levin, 1994)

How much children
are affected by 
violence.
   

    Proportion of children 
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(1) – Most 
Entertainment violence, like video games, toys, movies, and 
music in popular culture (Meso, Exo, Macro and eventually, 
Microsystems)

                           (2) – Fewer 
Exposures to real-world violence in the news, 
newspapers, magazines (Macro, and Microsystem)

           (3) – Even Less 
Isolated abuse at home or in the 
community [incl. school] (Micro 
and Mesosystems) 
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home and/or 
community 
(Micro & 
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Disengaged onlookers in position E feel that the bullying event is none of their 

business and therefore do not intervene. This type of exposure to violence desensitizes 

the child and supports their idea that they are removed from the violence. This 

desensitization can lead to inappropriate behaviors and responses to violence or threats 

of violence.

Possible defenders in position F dislike the bullying and do not intervene. They 

lie in the realm of desensitization of violence and in a lack of responsibility toward 

others and their behaviors. Children who are in this group often understand the 

feelings of the target which demonstrates empathy, an important quality for children; 

however, they purposefully repress their instinct and do not intervene. In position G, 

defenders of the target, dislike the bullying and help or try to help. 

Each of the bystanders (C, D, E, F) suffer from the event, feel guilt, and fear 

that the same might happen to them. In addition, according to research cited in Harris 

& Petrie (2003), bystanders often feel the same physiological effects as the target.

Most intervention programs begin and end with the recommendations of Dr. 

Daniel Olweus, and so this paper highlights both the recommendations he made in 

1993 and the recommendations of experts in the field, Harris & Petrie (2003), Barbara 

Coloroso (2003) and SuEllen Fried (2003). 

Intervention programs have a unique responsibility to the public. They should 

demonstrate effectiveness and be practical. Olweus, in the Blueprint for Violence 

Series (1993) has proven to be as much by satisfying the criteria set forth by the 

Institute of Behavioral Sciences at the University of Colorado. They require that the 

intervention program has the necessary target population, and include evidence of 

effect. These programs have been administered at multiple sites, have a practical 

cost/benefit expense, and show sustained effect. Olweus’ bullying prevention program 

has satisfied all of the criteria.  

Olweus has found, through his seminal research across the globe, that four 

basic principles are necessary for a bullying intervention to be effective. These four 

principles are the goals for the schools and, as Olweus hopes, families of children 

demonstrating bullying, aggressive, behaviors. These principles hope to develop an 

environment characterized by: 
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• warmth and a positive interest and involvement by adults

• firm limits to unacceptable behaviors

• non-hostile, nonphysical, negative consequences that are consistently 

applied in cases of violations of rules and other unacceptable behaviors

• adults acting as authorities and positive role models (Olweus, 1993).

All of these principles can be applied to the classroom to establish a positive 

climate and thereby create a safe, comfortable learning environment.

Barbara Coloroso in her 2003 publication, The Bully, the Bullied and the 

Bystander, offers no apology for the respect she has for the research, conclusions, and 

intervention of Dr. Olweus; so much so that she included his “Bully Circle” in her 

book (p.64). She has added recommendations based on a program called Steps to 

Respect that I will highlight in this paper. This intervention program recommends that 

schools:

• Gather information about bullying at school directly from students

• Establish clear school-wide classroom rules about bullying

• Train all adults in the school to respond sensitively and consistently to bullying

• Provide adequate adult supervision, particularly in less structured areas, where 

bullying has been shown to occur more frequently, such as the playground and 

in the lunchroom

• Improve parental awareness of, and involvement in, working on the problem.

These suggestions will contribute to a safe, caring environment and decrease 

the chances and occurrences of bullying.

Harris and Petrie published a book entitled, Bullying (2003), in which they 

defined bullying and outlined interventions that they considered effective responses to 

bullying. In their book, they outline recommendations for each stage of children’s 

elementary school, middle school, and high school interventions. I will highlight the 

elementary and middle school interventions. 

Harris and Petrie (2003) believe that intervention at school begins with 

creating a safe and affirming climate, mostly by having responsible adults clearly 

visible throughout the school environment and that they are in a collaborative 

relationship with parents and children. Adults ought to clearly communicate 
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appropriate standards of behavior for the child that emphasizes the positive. Schools 

with bullying problems should have discipline with sanctions that includes “Timeout”, 

in-school suspensions and even removal from the school in cases of severe violence. 

There should be character and conflict mediation programs to contribute to children’s 

moral growth. Many bullies display a lack of empathy; a character building program 

may help develop that quality. According to research, bullying reaches its peak in 

middle school (Olweus, 1993) and, if the faculty, staff, parents and students use the 

recommendations for intervention highlighted by Harris and Petrie, it may end there. 

Finally, SuEllen Fried has written a book entitled, Bullies, Targets and 

Witnesses (2003) in which she highlighted research by Wendy Craig that showed a 

discrepancy between how many times teachers think they intervene and how many 

times students report a teacher intervened. In her paper, Craig shows that teachers say 

they step in 72 % of the time, while students report it as more of a 25 % of the time 

(Fried, 2003). In other words, the research concludes that most of the bullying occurs 

out of the eyesight of adults. Students, according to Fried, need three things to help 

them stop or prevent bullying in their school: Skills (S), Observation (O), and support 

(S) (p.171). 

Children need the skills to learn how to deal with all types of bullies, 

including: language ideas for responding to verbal bullying; scripts to help determine 

how to deal with a variety of bullies; and role play opportunities in safe scenarios to 

try and prepare for what they would do if confronted by a bully.

Children need observations by their teachers. Observations include monitoring 

the areas where most bullying takes place: the playground and the halls.  They also 

need teachers to be prepared to discern what is and isn’t bullying. Moreover, they need 

to recognize what is bullying and what is playful teasing – which does not meet the 

criteria previously outlined for bullying. Students asked for supervision. A lot of 

bullying takes place when the teacher leaves the room. This event, hopefully, occurs 

very rarely, but children included in the study said that bullying occurs when the 

teacher leaves the room and that the best way teachers could help students when they 

leave the room is to, “Take the bully with you” (p.178). 
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Finally, children ask for support. Fried includes ten ways teachers can offer 

support: 1) establish clear rules and consequences for unacceptable behavior and 

enforce them; 2) deal with verbal abuse before it escalates; 3) mobilize witnesses and 

motivate them to take action when they see bullying taking place; and 4) take bullying 

reports seriously. As has been stated before, bullying is not a part of life, it is an 

unacceptable behavior. When a teacher offers support it means when children report a 

bullying event, they act on it and refrain from saying; “ignore the bully.” Teachers can 

also offer support by 5) realizing the challenges of making change. Change takes time 

and effort on the part of bullies, targets, and bystanders; and they need to be supported 

and acknowledged for the effort they put forth in changing. Teachers can 6) guarantee 

confidentiality. Bystanders and targets are often afraid they will become the target or 

the victimization will worsen if they “tell.” Teachers must ensure confidentiality so 

that students will be more likely to report bullying. Teachers can also 7) avoid 

embarrassing the student whenever possible; 8)utilize classroom leaders by gaining 

their support for interventions that help lift students who have been victimized; and 9) 

speak to bullies and targets separately. This demonstrates support because, aside from 

maintaining confidentiality, having the bully in the room when you talk to the target 

only heightens the fear of reporting of the target and may play into the power play of 

the bully. The last thing teacher can do is 10) reinforce the classroom code of conduct 

by using the language of the classroom code of conduct often and clearly, making 

connections to texts, current events, and other disciplines such as math or social 

studies. 

What is the Influence on the Classroom for Children who Witness Violence?

Research suggests that children’s learning is profoundly changed after 

witnessing a violent incident (Alexander, 1999; Garbarino, 2001; Levin, 1994; 

McIntyre, 2000). Exposure to violence affects children’s ability to concentrate, and 

retain information, and jeopardizes a child’s ability to create a bond with their teacher 

or peers (Alexander, 1999).  

All children come to their classrooms with unique personal needs. As 

previously outlined, children from violent communities have a distinctly unique vision 
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of the world as a result of their experiences. According to Jerome Bruner (1990), 

“culture, not biology, shapes human life and the human mind, [and] gives meaning to 

action by situating its underlying intentional states in an interpretive system” (p. 34). 

He goes on to say that, “people organize their experience in, knowledge about and 

transactions with the social world” (p. 35). Constructivist theory, social learning 

theory, multiple intelligences theory, and of course, Bronfenbrenner’s ecological 

theory of individual development rely on the notion that children bring this cache of 

knowledge and experience with them. People form ideas about their world and the 

world around them using their personal experience. If the personal experience of 

young children consists of watching violence, hearing violence, and being a victim of 

violence, then the resulting fearful and possibly aggressive behaviors that develop 

seem logical (Kotlowitz, 1991; Levin, 1994). Teachers utilize prior knowledge to 

scaffold children’s learning of new information, and build upon the previous 

foundation. They are often deeply affected by the things that children tell them or what 

they see children reenacting. They need to be ready to deal with the issues that 

community violence evokes in children and eventually seeps into their classroom. 

The parent-child-home-school-connection. The impact of exposure to violence 

goes a step further into a child’s experience because, at home, one often has parents 

who have little to offer in terms of being a role model for positive self-efficacy (the 

notion or feeling that one can be successful) (Groves, 2002). In addition, a child’s 

parents also have few positive conflict resolution and coping skills to model for their 

child(ren) (Aber, Bennett, Conley & Li, 1997; Groves, 2002; Howard and Johnson, 

2000; Kaiser & Delaney, 1996; Keegan Eamon, 2001). The parents cannot provide the 

guidance their children need because they are not equipped with the skills necessary to 

take on that task (Groves, 2002; Kotlowitz, 1991).

In one study, done by Osofsky, Wewers, Hann and Fick (1993), 53 families 

were surveyed to determine the relationship between chronic violence and negative 

behaviors. Osofsky, et al, found that most of the respondents were adolescents when 

they had their children (p. 44). The parents of children who showed negative behaviors 

witnessed chronic community violence and also lived in conditions characteristic of 

42



chronic community violence in all of its manifestations (environmental, educational, 

etc. as suggested by McIntyre, 2000). As intimated in the previous section, the impact 

of community violence, then, takes hold of the entire family. If parents cannot play the 

role of an adult helping mitigate the impact of violence in their child’s life then it is up 

to the classroom teacher and this creates more pressure and responsibility for the 

teacher.  

This added role requires teachers to learn how to handle children who have, 

among other things, very little impulse control as a result of their exposure to chronic 

community violence (Callahan, 1998). Teaching new and veteran classroom teachers 

how to deal with this ever-increasing population – that of children who witness 

chronic community violence – falls on the shoulders of our nation’s public and private 

teacher education programs. We must prepare pre-service teachers before they enter 

the workforce and interact with children.

How are Teachers Currently Responding to the Influence of Children’s Exposure to 
Violence?

At a school on the West Side, another teacher told us about a little boy in her 
first grade class, the son of a psychologically disturbed woman.  This shy, 
worried child is being scapegoated by other children because the family moved 
into the same Chicago Housing Authority apartment where a “bloody” murder 
took place.  In the community lore, the apartment is still “tainted.”  The teacher 
feels at a loss to combat both the community and classroom scapegoating of 
this child (Garbarino, DuBrow, Kostelny and Pardo, 1992, p. 175). 

Garbarino, DuBrow, Kostelny, and Pardo (1992) wrote the excerpt below in 

their book, Children in Danger. They documented this statement from a kindergarten 

teacher while they interviewed Head Start teachers in Chicago. My study differs from 

this set of studies because Garbarino and his cohorts did not ask teachers directly how 

they changed their practices in response to the violence their students were exposed to; 

rather, they asked about the relationship between violence and education. More 

specifically, they asked for anecdotes about how violence has influenced their 

students. The Garbarino study is more like Kozol’s and Kotlowitz’s because it 

documented the authors’ own observations and experiences more than it did the 
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experiences shared by participants. They wrote about what they observed and what 

teachers told them about working in neighborhoods marred by violence. My study is 

focused on the information provided by teachers responding to questions about their 

response to children exposed to violence. I am setting the context in which teachers 

are responding.

Their studies documented information from classroom teachers, caregivers, 

and social workers to document the influence violence has on their classrooms and the 

children with whom they work. For example, a family tree of sorts in one classroom 

they visited painted a grim picture of daily life for the children Garbarino and his 

associates studied: 

Robert is four years old.  He lives in a public housing Project in Chicago.  His 
ten-year-old sister was raped last month by a teenager in the building.  His 
fifteen-year-old cousin was killed in a gang shootout last year.  His mother’s 
current boyfriend used to beat him and his sister when they misbehaved, until 
his sixteen-year-old brother and his gang threatened to kill him if he continued 
hitting the younger children.  Recently, Robert’s brother was arrested on 
charges that included drug dealing and assault with a deadly weapon.  Among 
Robert’s classmates at school, Anna saw her brother shot on the street.  Jose’s 
arm was broken by his stepfather. Anita was trapped on the playground when a 
gang shootout started.  Manuel’s brother is a leader in a gang and brings him 
presents and his mother rent money. Shawna’s brother is a drug dealer and 
drove a fancy care before he was arrested.  (p. xii)

Teachers face these circumstances in their students’ lives as those same 

students bring their experiences with life, including violence, with them into the 

classroom and express those experiences in their artwork, community meetings, and 

whispers by the students. In response, teachers wonder how to respond (Groves, 

2002). 

In her book, Children Who See Too Much (2002), Groves discusses some 

recommendations she gleaned from her work with the Child Witness to Violence 

Project in Boston, Massachusetts. She documented statistics and stories from children, 

parents and some teachers about how violence has influenced them but, again, she did 

not directly ask teachers to describe how the exposure to violence their students 

experience changes the teachers’ classroom practices. In fact, the research Groves 

cited more often described what teachers do not do. 
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Among the most important realizations is her discovery that the teachers she 

spoke to said they feel unprepared to work with children who witness chronic 

violence. But the relationship between teacher and student rests in the second most 

influential strata of the ecological perspective of human development, the 

mesosystem, so it is vital to the healthy reconciliation of the images and experiences 

children bring with them into the classroom. What she found is that teachers were 

asking her questions such as, “What do I do if a child announces to the class that she 

has seen a murder?” and “What should a teacher do if a child draws a picture of her 

parents fighting?”

In addition, Groves (2002) has suggested that teachers need to deal with their 

own reactions to, experiences, and history with violence. All of these can be addressed 

in the teacher education classroom. But, as she goes on to say, because of extensive 

“mandatory testing,” where in the teacher preparation curriculum can these skills be 

taught?  

What is the Role of Teacher Education Programs in Preparing Teachers to Work with 
Children Exposed to Violence?

Recently, I reviewed several course syllabi from colleges and universities with 

teacher preparation programs and only one, the University of Wisconsin – 

Milwaukee’s Urban Educator Teacher Education Program – puts a concerted effort 

toward preparing pre-service teachers for working with children exposed to violence.  

In a review of literature regarding the education of pre-service teachers there is 

very little in terms of how teachers are prepared to work with children who witness 

community violence. The results of my search in all of the databases and resources 

listed previously either referred to, or were based upon, the work of Dr. Martin 

Haberman and his work with the Urban Teacher Education Program (Haberman, 

1987). He found that, “even successful teachers in urban schools report that their pre-

service teacher preparation program was not relevant to the kinds of problems they 

face in their day-to-day work” (Haberman, 1995, p.10). Aside from the Haberman 

research and preparation program, there is little to prepare pre-service teachers for 

working with children exposed to violence in the regular classroom. However, in the 
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next section, research will be examined from other professional fields that might give 

teacher prep programs a sufficient starting point.

Consequently, my literature search leaned toward other services or fields 

(counseling education) that addressed the psychological needs of children that may be 

able to work with teachers to prepare them. Most literature dealing with children and 

violence came up during the same searches in the same databases. Virtually all of it 

focused on the subject of violence in the schools (for example, Columbine High 

School’s tragic shooting, or the sniper attacks in Arkansas). What I found that directly 

related to working with children exposed to violence included intervention programs 

for children who have witnessed chronic community violence. In the following 

section, I present the most common and well-supported intervention programs that can 

be accommodated and used in the classroom by teachers that work with children who 

witness chronic community violence.

Common Intervention Programs to Consider for Teacher Education Program. First, a 

very common intervention for children who witness chronic community violence is in 

the microsystem. Members of the child’s immediate family serve as the best buffers 

against the harmful influences of community violence (Berkowitz, 2003; Garbarino, et 

al, 1992; Kotlowitz, 1991; Gorman-Smith, Henry and Tolan, 2004; Groves, 2002; 

Hammack, Richards, Luo, Edlynn and Roy, 2004; Levin, 1994; McIntyre, 2000; 

Mazza and Overstreet, 2000; Osofsky, 2004; Richters and Martinez, 1993). A study by 

Richters and Martinez’ featured the most comprehensive look at the effects and the 

protective factors involved with children who witness chronic community violence. 

Based on previous wartime research concerning the protective factors of parents after 

World War II Europe, they administered a survey and interviewed the parents of 165 

children, ages 6-10, in a Southeast Washington, D.C. neighborhood. Based on their 

results, they found that children who had strong family support at home didn’t 

experience witnessing chronic violence because they were at home and not on the 

streets after school or because they had support at home after witnessing violence in 

their neighborhood.
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Second, another common area for intervention programs is in the school 

counselor’s office. For the most part, although the parents are the most intimate 

protective factor – that being in the microsystem – the school counselor, who resides 

in the mesosystem of Bronfenbrenner’s model, takes the most clinical approach. As a 

matter of fact, in my search for previous research, all my searches using terms such as 

violence intervention and children, community violence intervention programs and 

schools (and children), dealing with the effects of community violence, and different 

permutations of those key words, all led me to research, studies, and recommendations 

made by medical doctors, psychologists, or other health care workers (Alexander, 

1999; Gorman-Smith, et al, 2004; Groves, 2002; Levin, 1994; Mazza and Overstreet, 

2000; Osofsky, 2004; Stein, Jaycox, Kataoka, Wong, Tu, Elliot and Fink, 2003). One 

particular example is the Cognitive Behavioral Intervention for Trauma in Schools  

(CBITS) (2003) intervention program constructed by a team of doctors, counselors, 

professors and psychiatrists from several hospitals and universities. In their first study 

using the program, they administered the intervention on 126 10-15 year olds, who 

live in communities with high incidence of community violence in the Los Angeles 

Unified School District in Los Angeles, California. What they found after randomly 

breaking the children into two smaller groups was that the group that was administered 

the CBITS intervention program showed significantly lower levels of depressive 

behavior and externalized negative behaviors, and lower levels of Post-Traumatic 

Stress Disorder (PTSD). All of these symptoms have been previously described 

characteristics of behaviors identified in children who witness chronic community 

violence.  

What is Missing in the Research Base  

What is missing in these two areas of study is research based on the 

experiences of teachers in the classroom. The closest work addressing the effects of 

witnessing community violence on children and how teachers respond is Diane 

Levin’s, Teaching Young Children in Violent Times (1994). In this work, she used 

information gleaned from her own experiences, observations, and interviews with 

classroom teachers and then created tables and bulleted suggestions for teachers in the 
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classroom. I have done a structured study to fill the gap in research about teachers and 

their ability to effectively work with children exposed to violence.

Conclusion

Prior research has shown that violence and its infiltration into children’s lives 

comes in many forms. I have included an illustration of the kinds and commonality of 

violence that children witness as constructed by Dr. Diane Levin (1994) (see Fig. 2). 

In this figure, what becomes clear is that violence crosses color lines, socioeconomic 

levels, and geography. According to Figure 2, millions of children are exposed to 

television and media violence, while fewer children are exposed to real-world violence 

shown in the media (like the evening news report). Fewer children are exposed to 

isolated traumatic exposure to violence in the community with the smallest, but by no 

means small, amount of children exposed to chronic community violence. 

Previous literature has extensively covered the effects of witnessing violence 

on young children. What the previous literature has shown is that children develop an 

encyclopedia of negative psychological, physiological, emotional, and academic 

problems as a result of witnessing chronic community violence. 

A seminal study by Richters and Martinez (1993) has stood for more than a 

decade as the staple study because of its large sample size (165 students plus their 

families AND their teachers) and its conclusions stretched from the effects on children 

to the reactions by parents. The study also opened the area up for future research 

topics which has moved the study of the effects of violence into new areas such as the 

influence of community violence on teacher practices.

The literature review in the area of the impact of community violence on the 

classroom is meager to say the least. This could be because research in the classroom 

is difficult to get approval for, or because it remains an untapped research area. Most 

of the research is based upon the knowledge that teachers are asking for ways to 

respond to the questions and comments of children who witness community violence, 

but no one has given them the tools.
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Studies that have been done regarding teachers’ level of preparedness in 

dealing with children who witness chronic community violence all have come to the 

conclusion that there is not nearly enough attention paid to this area of preparedness. 

However, the intervention tools and strategies, like the CBITS program in Los 

Angeles, that have been implemented with children who witness chronic community 

violence are usually administered by the medical community or school 

counselors/psychologists. 

According to Borg and Gall (1989) descriptive studies are meant to discover 

“what is” (p.331). Traditionally seen as a quantitative paradigm, I constructed a 

descriptive study (including surveys, interviews and focus group sessions) that uses 

this traditional quantitative method in a qualitative fashion. Descriptive studies tend to 

show a causal relationship between factors. In this study, I have shown how children’s 

exposure to violence relates to how teachers’ classroom practices change. In the next 

chapter, I will discuss the methodology for this study.  The description of my 

methodology clearly explains the relationship between the phenomena being 

researched and the researcher and how my study embraces the interpretivist 

perspective bringing together the processes of research with the assumption that it will 

be interpreted differently by other readers and researchers.
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     CHAPTER THREE

METHODOLOGY

This chapter describes the methods, data sources, and data analysis strategies 

used to study how teachers respond to children exposed to community violence. It 

should be noted that the details of the methodology evolved as the process continued, 

but remained true to the initial proposal. This chapter includes the research questions, 

a brief summary of the methods used to gather data, and a description of each phase. 

Within each phase, I describe the participants, the procedures, the measures, and the 

methods of data analysis. I also summarize the chapter and look ahead to chapter four. 

Research Questions

This project gathered information about what types of violence teachers were 

aware of and the effects of violence on children, what they do in response to children 

exposed to violence, and finally, what they want or think they need to know about 

working with children exposed to violence. The following questions guided the 

investigation:

RQ1. What types of violence are teachers aware of that may affect their 

students?

RQ2. What effects of exposure to violence do teachers observe in their 

students?

RQ3.  How do teachers respond to students who have been exposed to 

violence?

RQ4. What do teachers do in their teaching practice, in their long-term 

curriculum, to mitigate the effects of chronic violence?

RQ5. What do teachers need or want to learn about working with children 

exposed to violence? 
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The Methods of Data Gathering

In order to gather responses to the research questions, a qualitative study using 

teachers’ voices was constructed in three phases of data gathering. The following 

summary outlines the three phases. In Phase 1 – the Pre-Service Survey Questionnaire 

– 23 junior level and 23 senior level undergraduate students in a teacher preparation 

program were surveyed to gain some insight into what teachers know before they have 

spent extensive time in a classroom. In addition, questions were constructed to tap into 

the types of behaviors and responses they have observed their respective cooperating 

teachers demonstrate in the classroom with children exposed to violence, including 

bullying which is common in schools. The students spent between 100 junior level and 

200 senior level hours in public school classrooms throughout the eastern section of a 

metropolitan city in the northwest.  The pre-service education students were asked 

questions that encouraged them to share stories and observations from their classroom 

experiences as learners, as well as what they think they need to know or learn about 

working with children exposed to violence. 

In Phase 2 – licensed teacher interviews – five first year and ten veteran 

licensed classroom teachers were asked to participate in individual interviews in order 

to gather information about their individual understanding and awareness of children’s 

exposure to violence and its effects on their students’ learning. In addition, they were 

asked questions regarding their own responses to students in their classrooms who 

demonstrate behaviors associated with exposure to violence or who come right out and 

tell the teacher they have been exposed to violence. A possible probing question asked 

for where they learned this response strategy. Finally, they were asked what they think 

they need to know or learn about working with children exposed to chronic 

community violence.  

Phase 3 – focus group interviews – consisted of two groups, comprising of 16 

licensed teachers, a school psychologist, and one administrator at two different 

schools. They were asked to respond to scenarios created using the vignettes and 

descriptors documented during the first two phases of the study. The focus group 
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interviews were audio-taped and notes were taken about the environmental conditions 

in place during the focus group sessions. 

Participants and Setting

This study asked licensed, veteran teachers and pre-service teachers about their 

knowledge and understanding of types of violence and the effects of chronic exposure 

to violence on students. Furthermore, the questions asked about teachers’ practices, 

through observation by student teachers and through self-reporting of the teachers 

themselves, in response to children’s exposure to violence. Finally, these same groups 

provided information regarding what new, veteran, and pre-service teachers think they 

need to know or want to learn about working with children exposed to community 

violence.  

Previous research suggests that all children witness violence in a variety of 

forms and severities. Some children experience domestic violence characterized by 

interparental conflict, which sometimes involves victimization of the child directly 

(Margolin, 1998). Furthermore, children often witness environmental violence in the 

community in which they live (McIntyre, 2000). What has become startlingly clear is 

that approximately 90% of children in kindergarten through high school have either 

been witness to, target of, or the aggressor of, bullying in the schools (Olweus, 2003). 

The pervasive nature of this type of intimate, direct, and malicious violence has been 

shown to be as traumatic to the target of the bullying as it is to the bystander (Harris & 

Petrie, 2003). Seeing a classmate bullied on the playground on a daily basis then, falls 

into the realm of witnessing chronic violence. 

Witnessing violence infiltrates every strata of the school community from 

affluent schools to the schools in poor communities. Media violence for example, 

makes its way through the television, radio, MP3 player, movie theaters and video 

games into the imaginations and reality of all children from all different races, colors, 

religions, socioeconomic levels, and cultures. With that in mind, all teachers would 

have dealt or will deal with how to respond to children exposed to violence during 
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their teaching career. In the next sections, I will provide details about each phase of 

the study. 

Phase 1 – Pre-service Teacher Questionnaires

Phase 1 participants were students enrolled (at the time of this study) in the 

teacher preparation program of an accredited university in the Pacific Northwest. The 

program includes 23 juniors and 23 seniors at the university level who had taken my 

courses in teaching methodology. The seniors had already moved through the strand I 

teach exclusively and the juniors were currently enrolled in this strand of courses. 

When given the questionnaire, the junior level students had approximately 100 hours 

of experience in an elementary classroom as part of a 300-level education course in 

which they spend fifteen full days in an elementary classroom. The seniors had 

completed the practicum course and, at the time of the study, they were enrolled in a 

course on linguistics. This linguistics course also serves as one requirement for their 

teaching endorsement at the primary level. They had a combination of methodology 

courses with me as well as a minimum of 40 hours in a primary level classroom with a 

licensed classroom teacher.

Use of Questionnaires

Much of the existing support for using questionnaires as part of a descriptive 

study comes from the qualitative tradition. According to Borg and Gall (1989) 

descriptive studies are meant to discover “what is” (p.331). Traditionally seen as a 

quantitative paradigm, I constructed a descriptive study (including surveys, interviews 

and focus group sessions) that uses this traditional quantitative method in a qualitative 

fashion. Descriptive studies tend to show a causal relationship between factors. In this 

study, I have shown how children’s exposure to violence relates to how teachers’ 

classroom practices change. In the next chapter, I will discuss the methodology for this 

study.  The description of my methodology clearly explains the relationship between 

the phenomena being researched and the researcher and how my study embraces the 

interpretivist perspective bringing together the processes of research with the 

assumption that it will be interpreted differently by other readers and researchers.
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Many options for administering a survey include face-to-face, mail, and even 

telephone surveys (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2006; Salant and Dillman, 1994). For this 

phase of the study, a survey questionnaire was distributed among a non-random group 

of respondents for the purpose of gathering data that would enable me to generate 

ideas about the notions, needs and ideas held by pre-service education students about 

working with children exposed to community violence.  

The survey questionnaire began the research process in order to gather basic 

information, but also to get a large picture of how violence infiltrates the lives of all 

the members of the classroom – as the ecological perspective of Bronfenbrenner 

suggests. Gall, Gall and Borg (2003) have used the term survey research to describe 

using questionnaires to gather data. Gathering numerical data and behavioral 

tendencies is a basic function of using questionnaires or surveys to gather data. They 

can also be used as a “needs assessment” measurement (Salant & Dillman, 1994, p. 

557). For example, a questionnaire administered to pre-service teachers and licensed 

teachers, “explores and evaluates many aspects of the school system...learning 

objectives, curriculum and teaching methods” and what existing needs a program may 

present to the participants (Borg & Gall, 1989, p. 417). 

Use of Questionnaires in Related Studies

In a study used to document primary grade teachers’ attitudes and practices 

regarding alternative assessment, Culbertson and Wenfan (2003) used a questionnaire 

to gather information. They administered the document to 482 primary grade literacy 

teachers. In another example of a questionnaire to measure and document instructional 

practices, Bisland, Malow-Iroff and O’Connor (2006) used one to document the 

instructional practices of 67 alternatively certified elementary school teachers. A study 

by Edwards, Carr and Siegel (2006) went a step further and developed a study 

involving 51 participants that provides insight into teachers’ instructional practices, 

their attitudes toward these practices and their preparation to use them [differentiated 

instruction]. In each of these studies, and in many studies featuring questionnaires, the 

method was used to gather general demographic information about the teachers (age, 

gender, socioeconomic level, family size, years of experience, level of education, etc.), 
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as well as documentation of instructional practices. Although no studies have been 

done on instructional practices related to children’s exposure to chronic violence, the 

previously mentioned studies helped to steer my questionnaire development.

Use of Questionnaire in This Study

The questionnaire was passed out during a regular class session in their 

undergraduate teacher preparation program as a basis for discussion after completion 

of the questionnaire in that class session and in future class sessions. Students 

completed the questionnaire and turned it in circling a “use” or “don’t use” on the 

front of the envelope. They completed an informed consent document which they 

would sign if they allowed their questionnaire to be used in the study. Only those 

questionnaires that had signed consents were used in the study. Their identities 

remained anonymous with the only identifying factor being their enrollment in 

college.

The pre-service teachers participating in Phase 1 were integral to gathering 

data about the types of violence they were aware of and what they knew about the 

effects of exposure to violence (RQ1, RQ2) prior to instruction about the topic. 

Neither group had had formal instruction on this topic. In addition, juniors and seniors 

were an excellent source of observational anecdotes about how their cooperating 

teachers responded to children exposed to violence (RQ3, RQ4). Finally, their 

information and suggestions responding to Research Question 5 (RQ5) proved useful 

for constructing instructional materials as well as constructing question stems for the 

individual interviews and focus groups. 

Questions for Participants

Phase 1 of this study was reflective of the entire study in that the questions 

focused on four main areas of inquiry. Those four areas included: (1) what the 

participants already knew about violence; (2) what they knew about the effects of 

exposure to violence on children; (3) how they would respond to children who have 

been exposed to violence and finally, and (4) what they felt they needed or wanted to 

learn about working with children exposed to violence. These four areas of 
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concentration will serve as the foundation for the following discussion on the methods 

used to gather data from the participants (See Appendices B-D). 

Knowledge of violence. The second and third questions on the survey asked the 

respondents to think of all the different types of violence they know of (“Tell me 

about as many different types of violence that you are aware of that may affect  

students.”) and which of those most affects children (“Of these, which do you think 

most affects your students? Are there other types of violence you think affect them?”). 

A respondent’s predisposition, experience or attitude toward violence may help 

construct their schema about violence and its role so this question was necessary to 

determine what the participant considers violence and how prevalent or profound the 

particular type of violence they listed would be on a child.

Understanding the effects of violence on children. The third and fourth 

questions on the survey asked the participants to list other types of violence they think 

might affect children (“Of these, which do you think most affects your students? Are 

there other types of violence you think affect them?”), and then list ways in which 

violence might affect children’s learning, performance in the classroom, and 

relationships with peers (“What effects have you noticed on students’ abilities to 

learn, performance in the classroom, relationships with peers after they have been 

exposed to violence?”). It was important to overlap the questions in order to get 

multiple responses in different contexts. Question 3 was used to create their own list of 

the types of violence they are aware of and how they affect children. Question 4 then 

asked the participant to reflect on specific areas for consideration. 

Teachers’ response in the classroom. As previously stated, the study focuses 

on what happens in the classroom between teachers and the children in their 

classrooms exposed to violence. Question 4 overlaps between this goal and the 

previous one regarding the effects of exposure to violence. The participant had to 

provide information about what violence does to children and how it affects particular 

systems present in schools (“What effects have you noticed on students’ abilities to 
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learn, performance in the classroom, relationships with peers after they have been 

exposed to violence?”) and how the teacher responds to those effects (“Tell me about 

your observations regarding how your Cooperating Teacher (CT) recognizes the 

signs that a student has been exposed to violence?”). During construction of the 

questions, it came to my attention that the pre-service teacher may not have the ability 

to directly respond to the needs of a child exposed to violence, so it was important for 

question 5 to be included because it asks the pre-service teacher to observe and reflect 

upon their cooperating teacher’s response to the effects of exposure to violence they 

observe in their students. But, as stated in the introduction of this chapter, the 

knowledge base of the participant cannot be assumed, so a question had to be included 

asking the participants what signs they have noticed of a child exposed to violence and 

how did they deal with it (“Tell me about a time when you recognized a sign and how 

you responded. Was there another time? What did you do? Where did you learn of  

this response?”). Finally, a probing question asked the participant to further describe 

the kinds of practices their cooperating teachers use that they believe were in response 

to a child exposed to violence (What three things have you seen done in the classroom 

to offset the effects of chronic violence?). This question on the survey was necessary to 

document what they think is effective practice in working with children exposed to 

violence, as well as to determine what is happening in classrooms to children exposed 

to violence, and finally, to provide some examples for future phases of the study.

Follow-up with Participants and Use of Data

All protocols required by the Institutional Review Board for confidentiality 

were followed.  Each participant received a report of the conclusions drawn from the 

questionnaires as they fit into the topic area. Results of the analysis were used to guide 

future instruction in methods courses in programs of teacher preparation. In addition, 

Phase 1 data influenced Phase 2, although the question stems were altered to fit an 

area of inquiry more appropriately. In some cases, probing questions not in the initial 

protocol were asked to clarify teachers’ comments. Phase 1 research also contributed 

to scenarios for Phase 3 of the study (the focus groups).  
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Phase 1 gave me an initial set of results that gave me a glimpse of what 

teachers in the classroom were thinking about, having to deal with, and constructing 

strategies in response to children exposed to violence. All three of these areas became 

the foundation for the Phase 3 scenarios. The results of the next section, the individual 

interviews, became the infrastructure of the building that was constructed in the form 

of the scenarios. The following section is a description of Phase 2.

Phase 2 – Interviews with In-Service Teachers

Using a reflective questionnaire as a data gathering device, as well as one 

mode of triangulation, has been shown as an effective strategy. According to Gall, 

Gall and Borg (2003), interview surveys of various formats are a popular method of 

data gathering. Smith and Smith (2006) of the University of North Carolina used this 

form of qualitative methodology to document the views of teachers who left urban 

school based on their perception of violence in the environment. They asked the same 

questions of people who fit a particular criteria (having left the urban school and citing 

the same reason for leaving). Phase 2 used this same form of triangulation of the 

information emerging from the reflective questionnaires given to the pre-service 

teachers by using the same basic survey questions, with some changes necessary for 

the different population (pre-service teachers were asked about their observations of 

their licensed cooperating teachers while the licensed teachers had the question stated 

so they were to self-report about their responses to children exhibiting the effects of 

exposure to violence). The experience and understanding of the veteran teachers was 

used to extrapolate out into the field some of the ideas, concerns, and questions shared 

by the pre-service teachers. 

Participants and Setting

Phase 2 began by approaching former students who were currently first year 

licensed classroom teachers in the field and veteran teachers having at least five years 

experience. I had a working relationship with both groups in my role as a student 

teacher supervisor. I asked them if they would be willing to participate in a brief 
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interview, about thirty to forty-five minutes, asking them the questions asked of the 

pre-service teachers with the aforementioned alterations to fit the sample. 

The interviews took place in a comfortable location chosen by the participant – 

in their classroom for example. The participants were asked about their knowledge and 

awareness of the kinds and effects of violence that children witness, how they respond 

to a child exposed to violence, and what they feel they would like to learn or know 

about working with children exposed to violence. Following each interview, I wrote 

brief memos to myself about the context, non-verbal expressions, etc.

Measures

Phase 2 of this project is an extension of the first phase that asked 

undergraduate, pre-service student teachers to share their understanding of violence 

and its effects, their observations and their experiences with cooperating teachers and 

how they respond to children exposed to violence (See Appendix A). 

Member Check

Participants were given the opportunity to affirm the statements documented 

during the interview as per the requirements of the Institutional Review Board 

concerning consent and confidentiality. There were no foreseeable risks involved with 

their participation other than a participant feeling they had not acted on an event that, 

as a mandatory reporter, they should have reported. Debriefing materials that included 

information on mandatory reporting based on the State Department of Education’s 

policy were proposed as a precaution.

The results of the analysis of the interviews were emailed to the respective 

participants for review and affirmation as a means of triangulating this study phase in 

what is commonly referred to as member checking. The interview transcripts were 

analyzed to determine any trends, themes, and/or questions that emerged during the 

interviews. Following the analysis of the transcripts, a summary of the findings was e-

mailed to participants for their review and response as a second level of member 

checking. 
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A benefit of their participation is that they were able to read the kinds of ideas, 

concerns, suggestions, and questions their colleagues in the field of education have 

about working with children exposed to violence. The information chronicled in Phase 

2 of the study helped shape the prompts used in the final phase of the study, the focus 

group. As previously stated, if the results of Phase 1 were seen as the foundation of the 

Phase 3 scenarios, then Phase 2 became the infrastructure – the beams – giving shape 

to the building. Phase 3 became the face of the building in the scenarios constructed, 

using the initial observations and questions of the pre-service teachers and the real-life 

situations shared by the licensed teachers. In the next section, I will describe Phase 3.

Phase 3 – Focus Group Interviews

James Garbarino (1991) has written that children are incredibly resilient 

against what he calls, “risk factors.” Those risk factors include interpersonal violence 

such as parents who abuse them or are abused through domestic violence negatively 

affecting their microsystems; environmental violence like being surrounded by drugs 

in the neighborhood negatively affecting their mesosystem; educational violence by 

having ill-equipped teachers and schools, and structural violence in their macrosystem 

that maintains a system that continues to set up roadblocks against them. But he also 

talks about protective factors such as a parent, or parents, who support their child, a 

neighborhood that helps raise the child in a positive manner, and the child’s own will 

and determination. 

As a first reporter, meaning that children often report exposure to violence to a 

teacher before anyone else, teachers are often the first place some children turn when 

the risk factors the child experiences overcome their protective factors in the face of 

chronic violence. It is also abundantly clear that teachers do respond to externalized 

violent behavior, whether it is a zero tolerance policy toward weapons and threats, a 

time out for calling another child a “bad name,” or a letter or phone call home after a 

child strikes another child. But, do teachers know what constitutes violence (RQ1)? 

Can teachers recognize when a child is exhibiting behaviors associated with 

witnessing chronic violence (RQ2)? Do teachers know how to respond to a child 
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exposed to violence (RQ3)? What do they currently do for children exposed to 

violence if they know the child has witnessed it (RQ4)? If they are not sure what to do, 

have they had the opportunity to ask questions or learn more about the topic (RQ5)? 

To gather responses to these questions, focus group interviews were used to document 

responses to scenarios created using the data generated in Phases 1 and 2. Participants 

were also asked what they need and want to learn about working with children 

exposed to chronic community violence. 

Participants and Setting

Phase 3 began with me approaching the administrators at schools where I have 

supervised student teachers and have a connection to the administrator. I e-mailed, 

sent a hard copy, or brought with me a one-page summary of research on the effects of 

exposure to community violence on children’s learning. In addition, I approached 

administrators with the possibility of providing staff development based on the 

outcomes of a focus group at their school. The goals, objectives, and results of the 

study were also shared with them. 

After this initial contact, the administrator either allowed me to contact faculty, 

or approached their faculty on their own, to recruit participants. Each participant was 

given an informed consent document explaining the study, its goals and objectives, its 

analysis strategies and the steps taken to ensure confidentiality. The participants in the 

individual interview could also participate in the focus groups because the dynamics 

involved with responding to the scenarios among colleagues were much different from 

responding to an interview protocol one-on-one. 

Sixteen licensed teachers and one administrator were recruited at two different 

schools by the respective administrators and me. The two focus group sessions 

occurred during times convenient to the staffs. Each session lasted approximately one 

hour. Participants responded to at least three scenarios constructed using information 

gleaned from the first two phases and written so that the teachers in the focus group 

used the prompt to engage discussion. Such scenarios showed the level of 

understanding, awareness, and skills needed to work with children exposed to 
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violence. The teachers also identified what they felt they needed or wanted to learn 

about working with children exposed to violence. 

Procedure

The conversations that took place in the focus group sessions were audio-taped 

and transcribed. I took notes, about the environment, body language, and non-verbal 

interactions. Audiotapes, transcripts, notes and summaries were confidential and kept 

in a locked cabinet in a secured location with access granted to only my major 

professor and me. E-mail addresses were gathered so that the transcripts and notes of 

each focus group could be made available for participants at each site for member 

checking. At the conclusion of the study, a summary with results and outcomes was 

made available to participants. In addition, participants in this phase were eligible to 

benefit from both a staff development session tailored to the needs unique to each 

school and also from an e-mail copy of a paper written on the effects of exposure to 

violence on children’s learning, including bullying and domestic violence. 

There were no foreseeable risks as a result of the teachers’ participation except 

that of a teacher learning about an incident that is reportable under the auspices of the 

mandatory reporting requirement for teachers during the focus group discussions and 

feeling the need to act upon it. 

Instrument 

Technically, the remarks and comments made by focus group participants were 

not measured as much as they were documented in true qualitative style. The 

instruments used were the scenarios (focus group interview protocol) previously listed 

for each school, constructed by the survey and individual interviews.  

Reliability and Validity 

In terms of reliability, if this instrument had been used with a different set of 

participants, the answers would have quite possibly been different. The goal of the 

focus group methodology was to document teachers’ responses to scenarios, so based 

on Johnson’s criteria for validity (Table 3.1), the instrument was well constructed.
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Validity concerns for qualitative research have been a bone of contention for 

researchers using the methodology for a long time. R. Burke Johnson (1997) has 

written that qualitative research must be concerned with three types of validity. 

In Table 3.1, I will list types of validity as defined by Johnson and next to it will be 

how my study has met the conditions of that type. 

Table 3.1 Types of validity

Mays and Pope (2000) have created an outline of criteria for strengthening the 

validity of qualitative research. The outline has subsections including: triangulation,  

respondent validation, clear exposition of data collection and analysis, reflexivity,  

attention to negative cases, and fair dealing. Each piece increases the validity of 

qualitative research.  

Triangulation 

Put simply, triangulation is the use of different methods of research to validate 

the data conclusions from a previous method. For example, I used focus groups and 

survey questionnaires from a pool of participants who range in years of experience in 

order to support the findings from previous research projects. 

  Types of validity                Definition How my study met the criteria
Descriptive Validity Factual accuracy of the 

account as reported by the 
qualitative researcher

Maintaining the survey 
documents and the audio-tapes 
provides the factual evidence of 
what was said by participants

Interpretive Validity The degree that the 
participants’ viewpoints, 
thoughts, intentions, and 
experiences are accurately 
understood and reported by the 
qualitative researcher

Respondent validation, member 
checking, ensures that my 
interpretations of their responses 
are accurate

Theoretical Validity Degree that a theory or 
theoretical explanation 
developed from a research 
study fits the data and is 
therefore credible and 
defensible

The strength of my work in this 
type of validity lies in the strong 
connection between previous 
research and my current study 
which is based on grounded 
theory
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Respondent Validation

Member checking was used in my study to validate the results of my inquiry. I 

documented the responses of my study participants and then asked them to verify that 

what I interpreted from their interview documents or the data resulting from the focus 

group was what the participants meant to say. The limitation of this strategy was that 

what I wrote down was almost inevitably going to be different than what the 

participant actually said due to brevity and cohesion between sections. Still, 

participant validation is one of the strongest methods of validation available for 

researchers (Mays and Pope, 2000).  

Clear Exposition of Methods of Data Collection and Analysis

Qualitative researchers, as I do with my interpretivist worldview, believe that 

the methods of data collection tend to influence the participants in the study (Mays 

and Pope, 2000). I spent several pages explaining the method of data gathering and 

data analysis in order for other readers and researchers to understand how I came to 

my conclusions.

Reflexivity

Reflexivity is the notion that my own background influences the data 

collection and analysis, and that I, as the researcher, must be sensitive to this 

relationship. In this chapter and in chapter one, I have acknowledged the relationship 

that I have as a researcher to the participants, to the data gathering and analysis 

procedures, and to the interpretations leading to my conclusions. I have also explained 

the interpretivist role the reader takes as they read my study. This clear explanation of 

reflexivity contributes to the validation of my study, methodology, and results. 

Fair Dealing

Fair dealing means ensuring that the research design incorporate many 

different perspectives so that the view of one particular group does not monopolize the 

study results (Mays and Pope, 2000). My study takes a customized approach to fair 
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dealing. While I do present different perspectives, the common underlying 

characteristic is that they are all in the field of education. This may be a limitation of 

the study, but I do not believe so. The goal of the study was to collect information 

about how teacher practices change as a result of their students’ exposure to violence. 

It would be illogical to gather evidence from groups other than classroom teachers – 

but it is logical and in line with the fair dealing technique – as a means of asking 

teachers of various levels of experience to talk about how teacher practices change as 

a result of their students being exposed to violence.

I have incorporated all of the strategies suggested by Mays and Pope (2000), as 

they have advised that doing so would support the validity of a study. I have supported 

my decision to use a survey questionnaire and have discussed the reliability and 

validity of my overall study. In the next section, I will discuss my rationale for using 

the culminating method of focus groups by using the research of Dr. David Morgan.

Rationale for the Focus Group Interview

Dr. David Morgan of Portland State University is considered a top authority on 

when, and how, to use focus group interviews to gather data. He has used the 

methodology and written numerous journal articles and books on the subject (see 

Morgan, 1993; 1996; 1997). His writings will serve as my support for using the focus 

group methodology.  

Focus groups are a qualitative research method that aligns well with the 

interpretivist perspective because it documents the thoughts, opinions, experiences and 

information shared by a small number of chosen voluntary participants in the study. 

According to Borg and Gall (2003), the process of using participants’ words and ideas 

to describe the relationship between causal factors is referred to as a descriptive study. 

Aside from being an excellent method of data gathering in descriptive studies, focus 

group interviews have other advantages and disadvantages. The following descriptions 

will offer a rationale for use of focus groups in this study, compare focus groups to 

related strategies in data gathering, and list some advantages and disadvantages of the 

use of focus groups to gather data concerning teachers’ practices to mitigate the 

negative effects their students suffer from witnessing chronic community violence.
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Focus groups benefit this study most and result in the most appropriate data for the 

following reasons:

• Focus groups function well as a self-contained means of collecting data 

(Jackson, as cited in Hudson, 2003). The focus group is effective in being 

able to listen to a special group of people selected because the participants 

have certain characteristics in common (Krueger and Casey, 2000). This 

special group has information valuable to the immediate participants and 

outside the group to colleagues in the same field.  Related to this issue of 

generalizability of the results, David Morgan wrote, in Focus Groups as  

Qualitative Research (1988; 1997), that the data gathered in focus groups 

can stand alone and be a strong foundation of applications and conclusions 

drawn from their discovery.

• Focus groups can contribute to determining participant’s attitudes toward a 

particular topic (Hudson, 2003; Wilkinson, 1999; Nabors, et al, 2001). 

Morgan (1993) and Krueger and Casey (2000) have found that focus 

groups emphasize the goal of finding out as much as possible about 

participants’ experiences and feelings.  In other words, given a comfortable 

setting, informants will be candid, give in-depth responses and build on the 

responses of their group mates. 

• Focus groups can provide orientation to a new field of study and can 

identify key issues in the field (Hudson, 2003; Nabors, et al, 2001; 

Wilkinson, 1999). Related to this issue, David Morgan suggests that focus 

groups provide a clear view of how others think and talk. This discovery 

becomes a powerful means of exposing professionals to the reality of the 

customer, student or client (1993). They can also illustrate whether peers 

think about the subject at all, or to what degree peers agree or disagree with 

one another (Morgan, 1997).

• Focus groups done well can provide a comfortable setting that is friendly, 

respectful and not condescending (Morgan and Krueger, 1998).  Focus 

groups tend to convey a humane sensitivity, provide a willingness to listen 

without being defensive, and a respect for opposing views that is unique 
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and beneficial in a [possibly] emotionally charged environment (Morgan, 

1998).  

• Focus groups can take advantage of the knowledge and insight that is 

respected by colleagues in the field (Krueger & Casey, 2000).  It is one 

thing for a researcher to use survey data to show that teachers feel the same 

way about a topic. It is quite another, however, for a research project to 

document the words, responses, and practices of teachers in the areas 

hardest hit by the topic. If a study was constructed asking teachers what it 

is like to work in the urban environment, the researcher would not go to the 

richest suburb to ask the question. The data gathered would carry little 

weight. However, ask that same question on the campus of an inner-city 

school with a group of teachers both new and experienced, and the 

information and testimonials are taken more seriously. This authenticity of 

experience can also influence the responses of other participants and 

readers. Identification (Morgan, 1993) occurs when an individual’s 

position is shared by someone the respondent admires or with whom he or 

she seeks solidarity. In this context, focus groups can serve to shed light on 

strategies used by effective teachers. 

In study after study dealing with uniquely “human” problems, the use of focus 

groups proved to be the most effective in data gathering (Barr, et al, 2003; Hudson, 

2003; Nabors, et al, 2001; Wilkinson, 1999). Other methodologies would not prove 

effective in finding the answers to the research questions constructed for this project 

(Krueger, 2000). This focus group project relies on the open, honest, and authentic 

data that can only be gathered by asking the target audience to share their own 

experiences, beliefs, and opinions.

The experience of working with children can best be shared by those actually 

doing it. Books about the experiences of teachers in the classroom and their innovative 

methods of instruction fill best seller lists and instructional books for teacher 

education programs. However, there is little we have heard from teachers on the 

subject of working with children exposed to violence. It is time to hear their voices. 

Asking teachers to respond to scenarios depicting the needs of children who witness 
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violence gave teachers the opportunity to share their strategies, while also providing 

the opportunity to describe what they think they still need or want to learn about 

working with children exposed to violence. Therefore, a focus group interview 

methodology was an effective way to gather this data.

Interpretivist Perspective 

Researchers have a variety of methods from which to choose. What I had to 

reconcile as I chose a method of data gathering was the problem statement itself, my 

own epistemological and ontological beliefs (discussed in Chapter One), what type of 

method I thought would most validly and reliably result in the kind of data I was 

looking for and finally, who made up the population I wanted to study and how could I 

glean the information from them most authentically.

As I researched methodologies, I realized that the interpretivist paradigm was 

the best fit. The problem statement asked for information regarding how teachers’ 

practices changed as a result of their students’ exposure to violence. I needed real 

stories that would have some similarities between participants, but I also needed real 

stories different and limited by the perspectives and experiences influencing the 

participant. Epistemologically and ontologically, I believe in a pluralistic approach to 

knowledge and understandings. That is, everyone has been influenced by their own 

experiences and this influence has an effect on how they see the world and how they 

share that world with others who also have been influenced by their own experiences. 

Interpretivism relies on the basic understanding that humans are meaning-makers and 

react based not on the objective nature of an object or behavior but on the meaning of 

the object or behavior to which they have been exposed (Jacob, 1990). Gathering data 

that told the story of the participants required a format that encouraged teachers to talk 

to me about how their practices have changed (the interpretivist paradigm fits well  

with questionnaires, interviews and focus groups as valid measures when done 

appropriately). The population I studied needed their voices heard on this subject. 

Previous researchers have used these formats to gather evidence from teachers and 

have come away with important data (Jacob, 1990; McCutcheon and Jung, 1990; 

Weber, 2004). Interpretivism emphasizes the perception of individuals and how they 
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see the world. A descriptive study tells the reader “how it is” (Borg and Gall, 1989; 

Gall, Gall and Borg, 2003). These are the lenses through which this issue and the data 

gathered need to be seen.

Data Analysis

In contrast to the compartmentalization of quantitative research analysis, data 

analysis in qualitative research occurs concurrently with data collection. Issues, foci, 

even conclusions may waiver as the process unfolds. However, strict adherence to the 

basic analysis procedures is important.

Following completion of the questionnaire, the documents were analyzed for 

themes that emerged in the descriptions and responses by the participants to the 

question stems (Gall, Gall & Borg, 2003). For example, participants listed the types of 

violence they know or are aware of and how it affects their children’s learning. This 

list was compared to McIntyre’s (2000) types of violence (Environmental, 

Interpersonal, Educational and Structural). This process also began a list that grew and 

grew through each phase of the study. This list was used in the descriptive study 

paradigm to illustrate the relationship between the prior research of McIntyre and the 

data from the participants.

At the onset, organization was done according to the research questions 

framing the study.  In other words, where the informant’s responses fell in the 

framework created by the following research area:

• Understanding and awareness of types of violence

• Pre-service education and training (in other words, where did they learn the 

strategies they chose to use in responding to the scenarios?)

• Observations of the characteristic behaviors of the affected children

• Strategies the teachers used in the classroom.

The section that follows focuses on the analysis procedures used with the data 

produced by the focus groups in Phase 3. A more general outline on coding the 

responses generated by focus groups from Creswell’s (1994) recommendations:
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1) Get a sense of the whole. Each focus group interview will be considered 

and related to the research questions on its own as well as within the frame 

of all the other interviews.

2) Pick one transcript and reflect on it. How does it fit into the research 

questions?

3) Cluster themes that run through the interview transcripts.

4) Code the themes that have emerged and attempt to re-code, if necessary, 

according to any new themes that may arise.

Codes consist of three kinds of “setting” and “context” codes

Perspectives category consisting of the informant’s way of thinking 

about the topic teaching strategy codes, describing teacher 

strategies.

5) Continue to re-code and show interrelationships between categories.

6) Finalize the codes.

7) Assemble the categories and begin preliminary analysis.

8) Review the categories and organization to determine if re-coding the 

existing data is required.

In this process, with the information gathered in the focus group interviews, 

large amounts of information were pared down to create, “a consolidated picture” 

(Creswell, 1994). This picture helped to define the main points contributed by the 

informants into categories. These categories helped to re-contextualize the information 

into themes that emerged throughout the student teacher survey, classroom teacher 

interviews, and focus group phases.  

Conclusion

This methodology was designed for a study documenting what teachers do 

when working with children exposed to chronic community violence. The study 

centered on the following five main research questions:
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RQ1. What types of violence are teachers aware of that may affect their 

students?

RQ2. What effects of exposure to violence do teachers observe in their 

students?

RQ3. How do teachers respond to students who have been exposed to 

violence in the event they bring it up in class?

RQ4. What do teachers do in their teaching practice, in their long-term 

curriculum, to mitigate the effects of chronic violence?

RQ5. What do teachers want to learn or know about working with students 

exposed to chronic violence?

The three phases of research were layered and built a strong foundation of 

information about what pre-service teachers know, think they need to know, and want 

to know. These phases were built upon first person accounts of teachers as shared in 

individual interviews who are at varying levels of licensed experience and what they 

know, do and still want to know about working with children exposed to violence. 

The results of Phases 1 and 2 culminated in focus groups (Phase 3) that included 

licensed teachers working full time in the classroom. The focus groups featured in-

depth conversations about their response to, and ability to respond to, children who are 

exposed to chronic violence. 

Tying all three phases of qualitative research methods together with inherent 

triangulation in each phase (member checking) as well as between phases 

(questionnaires and interviews have been touted as excellent precursors to focus 

groups [Morgan, 1988; 1993]) proved to be an effective method of data gathering on 

the topic of what teachers do when working with children exposed to chronic 

community violence. 

Limitations

Moving through the steps of the study, a few limitations emerged. The first 

limitation is a minor one and deals with the time frame of the literature review. I 

included previous research done between 1995 and the middle of 2007. There may be 
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research that has been performed since the end of my search that would further inform 

my study.

The next limitation deals with the sample population. Although having a 

previous relationship with the participants contributes to a level of comfort - which 

might have enabled them to share more information - their selection was one of 

expediency and convenience. In future studies or if this study is replicated, I would 

ensure the cooperation of more schools from diverse areas in the focus group sessions. 

As it stands, this study included participants from many schools in an urban area and 

focus groups from two schools with quite different populations. In addition, I would 

try to evoke more information from the focus groups by asking more probing 

questions pulled from the questionnaire (See Appendix B). For example, in retrospect, 

I think valuable information would have been gathered had I asked the focus groups 

what they do specifically to offset the effects of exposure to violence or, what they 

feel they need or want to learn about working with children exposed to violence.

A more serious limitation is my bias as researcher. Bias can be demonstrated in 

several areas during the research process. It can manifest in the methodology, data 

gathering, documentation, analysis, and in interpretation. I chose the methodologies 

because I believe they were most effective in gathering evidence about my problem 

statement. During data gathering, I chose to take notes of the interviews and interpret 

the teachers’ statements. In documentation, the survey information was cut and dried, 

but comments were interpreted and the interviews included my notes on the interview 

sheet. The focus groups that were tape recorded and transcribed by a professional were 

then interpreted by me. During analysis, my own feeling about what was said or 

written by participants was filtered through my experiences. For example, a teacher 

discussed gang initiation during the interviews. Since I have experience with this 

topic, I filled in any empty spaces of information, interpreting from my own 

experience. My own beliefs and experiences with violence colored every aspect of this 

study and the interpretation of the results. My own biases also influenced which 

studies were included in my literature review because they could strengthen the 

foundation inspiring the study. 
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Researcher bias in the interpretivist paradigm does not lessen the validity or 

reliability of the study. I took many steps to increase the validity and ensure reliability. 

First, I took careful notes of the environment during each phase. Through member 

checking, I attempted to ensure that what was written down accurately recorded the 

participants’ statements. Also, administering the surveys, interviews and focus groups 

in a comfortable location contributed to validity since participants felt confident in 

sharing honest responses. Finally, I provided the Institutional Review Board (IRB) 

materials - including Informed Consent documents, the questionnaires and the focus 

group scenarios. 

In the next chapter, I have collected and presented the data from all three 

phases of the study. 
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CHAPTER FOUR

RESULTS

Introduction

This study investigated what pre-service, new and veteran teachers know about 

exposure to violence and its effects on children and learning, what they do as they 

work with children exposed to chronic community violence and finally, what they feel 

they still need to know or learn about working with children exposed to community 

violence. This study came in three phases:

• Phase 1 was a survey questionnaire designed to discover what pre-service 

teachers know about different types of violence, which type(s) they believe 

affects children the most, and how it affects their ability to learn/perform in 

class and in their relationships with peers. In addition, the questions were 

written in a way that pre-service teachers had the opportunity to share what 

they have observed their cooperating teachers doing in regard to noticing 

signs of exposure to violence and how their cooperating teacher responded 

and what signs they noticed and how they responded to those signs. 

Finally, the survey questionnaire asked the pre-service teachers to respond 

with some of their own “instinctual” responses to children’s exposure to 

violence. For example, they were asked what three things they might do 

with their students who have been exposed to community violence. 

• Phase 2 consisted of individual interviews with five first year teachers and 

ten veteran teachers who were graduates of a teacher education program in 

the Pacific Northwest. Each interview was done in a comfortable 

environment chosen by the teacher participant. The questions asked 

mirrored those used on the survey questionnaire except that the teachers 

were asked about their own understanding, knowledge of and response to 

children exposed to violence and not what they have observed as was asked 

of the undergraduates. 

• Phase 3 involved focus group interviews with veteran teachers who have 

been licensed for at least a year and are affiliated with the teacher 
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education program of a university in the Pacific Northwest. Two focus 

group sessions were completed and included 18 participants ranging from 

2nd year classroom teachers to veterans of 25 or more years, a counselor, a 

resource room teacher, and a school psychologist. The purpose of the focus 

group sessions was to document the responses of veteran teachers to 

scenarios featuring real events shared by the undergraduate, pre-service 

teachers and the licensed teachers in the field.

            

Results

Phase 1 – Pre-Service Teacher Questionnaire

Analysis of this phase of the qualitative study provided some interesting 

feedback that was helpful in the administration of Phase 2 of the study, individual 

interviews with new and veteran teachers using the same questions and in construction 

of the scenarios used in Phase 3.

The results were separated and identified by class (junior and senior) within 

each category in order to possibly correlate amount of time spent in practicum 

classrooms and the amount of knowledge, exposure and/or understanding of the 

effects of violence on children and its impact on the classroom teacher practice. The 

results were aggregated and analyzed for overall results that were compared to the 

outcomes of Phase 2 and helped shape the scenarios of Phase 3.

Again, the five research questions used to discuss the results of phase one 

include: 

RQ1. What types of violence are teachers aware of that may affect their 

students?

RQ2. What effects of exposure to violence do teachers observe in their 

students?

RQ3. How do teachers respond to students who have been exposed to 

violence in the event they bring it up in class?
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RQ4. What do teachers do in their teaching practice, in their long-term 

curriculum, to mitigate the effects of chronic violence?

RQ5. What do teachers want to learn or know about working with students 

exposed to chronic violence?

These five questions served as the guide for the discussion on the measures 

used to gather data from the participants. Each survey question added a piece of 

information and understanding to the research questions.

Question 1: With Which Grade Level Do You Work?

One hundred percent of the participants responded to this question identifying 

with which grade level they were working. The junior class was in the midst of a 

primary practicum (K – 3rd graders) placement while the seniors had just completed an 

elementary practicum (4 – 6th graders). The Table (4.1) below identifies the 

placements that the participants listed as the one they used to recall their experiences. 

The top row shows the grade level (K – 5) and the columns show how many of the 

participants, juniors and seniors, listed that grade as the one they were using as the 

experience they were recalling. Some of the seniors recalled their placement at the 

primary level as their point of reference even though they had most recently completed 

an elementary placement. 

Table 4.1 University Level and Practicum Experience at Time of Survey

K K/1 1 1/2 2 2/3 3 3/4 4 4/5 5 Total

Jrs 3   2 7   2 5  1 3  0 0  0 0  23

Srs 0   1 2   1 2  0 1  1 7  1 7  23
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Question 2: Tell Me About as Many Different Types of Violence that You are Aware of  
That May Affect Students.

One hundred percent of the participants responded to this question and gave a 

variety of answers. To organize, I reviewed the responses and highlighted themes that 

emerged.  This vital question had its conception in the work of Alice McIntyre and her 

description of four types of violence influencing the students in her book, Inner City  

Kids (2000). The four types of violence are Interpersonal, Educational, Structural and 

Environmental. All of the responses were put into these categories with a category of 

outliers included in that set. After reviewing the responses and identifying themes 

emerging from the data, all of the responses were put into two of McIntyre’s 

categories (Environmental & Interpersonal).   

Environmental violence. Environmental violence is what occurs in what 

Bronfenbrenner would describe as the micro- and mesosystems (1979). It happens in 

and around the environment of the individual. The dilemma that arose from the 

responses in this study is that many of them could have just as easily been categorized 

under interpersonal violence (which follows this section) if the individual had only 

witnessed the act rather than be the target. All the pre-service teachers identified some 

type of media violence in their responses but I categorized these by specifics. For 

expediency and clarity, the three major categories of the types of violence listed by the 

46 respondents (media, physical and other) are included in the tables below (4.2 – 4). 

Table 4.2 Media Violence (N=46, 23 juniors & 23 seniors)
          Subcategory # of juniors # of Seniors Total responses % of total
Violence on television          6          10            16       35
Violence in movies          6           6            12       26
Violence in video games          4           8            12       26
Violence in the media          3           5             8       17
Violence in books          1           4             5       11
Violence in music          2           3             5       11
Violence in cartoons          1           2             3        7
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Table 4.3 Physical Environment (N=46, 23 juniors & 23 seniors).
         Subcategory # of juniors # of seniors Total responses % of total
The neighborhood
(Violence in the streets, 
graffiti)

        2         7           9       20

Gangs         2         3           5       11

Table 4.4 Other Types of Violence (N=46, 23 juniors & 23 seniors).
          Subcategory # of juniors # of seniors Total responses % of total
Hunting
Abuse of animals
Drug and alcohol abuse 
by family members

        0
        0

        0

        2
        2

        2

           2
           2

           2

       4
       4

       4

Interpersonal violence. Interpersonal violence is that violence that occurs 

between individuals. There are some common types of violence documented by the 

respondents including those shown in table 4.3.

This question produced interesting responses by the participants because they 

used specific terms to identify the type(s) of violence they knew about or had 

experienced in some way. The specific acts of violence they identified were “violence 

in the home,” which could easily be included in the environmental violence section; 

and “fights at home and school,” which could be under bullying in the environmental 

category or in the interpersonal section. More information is needed about the bullying 

event such as who was the aggressor, the witness’ proximity to the bullying event, and 

what kind of fight it was (verbal, physical), because it is difficult to distinguish in 

which category these types of violence should be. The placement of a response 

depends upon the perspective of the informant. For example, “playground roughness” 

or, “play fighting” could be interpreted in myriad ways by different teachers, so 

without all the evidence it is difficult to place in a specific category.

Table 4.5 Interpersonal Violence (N = 46, 23 juniors & 23 seniors)
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       Subcategory # of juniors # of seniors Total responses % of total
Physical abuse          20          20          40       87
Verbal abuse          18          20          38       83
Emotional/mental/psy           9          16          25       54
Sexual abuse          14           9          23       50
Domestic abuse           9          10          19       41
Bullying           9           6          15       33
Neglect           7           5          12       26
Other 
   Play fighting
   Pretend play
   Pretend violence

          0
          0
          0

          1
          1
          1

          1
          1
          1

        2
        2
        2

Question 3: Of These, Which do You Think Most Affects Your Students? Are There 
Other Types of Violence You Think Affects Them?

One hundred percent of the participants responded to this question. However, 

this question led to some misunderstandings by the participants. By the analysis of the 

responses, the participants may have understood the question to mean which type of 

violence they listed is most prevalent in the world/country. In fact, the question was 

meant to force the respondent to determine which of the types of violence they listed 

has the most profound effect on children. For example, one respondent wrote that, 

“though domestic violence affects students a lot, it is far less common than media 

violence.” Another wrote that, “personal or emotional and domestic are most 

damaging. However, I think more kids are affected by media and community 

violence.” Furthermore, one participant said, “children are most exposed to media 

violence; but the violence that affects a student most would be first-hand encounters.”

Many of the respondents gave general statements about which type of violence 

most affects children such as, “any form of violence leaves scars,” “[the violence that 

most affects children is] violence that stems from drugs, alcohol and gangs,” and “the 

severity of the violence will determine the amount it affects the child.” 

The most common responses seemed to echo the types of violence that the 

participants had knowledge of and shared in question two. The kinds of violence they 

noted that most affects children are listed in order of frequency in Table 4.6.

Table 4.6 Violence That Most Affect Students (N = 46; 23 Juniors & 23 Seniors)
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           Subcategory # of juniors # of seniors Total responses % of total
Verbal abuse         7         5           12       26
Media (television, video 
games, books, movies)

        5         6           11       24

Emotional abuse         3         6            9        20
Physical abuse         4         4            8        17
Domestic abuse         2         4            6        13
Sexual abuse         4         2            6        13
Bullying         2         2            4          9
Neglect         1         2            3          7

The second part of question three asked the participants to list “other types of 

violence.” Although most everyone wrote a response, only 10 juniors (43 %), and five 

seniors (23%) clearly identified another type of violence they believed had an 

influence on children’s development. Many of the responses that participants listed for 

this second part of question three were written on the first part of the question (“List  

the types of violence that you are aware of”) by their fellow participants. However, 

adding these together creates a link between all of the participants. It is possible that 

people who did not put some of these types of violence responding to question two 

answered with this type of violence in question three. “Television violence,” “video 

game violence”, “child versus child violence”, “interparental conflict” and “violence 

toward animals” completed this section of the third question in the survey. 

Question 4: What Effects Have You Noticed on Students’ Abilities to Learn,  
Performance in the Classroom, Relationships with Peers After They Have Been 
Exposed to Violence?

The results of this question led me to the conclusion that although some of the 

respondents had an idea of the kind of impact that witnessing violence has on children 

in the different systems of life, there is no single, full understanding of the effects. 

Many of the responses are supported by previous studies done on the topic, for 

example, withdrawing, externalizing negative behavior, low levels of concentration, 

difficulty focusing, and desensitization to violence. 

Table 4.7 “What Effects Have You Noticed ….”
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Question 5: Tell Me About Your Observations Regarding How Your Cooperating 
Teacher (CT) Recognizes the Signs That a Student has Been Exposed to Violence?

      Ability to learn

       Engagement

Low concentration (2)

Inability to focus (4)

          Placement

Behind age level (5)

          Learning

Difficulty learning (5)

Students shut down for 

the day

Over-achiever

       Other obstacles

Acting out & off - task

Language issues

Problems with speech

     Performance in class

         Socio emotional

Quiet, Shy & insecure

Low self-esteem

Lack of motivation

Low self-efficacy

Higher than average need for 

attention (2)

Withdrawn (4)

Aggressive (2)

Disruptive (2)

Scared

             Behavioral

Mimic behaviors (3)

Student’s performance 

changes

Wide mood swings

Bossy

Hurtful

Lose regard for authority

Pretend play killing monsters

Color fighting pictures

Acted like nothing happened 

after the act

Difficulty communicating

    Relationships w/peers

        Interpersonal 

Bullies

Take their anger out on other 

students

Poor social skills

Hard time forming close 

relationships (because 

they’re scared)

Lose trust with adults and 

peers

Argumentative

Overbearing

Strained

Prone to act or say nothing

   Personal development

Prone to do things that 

benefit themselves

A boy hurting himself

Timid behavior

Loss of innocence

Below grade level 

emotionally

   Outcome of exposure

Desensitization to violence

Re-enact violent scenes with 

peers

More physical (2)
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Every participant responded to this question. The responses by participants to 

this question were focused on the cooperating teacher (CT) “seeing/observing signs” 

instead of, for example, being told of abuse by the student. However, most of the 

responses (26 out of 45 or, 58 %) inferred that the child would be the target of the 

violent event and so would see visible signs that might indicate victimization: 

• “she noticed a child with bruises” 

• “physical symptoms of violence” 

• “if a student is bruised she would investigate”  

Still others responded by suggesting the teacher would notice a change in 

behavior and make contact with the child: 

•  “observance of mood and personality changes,” 

• “if the child becomes withdrawn,” 

• “she watches how they interact with other students,” 

• “if a student is acting out she finds out why,” and, 

• “they notice a change in the child’s behavior or notice changes in their 

work.”

The next highest number of responses (10) reported that they did not know, or 

their CTs did not address, how they (the CT) would recognize signs of witnessing 

violence. The next highest number of respondents (8) wrote that the child would tell 

the teacher, verifying the notion by Antoinette Errante’s (1997) research suggesting 

that teachers are often a first reporter of a child’s victimization including the violence 

they witness. The lowest number of respondents reported that the CT would be told by 

others (2), such as a counselor or the principal, about the child’s experience with 

violence, which seems to support the notion that teachers and schools are often left 

“out-of-the-loop” when it comes to children who witness violence. 

Question 6: Tell Me About a Time When you Recognized a Sign and How you 
Responded. Was There Another Time? What Did You Do? Where Did You Learn of  
this Response?
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This question asked the respondents to share a time when they recognized the 

signs of a child having witnessed violence and how they responded to that child. 

Interestingly, the signs that most of the respondents reported are visible, obvious signs 

such as “brought toy weapons to school,” “child repeatedly mentioned guns and 

killing,” “noticed a child with bruises,” “overheard a conversation about weapons,” or, 

“the little boy was swinging fists at my CT,” rather than a “feeling” or “based on 

training” as some of them reported their CTs used to recognize signs. Still, the fact 

that many of them were cognizant enough to identify and connect unusual behaviors 

or physical signs to the exposure to violence, says a lot about the part that instinct 

plays in this dynamic. By instinct I mean teachers said they did not know where the 

response came from – it just felt like the right thing to do. One especially interesting 

slant on what may be defined as exposure to violence was one participant who wrote 

that she noticed a sign when a child, “shared a story about a brother fighting cancer.” 

In addition, ten participants said they had no experience to share on the questionnaire. 

The responses to the recognition of a sign were more concentrated around one 

particular area and could have been influenced by school district policy that requires 

practicum students or student teachers to report signs of abuse to their cooperating 

teacher (CT). This assumption can be made since about half (21 of 46) of the 

participants reported that they would pass their suspicions or observations on to a 

superior. Seven of the 23 juniors and nine of the 23 seniors said they would report it to 

the CT. One wrote that they would report it to the school principal; two said they 

would report it to the school counselor; and seven said they would speak with the child 

when they saw the sign and then tell the CT. Eight wrote that they would speak to the 

child when they recognized the sign that they had witnessed violence, and one said 

they physically restrained the child, which means they were reporting what they had 

done at the moment on the survey. 

Question 7: What Three Things Have you Seen Done in the Classroom to Offset the 
Effects of Chronic Violence?
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Six of the participants did not provide information regarding this question. In 

fact, the space provided was either left blank or, as one informant wrote, “I have not 

seen anything [done in the classroom…].” The rest of the respondents (40) provided 

information about the three things they have seen done in the classroom to offset the 

effects of chronic violence (Table 4.8).  

Table 4.8 Three Things Done in the Classroom to Offset the Effects of Violence
Things done in the classroom to offset the effects    Total Juniors Seniors
A change in classroom management strategies 51% (23)    12    11
Cooperating teachers (CT) modeling appropriate 
behavior

47% (21)     8    13

CT “listens” to children 36% (16)     9     7
CT makes things safer 24% (11)     5     6
A counselor came in 18% (8)     5     3

The majority of juniors and seniors observed their classroom teachers (CTs) alter 

their responses to a child or became more diligent about what goes on in the classroom 

as a result of having a child or children exposed to violence in the class. For example, 

several of the CTs incorporated classroom, or “community,” meetings into the daily 

curriculum in order to deal with conflicts reported by the students or witnessed by the 

pre-service teacher or the CT.

Among the other responses given by at least two or more participants included 

“community building activities,” and “remove the abusive child.” Other responses 

included preemptive curricular strategies. A junior wrote for example, “create centers 

that allow less children to have to share things” in order to avoid conflict. Both juniors 

and seniors wrote specific deviating responses that reflected responding to violence 

(“call CPS [Child Protective Services],” “have a police officer come to class,” “send 

child to principal”), rather than proactively working toward creating an environment 

where peace and positive conflict resolution is the theme.

Question 8: What Would You Need or Want to Learn About Working With Children 
Exposed to Violence?
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All of the participants declared wanting or needing to learn something about 

working with children exposed to violence. 

Nineteen juniors and 15 seniors wrote that they would like information on how 

to respond to children exposed to violence. This lies at the crux of this study and 

clearly demonstrates the need for pre-service teachers to be trained or at least be given 

strategies that can be used in the classroom and not just the counselor’s office. Eleven 

juniors and seven seniors said they would like information on recognizing the warning 

signs characteristic of a child exposed to violence. 

Other responses included areas such as resources or, “where to find help” (2 

juniors/2 seniors), “legal responsibilities” of the teacher (1 junior/3 seniors) and, the 

“specific needs of the child” (2 juniors/1 senior). Some items were often mentioned by 

just one respondent and did not fit larger category such as a child’s “history of 

violence” or the “student’s background or culture.” 

Question 9: What Questions About Student Exposure to Violence Should be Asked on 
a Survey or Questionnaire?

Twelve juniors and 14 seniors who responded to this inquiry offered questions 

that should be asked on a questionnaire or survey on this topic; consequently a table of 

each class’ responses will be used to document their questions. The question elicited 

mixed responses. I have divided the responses along those themes. Some focused on 

suggested questions for students (Table 4.9) that would be directed at children while 

others were adult- and teacher-oriented (Table 4.10) and geared toward asking them 

information about themselves. 

Table 4.9 Suggested Questions for Students
                                     Question Juniors Seniors Totals
The amount of time children spent with video      2    10 26% (12)
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games, TV, movies.
Do they feel safe?      2     2 8% (4)
The types of violence children have observed.      2     0 4% (2)
If they know of anybody who has been killed or a 
victim of violence.

     2     0 4% (2)

How it affects their learning.      2     0 4% (2)
Do they have a bully?      0     1 2% (1)
Why do they think violence occurs?      1     0 2% (1)

Table 4.10 Suggested Questions for Adults
                                  Question Juniors Seniors Totals
How to recognize the signs.      2      3 11% (5)
A personal question on exposure to violence and 
if it has affected your learning.

     2      2 9% (4)

Do you know who to report child abuse to?      4      0 9% (4)
How many cartoons deal with violence – also, 
video games?

     1      1 4% (2)

Where do you think students get the most 
exposure to violence?

     1      0 2% (1)

Should our society do something to try and limit 
children’s exposure to media violence? 

     1      0 2% (1)

What has worked best for a teacher helping a 
student?

     0      1 2% (1)

Do you know anyone who has had to deal with 
____?

     0      1 2% (1)

How often does this occur during the school year 
per class?

     0      1 2% (1)

Clarification on the types of violence.      0      1 2% (1)

Question 10: Are There any Questions I Should Have Asked You?

Evidently, this question was perceived as related to the previous question 

(Question 9: What questions about student exposure to violence should be asked on a 

survey or questionnaire?). This one is specific, however, to a question that should 

have been asked of the participants on this questionnaire. The redundancy may have 

been noticed by the participants because 69 % of them did not write a response. 

However, 14 did respond and offered some interesting questions:

• How do we feel about violent television and movies?

• In what kind of area was the violence observed?

• What is your school specifically doing with violent students?
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• Are there different levels (of violence) that you are more concerned about?

• What is the difference in levels of violence between genders?

• What rights and responsibilities do teachers have concerning students’ 

behaviors regarding children exposed to violence?

• Are there other times when you came into contact with children exposed to 

violence?

• What community is the school in?

Question 11: Do You Have Any Questions or Comments for Me?

Only 3 juniors and 7 seniors had a question or comment for me at the end of 

the questionnaire. One informed me that, “there is some information about violence 

presented in the Education 200 class that I found informative and helpful.” (This class 

is an introduction to education class that offers basic information regarding the 

teaching profession). Others (including one junior and one senior) became more 

inquisitive about the procedures regarding children exposed to violence, “Do the 

schools inform teachers if violence is present or found within a child’s home or 

environment?” and, “if a student is in a home where there is a report of domestic 

violence, or ‘meth’, etc. is the teacher notified?” Still others became more personal 

and asked if I had ever been exposed to violence as a child. 

The seniors asked questions such as, “Are most of the questions referring to 

domestic violence?” and, “Is there a certain realm of violence that you are focused 

on?” One of the seniors about to enter the classroom as a student teacher wrote very 

pragmatically that, “I am not prepared for a student who’s been exposed to physically 

harsh violence” and, “I don’t feel prepared what to do if a child becomes physically 

violent in the classroom.”  I was impressed by one participant who wrote, “I see a 

distinction between children who witness violence personally or firsthand in their 

community and children exposed to it on television.” Another senior wrote what is one 

of the pillars of this study, “I don’t think our program has set us up for knowing what 

to do.” A senior reflectively commented that, “our society seems to be going down a 

violent spiral and it is definitely spilling into the schools and classrooms.” 
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Phase 2 - Individual Interviews

Phase 2 of this study asked licensed 15 elementary school teachers of varying 

lengths of experience to share their knowledge of, understanding of and experience 

with, children exposed to community violence. This phase is an extension of Phase 1 

which asked undergraduate student teachers to share their experiences via a survey 

questionnaire. The use of an individual interview allowed the study participants the 

opportunity to speak with me and share more in-depth responses as well as ask 

questions to clarify and fine tune the question stem. 

Table 4.11 Demographics of Interview Participants.
           Age Experience  Level of education       Grade level
        24 - 39       1-4      BS + license               1
        40 – 55       1-4      BS + license            6/ESL
        40 – 55       5-7           MA               4
        40 – 55       1-4      BS + license          K – 6/ESL
        24 – 39       1-4      BS + license            1-3/ESL
        24 – 39       1-4           MA               3
        24 – 39       1-4      BS + license            6 – 8
        24 – 39       5-7           MA               3
           55+       10+      BA + license               4
        24 – 39       10+           MA              K
        40 – 55       10+      BA + license               2
        40 – 55       10+      BA + license             3/4
        24 – 39       1-4      BA + license               4
        40 – 55       10 +           MA               3
        24 – 39    8 – 10           MA               1

Questions 1 – 6: Demographic Questions (age, years of experience, level of  
education, racial or ethnic background, grade level with whom they work and finally,  
place of teacher preparation).

According to statistics published in 2006 by the United States census, 

approximately 83% of elementary and secondary school teachers are over 30 years old 

and approximately 71% are women (although 98% of preschool and kindergarten 

teachers are women), while approximately 51% reported that a Master’s degree is the 

highest level of education attained (US Census, 2006). The participants of the 

interview phase of the study seem to bear out these statistics (Table 4.11). 
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Question 7: Tell Me About as Many Different Types of Violence That You are Aware 
of That May Affect Students. 

I was certain that asking licensed teachers this question would result in 

valuable information. I anticipated a difference between the first year and the veteran 

teachers. I had no idea that the kinds of violence the first year and the veteran teachers 

shared with me echoed the types listed by the undergraduates who had little classroom 

experience.

The types of violence declared during the interview were grouped into two 

prominent types of violence listed by Alice McIntyre, just as with the surveys in Phase 

1 (Environmental and Interpersonal). 

Environmental violence. As shown in Tables 4.12 - 14, media violence is a 

concern for first year and veteran teachers. In fact, 53% of subjects gave it as an 

example of a type of violence they believe affects children. The subcategories show a 

clear concern for all types of media violence, including television (53 %), video games 

(47%), movies and music (20%), books (including Newberry award winners as noted 

by one teacher) (13%), and violence in cartoons (7%).  

Interpersonal violence. This term refers to violence that occurs between 

individuals. Gang violence, sporting events, and some of the neighborhood violence 

(classroom, playground, people at the door, “the street”) are examples of interpersonal 

violence. 

In the physical environment, 27% of subjects said that there was 

“neighborhood violence,” and some went on to list more specific types of violence 

that go on in neighborhoods became subcategories of subcategories. Some examples 

of this sub-subcategory are gunshots, people at the door (who represent strangers/drug 

customers/etc), and “real life.” Also, in the figurative sense of the negative factors of 

real life, like stress, anxiety, the street, the classroom, and the playground. 

Table 4.12 Media Violence (N = 15; 1st year = 5 & Veterans (2+) = 10)
       Subcategory # of 1st years # of veteran Total responses % of total
Violence in the media            3            5            8       53
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Violence on television            3            5            8       53
Violence in video games            2            5            7       47
Violence in movies            2            1            3       20
Violence in music            2            1            3       20
Violence in books            1            1            2       13
Violence in cartoons            0            1            1        7

Table 4.13 Physical Environment (N = 15; 1st year = 5 & Veterans (2+) = 10) 
Neighborhood
      Gunshots

People at the door
“Real life”
Street
Classroom
Playground

           0
           0
           0
           0
           0
           0
           0

           4
           1
           1
           1
           1
           1
           1

           4
           1
           1
           1
           1
           1
           1

        27
         7
         7
         7
         7
         7
         7

Gangs            1            1            2         13
Burglary of homes            0            1            1          7

Table 4.14 Other Types of Violence (N = 15; 1st year = 5 & Veterans (2+ years) = 10)
Effects of war            0            1            1          7
Sporting events            0            1            1          7
“Inferential Violence”            0            1            1          7

Sometimes the bullies from the playground are from gangs, but the participants 

who mentioned gangs were actually referring to their students being influenced to join 

gangs with peer pressure and coercion. One first year teacher said that it was common 

for her newcomer immigrant boys, especially from Mexico, to be coerced into joining 

the local Mexican gang to feel a connection to their culture, protection in a new 

country and remnants of their native home. 

Other responses included the effects of war which can be direct experiences, as 

in the case of a child who was a recent immigrant from the Sudan who witnessed her 

entire family killed and escaped only because she ran to her aunt’s house in a 

neighboring village and was then sent to relatives in the northwest. Sporting events in 

the United States were also reported by a veteran teacher as a type of violence. Finally, 

inferential violence, as suggested by one participant, is the type of violence that may 

not be “in your face” so to speak but inferred in everyday activities. Two children 

playing a game and one says to the other, “I am SO gonna kill you,” is one such 

example.  

90



Question 8: Of These, Which Do You Think Most Affects Your Students? Are There 
Other Types of Violence that you Think Affect Them?

Some participants gave responses that placed two of their types of violence as 

the kind that most affects their students and therefore, the percentages include 

participants who listed two kinds as the most influential. Table 4.15 shows that 67% of 

the teachers interviewed wrote domestic violence in its many forms (physical, sexual, 

mental/emotional/psychological and verbal) as the type of violence that most affects 

children. Forty-seven percent said that media violence most affects children. Many of 

them, just like the undergraduates, said that media violence affects the most children 

in terms of numbers and, more insidiously as it is going on day after day. Some of the 

subjects also said that, although they believe that domestic abuse of the child is most 

harmful teachers, are often not told or do not recognize the signs of abuse and so it 

goes unnoticed.

Table 4.15 Of the Types Listed, Which Do You Think Most Affects Your Students? 
(N = 15; 1st year = 5 & Veterans (2+ years) = 10)

       Subcategory # of 1st year # of veterans Total responses % of total
Domestic abuse          3          7           10       67
Media          1          6            7       47
Bullying          0          4            4       27
Other

Poverty
Depression
Addiction
Neighborhood 
violence related to 
school’s location

         0
         0
         0
         0

         1
         1
         1
         1

           1
           1
           1
           1

       7
       7
       7
       7

Question 9: What Effects Have You Noticed on Students’ Abilities to Learn,  
Performance in Class and Relationships with Peers? 
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Using the same themes that the undergraduate surveys created, the interview data 

represented very similar results (Table 4.16) with only a few differences in 

terminology, but with the same basic ideas. 

I categorized the teachers’ responses in three main sections that corresponded to 

the questions stem (ability to learn, performance in class and relationships with peers). 

From that point, a series of sub categories became evident so the responses were 

broken down into even smaller categories. First are the sub categories that emerged 

from the section entitled “Ability to Learn:” 

• Engagement. Several participants gave responses that related to children’s 

ability to engage in the learning tasks. 

• Placement. What the two teachers said is reflective of the perception of 

children exposed to violence suggesting the children are less able in 

general and come with no school readiness skills. 

The next section is entitled “Performance in the Class” and has the following sub 

categories that are named the way they are as a reflection of how the process is 

externalized: 

• Socio emotional. Nine teachers reported that with children exposed to 

violence, it seemed like their emotional needs were a higher priority than 

their learning. 

• Academic. Three teachers reported that they noticed children exposed to 

violence show signs of their exposure, because academically they are low 

achievers.  One teacher also said that children exposed to violence have an 

excessive numbers of absences.

• Behavioral. Eight teachers reported behaviors they noticed that affected 

their development. The behavioral category required that the performance 

in class be an externalized behavior. 

Table 4.16 What Effects Have You Noticed…?
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The third section, “Relationships with Peers,” is the one that passes through the 

portals of the classroom and reflects not just what happens in the classroom but also 

what children bring with them from home. Some of the responses clearly demonstrate 

a bridge between the micro- and mesosystems. For example, parental abuse that may 

very well transfer to a child’s externalized behavior with their peers in the classroom 

was listed by one teacher as, “difficulty with relationships due to being physically or 

verbally abusive.” The child may very well have learned those interpersonal 

communication skills from a parent or parents. Most of the behaviors listed by the 

teachers are characteristic of the effects of exposure to community violence. In this 

        Ability to learn

            Engagement

Distracted (10)

Short attention span

Lack of motivation

Cant concentrate (9)

Lethargic

Distant (2)

Lack of sleep and “zoned 

out”

Changes in their will or lack 

if it

               Placement

No school readiness skills 

(2)

Difficulty problem solving

    Performance in class

           Socio Emotional

Quiet and withdrawn (4)

Sad (2)

Lonely

Paranoid 

Overly emotional

                Academic

Low achievers (2)

Excessive absences

             Behavioral

Impulsive

Acting out in classroom (2)

Lazy

Their language reflects it (3)

Compartmentalize their 

behavior – how they act at 

home isn’t how they act at 

school

  Relationships w/peers

           Interpersonal

Tuned into interpersonal 

conflict (2)

Needy (4)

Have a chip on their 

shoulder (5)

Changes with whom they 

hang out (2)

Rough play (3)

No boundaries

They become hardened 

Protective of self

Show off

Wearing “saggys” as a 

signal

Being physically or 

verbally abusive (3)

Threats (2)
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section, two subcategories emerged that helped identify the themes represented by the 

remarks of the teachers:

• Bullying is defined as someone being exposed repeatedly and over time, to 

negative actions on the part of one or more other students, characterized by 

direct and indirect actions that include overt physical contact and social 

isolation respectively (Olweus, 1991). The effects seen by teachers that fit 

into this category all represent characteristics of either being the victim of 

as a result of the inundation of violence in children’s lives, or the 

perpetrator as a result of taking an offensive stance in light of their 

exposure. Teachers shared such qualities as the children having difficulty 

with relationships due to being physically or verbally abusive, being 

violent toward others, and gossiping as examples of direct and indirect 

bullying behaviors. Furthermore, teachers also saw qualities that would be 

characteristic of being a target of violence; those being such behaviors as 

having multiple absences due to fear of someone at or on the way to 

school, being taunted by kids, and being comfortable with slander about 

them or being the target of threats. 

• Interpersonal effects, a subcategory of the section on relationship with 

peers, includes those qualities that are affected that have to do with dealing 

with other people, including building on positive personal relationships and 

resolving conflict. In this subcategory, teachers shared behaviors they have 

seen that are obstacles to building positive interpersonal relationships such 

as children exposed to violence who have a “chip on their shoulder” or 

have no social boundaries. Both of these qualities in particular may cause 

other children to be wary of them. In addition, a behavior that is developed 

as a result of exposure to violence that curtails positive conflict resolution 

includes becoming hardened to one another, thus making positive conflict 

resolution a non-factor. Furthermore, the children’s trouble relating to 

others and taking their frustrations out on others would also prevent 

positive conflict resolution. 
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Teachers’ responses to question 9 and the results of their responses gave some 

interesting and eye-opening results. The next section is evidence of the teachers’ 

ability to recognize the signs that children exposed to violence exhibit.

Question 10: Tell Me How You Recognize the Signs that a Student has Been Exposed 
to Violence? 

Every teacher had something to share about noticing the signs associated with 

exposure to violence. Below are the teachers’ responses in the order in which the 

interview took place, the first teacher interviewed is # 1, and so on (Table 4.17). To 

avoid redundancy with the responses in question 9, I have put only those responses 

that are novel in the table below. In the instance where the signs are repeated from 

question 9, I have noted as such. Some of the distinctly different responses show that 

teachers are aware that behaviors change as a result of a child’s exposure to violence. 

Recognizing behaviors such as flinching at sudden movements, physically looking 

pale, being volatile in class, having movements that mimic violent ones in video 

games and movies, having repetitive behaviors (thumb sucking or rocking), and 

especially a child coming right out and telling the teacher demonstrate a level of 

awareness that teachers have without any special training. This is a good sign, but it 

hints of teachers relying only on “instinct” or the idea that their response feels right. 

This may not be enough as the effects and outcomes of exposure to violence are 

becoming more and more common. 

Question 11: Tell Me About a Time When you Recognized a Sign and How You 
Responded. Was There Another Time? What Did You Do? Where Did You Learn of  
this Response?

Teachers were asked to describe a time when they recognized a sign of 

exposure to violence and how they responded. Every teacher had an incident to share 

and a couple of teachers had more than one; all ranging from using the tenets of the 

mandatory reporting requirements of being a teacher to “instinct” used that may 

originate from their role as a mother. The responses tended to be in one of three 

identifiable areas. The signs were physical, reported, or noticed in their school work. 
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Table 4.17 How You Recognize the Signs… Exposed to Violence?*

#                                                      Signs
 1 “shut down”   generally angry
 2 Flinching at sudden movements, bruised or battered looking
 3 Their stories, 
 4 Physically look unhealthy and pale, volatile in class, 
 5 All the same as in question 9
 6 Reclusive and locked off, “head in his hoody,” lack of trust
 7 Hand gestures like in wrestling, mannerisms (wrestling), dressing “gangsta”
 8 Language as in word choice and tone, body language, they have “seen it all”
 9 Talking more about violence
10 All the same as in question 9
11 I watch, listen and ask questions that don’t lead them to know what I’m 

asking, outwardly emotional
12 Generally they say so, usually with bullying the teacher is the first one told
13 They tell me about it especially media forms like movies and video games 

they play, physical signs, how they play, body language, verbal language, 
another student reports on another student’s stories

14 Usually they tell me, parents tell me, questionnaire sent out, bruises and 
marks although not very common

15 Repetitive behaviors, physical marks, aggressive with peers, know and say 
age inappropriate things, how they are socially involved with peers, do they 
“hide themselves” or bruises, write in their journals

*Only those signs that were not listed in question 9*

Physical – 13 of 15 (87%) participants responded to this question: 

• I witnessed a child misbehaving.

• I saw a girl had bruised arms.

• Always showing playground aggression.

• A child was dirty, tired, falling asleep in class, won’t look at me, afraid 

to talk to me and often absent.

• The child displays anger.

• A girl was bruised by her mom hitting her because she was having 

accidents (urinating).

• A child was in a fetal position.

• There was a bullying issue.
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• A 5th grade student was leaving and the teacher said have a good 

weekend and the child responded she didn’t want to go home.

• A 3rd grade boy was crying.

• Another child was violent and angry, throwing chairs and other things 

around including at people.

• A child demonstrated an unusual degree of emotional neediness.

• A child was resistant and defiant.

Reported – 5 of 15 (33%) participants responded to this question:

• It was reported to me that a student was pushing and being physical.

• A child talked about his sister being thrown into the fireplace by the 

father.

• During a one-on-one tutoring session a child told me that, “he doesn’t 

like to read because my dad yells at me.”

• She was warned by a previous teacher.

Noticed – 2 of 15 (13%) participants responded to this question:

• A child who told his teacher that she was evil and was going to die, 

drew pictures of stabbings with blood and extremely low academically.

• 6th grade boys were writing in their journals about violent stuff 

including shooting cops.

The next highest number of signs was actually the child telling the teacher 

about the treatment or violence they witnessed. Children sometimes externalize the 

effects of exposure to violence in their school work and this was played out in a 

couple of examples given by the teachers during the interview. 

The second part of the question asked teachers to share how they responded to 

the signs they recognized in the child(ren). These responses also created some 

thematic categories. Five separate categories became apparent during analysis of the 

ways in which teachers responded to the child after noticing a sign:

• Eight of fifteen (53%) said they spoke to the child before reporting to 

anyone.
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• Six of fifteen (40%) reported the sign and/or shared their feelings with an 

administrator, such as a principal or vice principal.

• Eight of fifteen (53%) involved a nurse or school counselor soon after 

recognition of the sign but for the most part, teachers reported waiting and 

using other resources before involving the nurse or school counselor.

• Three of fifteen (20%) asked another more seasoned veteran teacher for 

affirmation of their suspicions. As some teachers told me, once they get the 

ball rolling with the nurse, CPS or DHS (Department of Health and Human 

Services), there is little to stop it, and this heightening of the incident/signs 

may worsen the situation rather than resolve it. Many teachers are not 

aware of what happens after an incident or suspicion has been reported.

• Four of fifteen (27%) eventually notified CPS or DHS of the suspicion 

resulting from the sign they recognized. Interestingly, the teachers who did 

notify CPS/DHS also shared that of the ones who followed up on their own 

or were responded to at the point of reporting, they gave such responses as, 

“we contacted DHS and they did nothing,” or, as in the child who drew 

violent images and told the teacher she was evil and was going to die, 

“[CPS] told us that although these images may seem disturbing, parents 

have a right to discipline their child” and that there was nothing they could 

do. 

Most of the participants said their training and status as mandatory reporters 

was the source of their decision to respond the ways they did. One particular first year 

teacher said that it may have been her role as a mother that determined her response. 

Another veteran teacher, however, said that she responded the way she did because 

she was a victim of emotional abuse. On another note, only one teacher said that, after 

she reported some suspicions, the family of the child was involved in the discussions 

while it was moving through the proper procedures as laid out by the district. 

Question 12: What Three Things Have You Done in the Classroom to Offset the 
Effects of Chronic Violence?
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A crucial part of this study is the collection of strategies teachers use to offset 

the effects of chronic violence. Two interpretivist themes arise in this question. For 

teachers, they are interpreting what they see in the classroom that they perceive as 

resulting from the students’ exposure to violence. Teachers are also determining which 

strategies they will use based on their perception of what they believe is appropriate as 

a result of their own experiences. Both of these themes illustrate the interpretivist 

nature of research, that is, the relationship between the knower and the known is 

specific to that participant. This question shows the differences and commonalities 

between the strategies used by teachers. Every teacher gave at least two responses to 

this question. Four major themes and a set of outliers emerged from the data results 

(Table 4.18).

Table 4.18 Three Strategies Teachers Have Done to Offset the Effects of Violence 

School based programs accounted for the most frequently stated strategy for 

working with children exposed to violence. Some type of school based intervention 

program was stated 21 times. They varied in their level of integration into the regular 

classroom. For example, The Life Skills program is a comprehensive program that is 

integrated into the regular classroom day by district mandate. Counselor visits were 

School-based 
programs (21)

Teacher 
behaviors (15)

Relationships 
(10)

Curriculum (6) Other (5)

Second Steps 
(10)

Rhinos & 
Raspberries

Counselor 
visits (7)

Life Skills 
Program

5th grade 
Conflict 
Managers

3rd grade 
leadership 
class

Modeling (6)

Providing a 
safe 
environment 
(5)

Providing 
resources

House visits

Mindful about 
how you 
interact

Prohibited list 
of writing 
content

Community 
building 
activities (4)

Class meetings 
(4)

Talking about 
solutions

Frequent teacher 
discussions

Raise awareness 
for students

Educating 
students

Writing about it

Teaching good 
choices and 
problem solving

Books about 
issues

Movie about 
bullying

School policy 
about no 
touching

Skits about 
bullying from 
principal

Having 
children show 
empathy

Haven’t seen 
much

Make weekly 
plans with 
bullies.
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less integrated and generally were scheduled once a week for the upper grades (3-5) 

and less frequently in the primary grades. The two training programs called Conflict 

Managers and Leadership class are both groups of selected children who have 

demonstrated good leadership and character skills; however the students are usually 

pulled out of their regular classroom for the training. The Rhinos & Raspberries 

program includes stories and picture cards that teach character and conflict resolution 

skills. These are generally taught during the social studies curriculum but it was 

reported that teachers are rarely given specific training about how to effectively teach 

it. The Second Steps program is the most commonly used and most integrated into the 

regular curriculum. Teachers are given in-service training in how to effectively use the 

program. 

Strategies that involved changing the teachers’ behaviors proved to be the 

second most frequently reported at 15 times. Five participants said that their 

experience with children exposed to violence has led them to modeling the kinds of 

behaviors they would like to see displayed by their students. An equal number said 

that they felt it was important to create a safe environment for children, especially, as 

one participant said, by establishing a consistent daily schedule. Other strategies 

declared by participants included house visits, more mindful about how they interact 

with children exposed to violence and monitoring children’s writing for topics they 

have prohibited in order to avoid, “exposing children to violent written images.”  

Relationship-building strategies are the third most frequently listed strategy (10 

times) for offsetting the effects of exposure to violence on children. Teachers said they 

would incorporate community building activities (4) intended to develop interpersonal 

relationships between the students and the students and the teacher. Class meetings 

were a big part of teachers’ efforts to strengthen the relationship between them and 

children who witness violence (4). Finally, teachers admitted that frequent discussions 

between and among teachers and children as well as talking about the issue of 

violence that confront children was a vital part of strengthening the relationship.

One of the most purposeful and traditional tasks a teachers must do is to create 

interesting, engaging curriculum. When the issue of meeting the unique needs of 

children who witness violence is addressed, the task of creating curriculum becomes 
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even more demanding, purposeful and compassionate. Strategies that could be 

interpreted as curriculum-oriented were listed six times and included educating 

students and raising the awareness of all the students in the class about violence, 

particularly peer victimization. But teachers also listed more specific materials as well. 

For example, each of the following were said once and could be construed as actual 

activities a teacher might plan: writing about it, watching a movie about bullying, 

using books about violence in what I have heard referred to as biblio-therapy and 

teaching good problem-solving skills. 

Five outliers were listed by teachers including implementing a school policy 

enforcing a “no touching” rule, skits led by the principal about bullying, having 

children show empathy, making weekly plans with identified bullies to encourage and 

reward positive behavior and finally, one teacher said she did not do much specifically 

to offset the effects of exposure to violence. 

In all, this question garnered significant results to respond to the research 

questions guiding this study.

Question 13: What Would You Need or Want to Learn About Working with Children 
Exposed to Violence?

             All the participants responded to this question. Eleven of 15 teachers asked for 

more and new ways to respond to children exposed to violence, especially ways of 

approaching parents about their child being a bully, providing resources, or opening a 

discussion about the kinds of movies and video games they allow their child to watch 

at home. The next highest amount of responses by the teachers, 6 of 15, asked about 

what happens after reporting, including wanting more information about the “system” 

and how involved they (the teachers) should be after reporting their suspicions. Four 

teachers wanted to know more about what works best, including what research 

suggests everyone should do for children exposed to violence. Three teachers asked 

for ways to recognize the signs of exposure to violence when there are no cuts or 

bruises, and one asked for information on the long term effects of exposure. Three 

teachers wanted to know about what is happening outside the classroom and in the 

child’s home and neighborhood. Some of the teachers had intentions that went above 
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and beyond one particular student. A participant, for example, asked how one could 

become an advocate for children exposed to violence, and another asked about how to 

interpret children’s writing as a means of indicating exposure to violence. 

Question 14: What Questions About Student Exposure to Violence Should be Asked on 
a Survey or Questionnaire?

Eleven of 15 participants gave some ideas in their responses. As with the 

undergraduate survey, the responses (questions to be asked) reflected a focus on two 

separate areas, the teachers and the students. Their questions are divided into the ones 

intended for students (Table 4.19) and the ones intended for teachers (Table 4.20).

Four participants gave no answer to this question, saying that, either they had 

no idea, or they couldn’t think of anything to ask during the interview. Interestingly, of 

the four, three of them were first year teachers and only one was a veteran. When 

teachers were asked what they feel they would like to know or what they need to know 

about working with children exposed to violence they were curious about strategies 

that are helpful and asked in an interview what strategies teachers use that are 

effective. They also want or need to know about the protocol for responding to 

children as per the district or site in which they work (both of these were also stated in 

the answer to the previous question). 

Teachers felt that it would be a good idea to ask teachers what experience they 

have with violence, but one teacher went so far as to state why that would be a good 

idea. She said, “If the teacher has experience with violence it might influence their 

response in the classroom.” Another teacher actually said it would be a good idea to 

ask if the teacher has previous military experience, as this might influence them 

similarly. 

Table 4.19 Suggested Questions for Children 
Target                                  Subject of Question Totals
Students Students’ explanation of violence.

A kids’ survey.
Why children respond with “oh cool” to violent imagery.

1 (7%)
1 (7%)
1 (7%)
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Table 4.20 Suggested Questions for Teachers
Target                                        Subject of Question Totals
Teachers The teacher’s own experience with violence.

What is their responsibility in responding or controlling violence?
What signs and how do you know?
What changes they may have seen.
Specifically what are they doing to address it?
What do they know? What have they done that is effective?
What is the protocol for this site or district for questioning children 
(boundaries) and the process of reporting?
Do they have military experience? 
Is this issue something you think about? 
What kind of school do you work in? 
Do you have educational experience with counseling?

4 (27%)
1 (7%)
1 (7%)
1 (7%)
1 (7%)
1 (7%)

1 (7%)
1 (7%)
1 (7%)
1 (7%)
1 (7%)

Question 15: Are There Question I Should Have Asked You?

Only two of the 15 interviews produced responses to this question. One was a 

first year teacher who said I should have asked about any long term effects of her own 

victimization. The second was a veteran who said I should have asked if she had any 

previous training/classes in dealing with violence in general. 

Question 16: Do You Have any Questions or Comments for Me?

None of the fifteen teachers interviewed responded to this question.

Phase III - Focus Group Interviews

Phase 3 required focus group participants to respond to scenarios constructed 

using the responses provided by Phases 1 and 2. The scenarios were authentic 

depictions from stories provided from teachers participating in the interview phase that 

I wrote as prompts to elicit conversations between focus group members. To ensure 

confidentiality, scenarios derived from stories told by teachers at School A were not 

asked during the focus group session at School A. The same precaution was made for 

focus group participants at School B. The results are organized by the school site, the 

scenario eliciting the response, and representative samples of how teachers relate to 

the following research questions (Table 4.21 – 4.23):   
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RQ3.  How do teachers respond to students who have been exposed to 

violence?

RQ4.  What do teachers do in their teaching practice, in their long-term 

curriculum, to mitigate the effects of chronic violence?

School A: 

Scenario 1) There is a boy in your class who often looks “dirty” and appears 

tired, even falling asleep in class. How do you respond?

Scenario 2) One of your 5th grade boys stays with you after school 

sometimes until after dark rather than walk home through the 

neighborhood. How do you respond?

Scenario 3) During one-on-one tutoring, a child says, “I don’t like reading. 

My dad hits me and yells at me when I don’t read good.” How 

do you respond?

Scenario 4) After recess, a student reports to you that another student was 

re-enacting scenes from a violent video game on the 

playground. How do you respond?
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Table 4.21: Responses to Scenarios 1 and 2 (School A)
Scenario Research Question 3: How do teachers 

respond to students exposed to 
violence?

Research Question 4: What do 
teachers do in their practice to 
offset the effects of exposure to 
violence?
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Student – centered:

   “I would start by just going up to him 
and asking him about his night. I would 
talk to him about clean clothes and the 
importance of it. I would talk to him about 
healthy habits and let him know what I 
expect of him in a kind gentle way.”

  “I would ask him what the reasons are 
for him being so tired. Try to get some 
insight into his family life. Maybe have 
another person talk to him as well. See if 
there are different stories.”

  “If it becomes repetitive, maybe after 
you have talked to the boy many times and 
get the school counselor involved, talk to 
the principal, and if you’re comfortable 
you should be able to call home to see 
what kind of help you can get at home. 
We would find time to brush his teeth and 
we have a shower here on campus and 
clothes.”

Procedural:

  “We have to make sure it isn’t a repeat 
offense. Have him stand up to stretch or 
wipe the back if his neck with a cold 
cloth.”

 

 “I might have resources of my 
own to give to him.”

 
 “Make sure to have your own 
resources at school.”

 
 “We have a shower, extra clothes, 
tooth brushes and toothpaste. 
Students have to feel comfortable 
coming to school.”

 
 “Strategies to immediately deal 
with some physiological signs like 
yawning or being tired.”
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Scenarios Research Question 3: How do teachers 
respond to students exposed to 
violence?

Research Question 4: What do 
teachers do in their practice to 
offset the effects of exposure to 
violence?
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Student – centered:

 “I would take him home.” (Several agreed 
with this response)

Subjective:

  “This school staff does not have 
experience with children afraid to go 
home or walk through their neighborhood 
after school.”

“Taking the child home is kind of 
set up at the school as a solution.”
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Table 4.22: Responses to Scenarios 3 and 4 (School A).
Scenario Research Question 3: How do teachers 

respond to students exposed to 
violence?

Research Question 4: What do 
teachers do in their practice to 
offset the effects of exposure to 
violence?
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Child – centered:
  “I would question the child to get as 
much information as I could then take 
him right to the school counselor.”

  “Make sure I deal with that situation in 
the future with either the principal or the 
counselor.”

  “I would want him to be safe so we 
would do homework and such at the 
school.” 

  “I would work [something out] with the 
child.”

Procedural:
  “I want to make sure that I am 
following everything I need to do and I 
know the school counselor or principal 
know the procedures better than I do. I 
want to make sure I am doing everything 
I can to protect the child.”

  “Documenting, making sure everything 
is done right.”

  “Make sure to take really good notes 
the first time the child talks to you, 
especially if they’ve been in the situation 
before.”

Disbelief/skepticism:
  “Sometimes if parents are notified, the 
story by the child changes.”

 
“Mandatory reporting and district 
procedures are in place.”

  “The understanding that teachers 
will work with the child.”

Scenario Research Question 3: How do teachers 
respond to students exposed to 
violence?

Research Question 4: What do 
teachers do in their practice to 
offset the effects of exposure to 
violence?
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Child – centered:
  “I would just start by questioning the 
student. Find out why they re-enacted the 
violent video game), what the child – 
observer saw, decide if it was 
appropriate, ask them what they would 
do differently.”

“Try and figure out if they were just 
having fun and that it is something 
totally normal. Talk to them about how 
we don’t do that at school.” 

  “I just want to talk to them and ask him 
to think about why he (the re-enactor) 
was doing it.  To realize it isn’t 
appropriate.”

Procedural:
  “Clarify how they were re-enacting, 
were they even touching anyone?”

  “Deciding what is appropriate normal 
behavior and drawing the line when it 
gets out of hand”.

  “If it is [pretending] slitting throats or 
making guns – they aren’t allowed to do 
that.”

Subjective:
  “Model the kinds of behavior we want.”

  “If they pretend to use a gun or rifle, I 
would stop it, but if they are using a 
sword or imaginary sword, I probably 
wouldn’t do anything.”

Trained and use “Love and 
Logic” model of discipline.

Zero Tolerance policy for using 
guns, pretend guns, etc.

Model the kinds of behaviors we 
want.

School B:
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Scenario 1) One of your students has residue around his lips resembling 

duct tape adhesive. How do you respond?

Scenario 2) While nonchalantly speaking with a child he says, “The kids 

don’t believe that my mom beats me, even when I show them 

the scars.” How do you respond?

Scenario 3) One of your 5th grade boys stays with you after school 

sometimes until after dark rather than walk home through the 

neighborhood. How do you respond?

Table 4.23: Responses to Scenarios 1, 2 and 3 (School B).
Scenario Research Question 3: How do teachers 

respond to students exposed to 
violence?

Research Question 4: What 
do teachers do in their 
practice to offset the effects of 
exposure to violence?
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Student – centered:
   “Ask the child about it.”

   “Go to nurse and talk with child about 
it, kind of down play it so they don’t go 
into panic mode.”

  “Ask questions but be careful not to ask 
the wrong questions (it might tamper 
with DHS investigation).”

Procedural:
  “I think sending him to the nurse is like 
insurance, that another person sees it.”

“Possibly DHS/CPS report.”

Subjective:
  “It might be non serious and don’t want 
to ruin his whole day. Keep an eye out 
(on the student).”

  “I don’t want them to face an 
investigation without adequate 
information.”

Building relationships for us in 
this situation is almost essential.

Reporting protocol such as 
going to the nurse, counselor or 
principal.

With one particular child, 
faculty and staff took the time 
to gather evidence. 

Make him- or herself aware of 
reporting procedures.

Child focused staff and faculty.

Know about assistance 
resources.
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Scenario Research Question 3: How do teachers 
respond to students exposed to 
violence?

Research Question 4: What 
do teachers do in their 
practice to offset the effects of 
exposure to violence?
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Student – centered:
  “Have a conversation and keep asking 
questions to keep the conversation going 
to gather information.”

  “Say, “Tell me more.”

  “Get them out of the room and into a 
more comfortable environment.”

Procedural:
“I know someone who will listen. Let me 
take you up to ______.”

It is how our team works. I 
mean, we know who filters 
what.

If a child is really talented and 
gifted, I seek out the one person 
who can get them quiet and that 
is usually the nurse’s room.

111



Sc
en

ar
io

 3
: O

ne
 o

f y
ou

r f
ift

h 
gr

ad
e 

bo
ys

 st
ay

s w
ith

 y
ou

 a
fte

r s
ch

oo
l s

om
et

im
es

 u
nt

il 
af

te
r d

ar
k 

ra
th

er
 th

an
 w

al
k 

ho
m

e 
th

ro
ug

h 
th

e 
ne

ig
hb

or
ho

od
.

Child – centered:
  “Question them to get more 
information.”

  “I think there are questions we can ask 
that are conversational.”

  “Tune in to what kids are and are not 
saying.”

Procedural: 
“I feel like a bunch of red flags were 
raised by the request.”

Subjective:
  “I don’t know if they would be able to 
stay until after dark.”

  “I think it is about not assuming but 
leaving it open to find out where it 
leads.”

“Perceive that something is just not 
right.”

A school staff mindset that 
every student is everyone’s 
responsibility. We get to know 
more than just our own.

Consider, and be mindful of, the 
school and community culture.

Develop a different set of 
“lenses” through which to see 
our children and their parents. 

Teachers in the focus groups responded to RQ3 (How do teachers respond to  

children exposed to violence?) and RQ4 (What do teachers do in their regular 

curriculum to mitigate the effects of exposure to violence?). The tables graphically 

illustrate how their responses related to the two research questions, but the following 

brief summarizing discussion will help clarify the method of categorization and 

organization.

Participants in the focus groups responded to the scenarios given to them. The 

context for their responses was set by the manner in which the scenarios were 

presented. Teachers responded with the understanding that the behaviors of the child 

featured in the scenarios emerged after being exposed to violence. So, although the 

direct connection between exposure to violence and the behavior in the scenario 

cannot be made, the participants responded as though they did.
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Research Question # 3 – How do Teachers Respond to Children Exposed to Violence?

The responses to the scenarios were separated into two main categories; each 

school had responses that were idiosyncratic to the particular school. Comparable 

themes included those that were child-centered and those that were procedural.

Teachers gave several ways that they responded to children exposed to 

violence that could be interpreted as being child-centered strategies. For example, at 

School A, virtually every response to Scenario 1 began with the teacher talking with 

the child to find out more information. The responses to scenarios three and four also 

began with teachers finding out more information from the child at the moment signs 

of exposure to violence were noticed. At School B, participants said that they would 

question the child for more information about the incident but also about their family 

life. They also said that in the process of questioning, they would be mindful not to 

impede any investigation by the DHS that would follow a report of abuse. Both sets of 

participants seemed to have children’s affective health in mind but also wanted to 

make sure they were within their rights and responsibilities as mandatory reporters as 

they responded to students. I do suspect that teachers in the focus groups were 

apprehensive about jumping to conclusions about what the cause of children’s 

behaviors when they say, “we have to make sure it isn’t a repeat offense” or, 

“sometimes if parents are told, the child’s story changes.” 

One participant reported that when she suspects trauma or abuse, she sends the 

child to the nurse. At School B, the child is sent to the principal, who has a room 

designed to make children feel comfortable and safe. After posing a probing question 

that asked the group to tell me what they would do if they knew a child had been 

exposed to violence, they all agreed that they might watch them more closely within 

the classroom setting, but most of the responses focused upon making sure they 

responded appropriately in accordance with mandatory reporting requirements or the 

training they might have gotten in teacher preparation or in-services. For example, one 

teacher said they just wanted to, “make sure they were following everything they 

needed to do.” Responses of this kind seem to emerge from the procedural rules of 

mandatory reporting. 
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Research Question #4 – What do teachers do in their practice to offset the effects of 

exposure to violence?

Many of the responses from School A revolved around the school procedures 

in place such as mandatory reporting, zero tolerance and using models of discipline 

(Love and Logic) used as management strategies in the classroom. But they also said 

that they would be mindful of what behaviors they modeled and show their students 

how to resolve conflict positively, respond to bullies and even disagree with 

classmates in a positive way. At School B, the preponderance of responses revolved 

around going above and beyond what one might consider normal teacher 

responsibilities. For example, they said they would take the time as a staff to gather 

evidence about the trauma one of their students was suspected of suffering, educate 

themselves about assistance resources available for the families of their students and, 

as one of the teachers said, “It is how our team works. We know who filters what.” In 

other words, they know who the child will respond to best and that person makes him 

or herself available for the child no matter what else they are involved in when the 

time comes. School B participants also focused upon the building of relationships 

between the school staff and the community and bringing a sense of community to the 

entire school as being part of their teaching responsibilities when they say that they 

have, “a school mindset that every student is everyone’s responsibility. We get to 

know more [students] than just our own.”  

In summary, a great deal of the information gathered from Phase 3 put a 

realistic, practical, and authentic face on the strategies teachers use. Every aspect of 

pedagogy was addressed in the responses by participants in every phase and the data 

produced new and important information. 

Phase 1 results showed a strong tendency toward theoretical understanding of 

the issues regarding teachers and violence. Everything from the types of violence 

acknowledged to how the pre-service teachers have witnessed their cooperating 

teachers respond to children exposed to violence. The participants of Phase 1 offered 

evidence regarding how teacher preparation programs are readying, or not readying, 

future teachers to work with these children. Phase 2 showed similar results, but the 

participants had a tendency to cite real-world issues more than other issues. For 
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example, teachers in the interview phase discussed a variety of manifestations of 

violence and the effects of exposure to violence – far more than, and different than, the 

pre-service teachers in the first phase. Licensed teachers in Phase 2 stated that they 

believed many more children are exposed to domestic violence. They could not be 

certain, however, because the psychological effects of domestic abuse are difficult to 

identify in the short-term and physical effects are often dismissed by parents and the 

child as accidents. Phase 3 teachers had a distinct difference from the previous two 

phases in that School A seemed to have a more educational performance slant while 

School B was far more holistically student-centered and emphasized a strong positive 

relationship between the school and its teachers and the students and their families. 

In the next chapter, I discuss the findings of my research, put the data into the 

context of previous literature and my conceptual frameworks, relate the findings and 

make suggestions for future research, and make recommendations for educators and 

others interested in working with children exposed to violence. 

115



CHAPTER FIVE

DISCUSSION

As people all around the world move through their day, their own exposure to 

violence tends to harden them to that level of violence. The effects of exposure to 

violence become a subjective perception of a person’s world. I grew up maneuvering 

through the territories of three different gangs on my way home from school and 

watching gang fights, and I witnessed a friend stabbed as he stood next to me when I 

was 15 years old. Children in some Middle Eastern and African countries have had 

their families executed before their eyes or their neighborhoods blown to shambles. 

This study helped me construct some understanding about how teachers 

participating in this study seem to rely on instinct, how their response feels, rather than 

responding from training when they work with students who have been exposed to 

violence. I have met the goal I set for myself before beginning this dissertation. I know 

more about what teachers do when working with children exposed to violence than I 

did before this study. My next goal is to share the stories of these teachers with others 

and spread their ideas about how children’s exposure to violence affects teachers’ 

practices in the classroom. This chapter culminates with the summary and discussion 

of the important data gathered through the research process. 

In this chapter, I include the problem statement inspiring the study and the 

research questions, reminding the reader of the short set of questions that guided my 

inquiry. I briefly explain how the study results from each phase connected to the 

problem statement and research questions, linking my study to previous research. I 

make suggestions for future areas of research. I make recommendations for educators 

using the ecological perspective of human development as a framework. Finally, I 

offer a conclusion tying up the research process from beginning to end. 
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          Problem Statement

Children from all backgrounds (race, color, creed, socioeconomic level, culture 

and religion) are exposed to varying levels of violence. Exposure to violence 

contributes to psychological, physiological, emotional and physical trauma that often 

surfaces in school. Previous research has shown that the effects of violence infringe 

regular classroom procedures (Garbarino, 1991; Kozol, 1967). The previous research 

however, has focused upon the perspectives of the researcher, it has asked teachers to 

reflect on what students exposed to violence bring to the classroom, or how teachers 

adjust to violence in and around the school. For parents, administrators and teachers to 

better understand what is happening in the classroom, it is important to collect 

teachers’ perspectives on how their students’ exposure to violence influences their 

classroom practices.

From the research I reviewed, this is the first study to focus upon teachers’ 

perspectives on children’s exposure to violence and how it changes their practices, 

including curriculum (lessons, activities and programs), classroom management 

strategies, and personal behavior in class. Some previous studies have been done about 

the effects of exposure to violence (Groves, 2002) on how schools and teachers 

respond to violence within school such as Columbine (Garbarino, 2001), or even how 

the field of counseling deals with children exposed to violence (Osofsky, 2004). By 

documenting teachers’ practices from their own perspective, this study contributes a 

fresh look at the issue of how children’s exposure to violence affects teacher practices. 

This study investigated how children’s exposure to violence affects teacher 

practices – practices that include classroom management strategies (classroom 

control), teacher-student relationships (class meetings), curriculum (lessons, activities 

and programs), and other aspects of the teaching profession. 

Answering the Research Questions

In this section, I discuss the key findings for each research question. As a 

researcher guided by inquiry, it is important to connect three crucial areas of study: the 
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previous literature, the questions I constructed as a result of my own curiosity and 

shaped by the previous literature, and the support garnered from my own study results. 

Each sub-section will link all three of those areas, beginning with the first research 

question.

How Does Children’s Exposure to Violence Affect Teacher Practice?

The evidence for answering this research question was found in the data 

gathered from all three phases of the study. This is a logical observation since the 

problem statement motivated this study. The benefit of the methodology used in this 

study is that Phase 1 emphasized an objective view through the eyes of pre-service 

teachers, Phase 2 emphasized the subjective view from new and veteran teachers, and 

Phase 3 put new and veteran teachers in the position of having to respond to authentic 

scenarios. 

Children’s exposure to violence has a noticeable effect on the practices 

observed by the study participants. Alexander (1999) found that one of the most 

devastating effects of exposure on the classroom is that exposure to violence affects 

the ability to bond with the teacher as well as students’ concentration and ability to 

retain information. 

It might seem an obvious conclusion to say that the exposure to violence that 

children experience will affect the teachers that work with them. However, from the 

data and my own experience, teachers want to make their classroom an escape, as one 

of my interview participants said, “a safe haven,” from the world the children live in 

outside the classroom. Research highlighted in the meta-analysis of Stein, et al (2003) 

demonstrated that a surprising number of children, even very young children, had been 

victims of, or witnesses to violence. For example, Bell and Jenkins (1993) found that 

of the 500 African American children from Chicago they surveyed, 78% of the 7 to 15 

year olds witnessed someone being beaten, 30% witnessed a stabbing and 26% 

witnessed a shooting. Children are exposed to violence in a variety of ways, and 

teachers work hard to mitigate its effects.  

What this study has shown is that teachers at every level of experience may 

want to use their classroom as a haven for children exposed to violence. In so doing, 
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however, they change their regular classroom practices by forbidding students from 

writing about violent themes, increasing their use of community meetings and 

incorporating school-based programs designed to resolve conflict positively. For those 

who ignore the signs of exposure to violence, like the teacher whose writing lesson I 

described in chapter one, the behaviors are still exhibited by students in their 

classrooms.  

To illustrate the point that some teachers are either intentionally or 

unintentionally oblivious to the effects of violence on their students, I found that ten of 

the pre-service teachers had no experience recognizing a sign that a child has been 

exposed to violence, and when asked if they had seen their cooperating teachers doing 

things in the classroom to offset the effects of exposure to violence, six said they saw 

nothing. One went so far as to say that there was nothing done in the classroom to 

offset the effects of exposure to violence.  

All of the teachers in Phases 2 and 3 (1st year and veteran) were able to discuss 

behaviors or physical signs that indicate exposure to violence. Additionally, those 

same teachers cited curricular mandates by the district, such as Second Step and 

weekly visits by the school counselor, as strategies used to offset the effects of 

exposure to violence.  

The bottom line is that most teachers in this study acknowledge that violence 

affects their students and that they must adjust their practices to meet the unique needs 

of the students.

What Types of Violence are Teachers Aware of that May Affect Their Students?

The results of the questionnaire provided the most evidence that teachers are 

aware of many and varied types of violence. Study data, especially Phases 1 and 2, 

showed that teachers are aware of two specific categories of violence – environmental 

and interpersonal – as defined by Alice McIntyre (2000). For example, in Phase 1, 

television violence was perceived by 35 percent of the participants as a type of 

environmental violence that affected their students, 26 percent said that violence in 

movies and video games affected their students, and 17 percent said that violence in 

the media (magazines, news and newspapers) was a type of violence that affected 
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children. Participants cited media violence in all its forms most frequently for 

influencing students and consequently, teacher practice. The various types of media 

violence are perceived as an influence on students and consequently, on the practices 

of teachers. 

A number of studies show correlative evidence between violent behaviors by 

children and exposure to violent media such as television and movies, and most 

especially, exposure to violent video games (Anderson, Gentile & Buckley, 2007; 

Gentile, 2003; Potter, 2003). Media violence has a recent set of studies linking 

negative behaviors and children’s exposure to it. Media violence, in the context of this 

study, includes video games, television, movies and music. Several studies have 

shown that children spend from 2.5 to 4.5 hours a day in front of a video game, 

television or computer screen (Anderson, Gentile & Buckley, 2007; Gentile, 2003; 

Hepburn, 2001; Ozmert, et al, 2002; Potter, 2003; Singer, et al, 2004). Ozmert, et al 

(2002) and Singer, et al (2004) have also found that parents are often unaware of the 

movies, video games or television shows that children watch. Media violence affects 

students, and consequently, influences teacher practice. A majority of the teachers in 

my study reported that they believe it does, and previous research suggests media 

violence exposes children to violence and this influences what goes on in the 

classroom. 

However, teachers in every phase referred to many of the traditional types of 

violence that affect children. Every one of the participants, for example, at some point 

and at varying levels, said that the abuses (physical, sexual, emotional, verbal) had 

some effect on children. Similar numbers for the exposure to domestic violence were 

cited by Holden (as quoted in Saltzman and Holden, 2005), who found that 

approximately 17.8 million children are exposed to marital violence. An interesting 

point about these abuses was that they were overwhelmingly listed by the pre-service 

teachers, while the veteran teachers were less likely to cite them.  

Both of these results from the study were surprising to me because I did not 

anticipate that licensed teachers would cite media violence (movies, video games, 

literature, music, etc.) as being the most prevalent of all the types of violence they felt 

influenced children.  
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Furthermore, of the types of violence listed, teachers in the field did not cite 

the traditional abuses as frequently, nor with as much fervor, as the pre-service 

teachers. This discrepancy between the results may indicate that pre-service teachers 

may be thinking academically. In other words, they are remembering the kinds of 

abuses talked about in teacher preparation classes as the conditions under which a 

teacher may have to report suspicions of abuse; whereas the veteran teachers may not 

see overt signs of the domestic abuses, but more often see the behavioral effects of 

movies and video games in the re-enactments of their students on the playground or 

classroom. In fact, one of the veteran teachers in Phase 2 said that she had a difficult 

time answering the question about the effects of exposure to domestic violence 

because the signs are much more difficult to spot, as children often make attempts at 

hiding the visual signs and psychological effects sometimes do not arise until 

adulthood.  

There is previous research that describes the effects of exposure to domestic 

violence that documents 31% of mothers saying that their children suffered 

academically as a result of their involvement with an abusive partner (Duong, as cited 

in Hill, 2002). Even more telling from that study is that 27.3% said their children had 

problems with shyness, 22.7% had trouble in school, and 18.2% had difficulty making 

friends. 

The bottom line is that teachers in every phase said that media violence, in all 

its forms, affected children most frequently and chronically, but that domestic violence 

would affect them most profoundly if it was possible to see all the scars of exposure to 

domestic violence.

What Effects of Exposure to Violence do Teachers Observe in Their Students?

The list of the effects of exposure to violence that students show read like a 

book of symptoms for the characteristics of exposure. Virtually every effect of 

exposure to violence was listed by the participants. Most of the previous literature of 

note was gathered by Lenore Terr (1990) and Betsy McAlister Groves (2002). They 

have both worked with children who have been exposed to trauma, Terr with the 

Chowchilla kidnap victims and McAlister Groves with the Child Witness to Trauma 
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Project at the Boston Medical Center. For the most part, they have documented the 

various results of being exposed to violence. In this section I will discuss how their 

findings are echoed in the results of my own study.  

Table 5.1 is a comparison of the symptoms highlighted in the previous 

literature (Anyon, 1997; Ceballo, et al, 2001; Eiden, 1999; Errante, 2002; Garbarino, 

1992, 1999; Groves, 2002; Kotlowitz, 1991; McIntyre, 2000; Margolin and Gordis, 

2000; Mazza And Overstreet, 2000; Morrison, 2000; Scarpa, 2001; Streeck-Fischer 

and van der Volk, 2000; Terr, 1990; Vostanis, et al, 2001; Wallen, 1993) with the 

results of my study.

A plethora of evidence gathered in my study supports the previous literature. 

The bottom line is that children develop a litany of physiological and psychological 

problems as a result of their exposure to violence, and teachers in my study showed 

that they do recognize some of the behaviors that come with exposure to violence. The 

question that arises as a result of this finding is how teachers respond to students who 

have been exposed to violence. The next research question was developed to learn 

how teachers do just that.

How do Teachers Respond to Children Who Have Been Exposed to Violence?

The data found that participants divided into two major approaches; they either 

reported their suspicions first to their administrator, or they first spoke to the child to 

find out more information. In the following section, I discuss my findings and situate 

them within previous research done in this area.

More than 75% of the pre-service teachers observed their CTs respond in some 

way to children exposed to violence. Most of the Phase 1 participants said their CTs 

noticed very obvious signs and responded by passing their suspicions on to their 

administrator or school nurse, as per the state and school district’s mandatory 

reporting requirement.  This finding is in contrast to what emerged from the Phase 2 

results that showed that 53% of the licensed teachers would first talk to the child about 

what they noticed and the same percentage of participants would talk to the school 

nurse about their observations.
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Table 5.1 Comparison of Symptoms to Study Findings
   The symptoms                               The results from my study
The development of a 
fatalistic perspective
on life

In one interview, a teacher reported that she told her students to 
have a good weekend. A child told her he did not think he could 
ever smile again. It turned out the child was a victim of bullying 
by his older sibling.

Depression, including 
hopelessness and 
helplessness

Teachers said that children were withdrawn, sad, lonely, had low 
self-esteem, low self-efficacy, wide mood swings, submissive, 
insecure, shut down, and reclusive. One interview subject listed 
depression as a sign of exposure to violence.

The development of a 
pathological anger

In the interviews and surveys, teachers said that there is a 
development of bully behaviors, physical aggressiveness and 
anger toward others, overbearing.

A lack of ability in 
relationship-
building due to a 
blurring of the 
line between 
friend and foe

Most of the evidence came from question 5 of the survey and 
during the interviews.  Teachers said students had a hard time 
forming relationships because they were scared, lost trust in their 
peers, had a difficulty with relationships due to being physically 
or verbally abusive, were comfortable gossiping and slandering 
their peers, and became hardened toward one another.

Post-traumatic 
stress disorder

In the survey, a pre-service teacher wrote that any exposure to 
violence leaves scars. These scars are a sort of layman’s version 
of PTSD, where the child’s experiences basically rear their heads 
in the future when confronted by an experience that reminds them 
of the previous incident. Pre-service teachers and veteran teachers 
also said children re-enact violent scenes with peers. A teacher 
also said students showed paranoia. 

Regression Pre-service teachers said that their CTs told them their students 
respond by becoming highly attached to them.  The veterans said 
that they observed children become more clingy, needy and 
overly emotional.  In one of the interviews, a veteran reported that 
she saw a child respond by lying down in the fetal position.  

The development of 
aggressive behaviors

Participants in every phase of the study mentioned the 
development of aggressive behaviors in response to exposure to 
violence. 

A progressive 
isolation from 
family members, 
school and 
their community

Some of the pre-service teachers suggested that children move 
away from their family members who abuse drugs and alcohol, so 
the isolation is not always a bad decision. Student teachers 
believe that children lose trust in adults including parents. 
Veterans said they noticed that children became isolated and 
withdrawn from their classmates and the teacher.  During the 
focus groups, the subject of questioning the child to find out more 
about their family background was suggested as a means of 
determining why a child demonstrated at risk behaviors for the 
effects of exposure to violence. Asking the child about their 
family might also give insight into whether they are becoming 
isolated from family and friends.
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Phase 3 participants echoed the findings from the licensed, experienced 

teachers in Phase 2. The groups said they would first talk to the child about what they 

saw and try to gather more evidence, then they would watch the child more closely 

and in the event they suspected some sort of reportable abuse, they would speak with 

their administrator or school nurse.  

Previous research illustrates how children’s exposure to violence influences 

their teachers’ responses, but this environmental violence is directed at or occurs 

within the school itself. In books by Kotlowitz (1991) and Kozol (1967) for example, 

teachers were observed as they responded to children exposed to violence, as trying to 

focus on the child’s academic abilities in the classroom, or they responded by re-

arranging the classroom to place heavy cabinets in front of the windows to catch errant 

bullets shot by rival gangs fighting behind the elementary school.  

In other research texts, children exposed to violence come to their teacher’s 

attention when they say or do something unusual that raises a red flag. For example, in 

Lenore Terr’s (1990) book entitled, Too Scared to Cry, she tells the story of one girl 

who was kidnapped and held in an abandoned school bus buried underground. The 

outcome of the trauma she experienced was not fully recognized until the school year 

after the traumatic incident. She failed that school year because she was afraid of 

riding the bus to school. She would hide and not get on the school bus, and due to the 

abundance of absences, she failed.  

The bottom line to this research question is that children exposed to violence 

are influenced by those experiences and it is up to the classroom teacher to know how 

to recognize the signs of exposure and be able to respond appropriately.

What do Teachers do in their teaching practice to offset the effects of exposure to 
violence in their students?

Responses to this question were found in all three phases.  In each of the 

phases, teachers at various levels of experience were able to share the strategies they 

currently use or have observed being used, to work with children exposed to violence. 

The previous literature in this regard most often comes out of the counseling education 

field and deals with the child’s psychological state in sessions outside the classroom 
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and with a trained counselor or psychologist. I found that a combination of these 

strategies has become the reality of how teachers work with children exposed to 

violence.  My study found that teachers modified several different areas of the 

classroom aside from, and including, the curriculum. Participants stated that they 

incorporated counseling strategies, modified their own personal behavior (they were 

more sensitive to and listened to their students more carefully), incorporated “canned,” 

school-based programs like Character Education, and changed their classroom 

management strategies. 

Teachers in each phase also incorporated the school counselor into their 

regular classroom day, especially in the upper grades (3-6). The previous literature 

seemed to encompass two major approaches to working with children exposed to 

violence from the counseling angle. In the first approach, the school counselor holds 

sessions that use debriefing strategies to soften the blow of witnessing violence, which 

includes pulling the child from the classroom (Kellerman, et al, 1998; Lantieri & Patti, 

1996; Weir, 2005). As anyone who has worked with children in the regular classroom 

may know, pulling the child out for English As A Second Language, Reading or other 

content area removes the child from very important classroom context, peers, cohesion 

of the curriculum and, of course, the classroom teacher with whom the child has 

developed a trusting relationship (in most cases). In the second approach, the school 

acknowledges the importance of the microsystem support and incorporates the family 

into the debriefing of the child’s violent experience. As Richters & Martinez (1993) 

showed, the most influential support system for children exposed to violence is the 

family.

In my own study, very few teachers at any level, suggested bringing family 

members into the process of debriefing children exposed to violence.  Instead, the 

teachers focused upon strategies that were either district policy such as scheduling 

times for the school counselor to come in and present lessons about issues typical for 

schools. 

Participants also modified their own personal behavior in response to children 

exposed to violence. Pre-service teachers said they modeled appropriate behavior 

(47%) and “listened more” (36%) in response to children exposed to violence. 
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Licensed teachers during the interview all said that they created a feeling of safety and 

security as well as facilitating community meetings to model and role play appropriate 

behaviors in response to conflict and/or behaviors they exhibited that may be a result 

of their exposure to violence. During the focus groups, several participants made 

statements that I interpreted as responding to the effects of students’ exposure to 

violence. They would be more patient, model behavior and accept some of the 

physical conditions in which students came to school (dirty, sleepy, same clothes for 

several days). Teachers having these qualities are important for all children, but vital 

for children exposed to violence. 

Pre-service teachers only referred to Character Education, but according to 

licensed teachers in Phase 2, they commonly used “canned,” school-based programs 

designed to build community and used as character education. Rhinos and 

Raspberries, Character Education, 5th grade Conflict Managers, Leadership Class, 

Second Steps and Student Peacekeepers are all programs produced for schools to use 

in order to deal with the same types of issues associated with exposure to violence. 

Martin and Loomis (2007) wrote that classroom management is made up of, 

“structures, procedures and routines” (p.208) that lead to a safe and comfortable 

learning environment for all students. The study participants also said that they 

emphasized “routine.”  In the event that a child did externalize negative behaviors 

associated with exposure to violence, the pre-service teachers said they noticed their 

Cooperating Teachers “removed the abusive child” and “created centers to ensure that 

students did not have to share things” to maintain a safe environment. In the 

interviews with licensed teachers, the responses reflected practices that offset the 

effects of violence but were not specifically designed for that purpose. For example, 

using community meetings to deal with conflicts occurring during lunch or recess is a 

way to ensure a safe environment by collaborating with students to develop rules and 

procedures for working out problems and disagreements positively. Some of the 

interview participants did use management strategies provided by school policy such 

as a “no touching” rule or controlling the introduction of violent themes by having a 

“prohibited list of writing content.” 
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The bottom line is that teachers are aware that their students come to class with 

more on their minds than just the homework for a given day and they, as the 

facilitators of their classroom, must provide a respite from those issues and provide a 

safe environment.  Furthermore, teachers in my study acknowledge their role as 

educators and not as counselors although some of the district – encouraged curriculum 

puts them in the position of a sort of counselor. For example, the Second Steps 

program or the Character Education program shared by several of the licensed 

teachers includes scenarios and photos to which students must respond. The teacher 

acknowledges the children’s responses but then guides the students in the direction of 

positive conflict resolution and whatever other guides to getting along that may be 

written on the back of the card stock the accompanies the program(s). This approach 

could begin with an Introduction to Counseling course taken early in teacher 

preparation to each student teachers about how to talk about violence and when to get 

assistance from the counselor. I believe that this approach to building character and 

mitigating the effects of exposure to violence may not be enough in the face of 

increasing exposure to ever-increasing levels of violence.  

What do teachers feel they need or want to learn about working with children exposed 
to violence?

Previous research showed that teachers do want to know more about how to 

work with children who have been exposed to violence (Garbarino, et al, 1992; 

Groves, 2002). My own research led to similar conclusions.  

In Phase 1, 76% of the participants want to know more about how to respond 

to children exposed to violence and in Phase 2 the number was 73%. It is clear that 

teachers either are acknowledging a gap in their pre-service education or they are the 

kind of teachers who want to constantly broaden their knowledge base.  

The Phase 3 data told a somewhat different story. It seemed from the responses 

to the scenarios that teachers, especially those at School B, have a set of responses to 

children exposed to violence and those responses are more or less child-centered based 

on the relationship between staff members, the family of the school children and the 

children themselves. At School B, the participants shared that they make home visits 
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(only three of the Phase 1 and 2 participants asked about the influence of home and 

family), observe children suspected of being abused after hours and off-campus, and 

work collaboratively to come to a positive approach for children exposed to violence. 

This has been a conscious, need-driven decision.

An important question to have asked the focus groups would have been to ask 

them about what they feel they still need or want to learn. Not asking them this 

question directly left a gap in my study results. I was focused on asking them to 

respond to the scenarios and neglected to think about how crucial this question would 

have been in completing a full picture of what teachers feel they need or want to learn 

about working with children exposed to violence.  

Still, the bottom line is that teachers want to learn more about how to recognize 

the signs of exposure to violence and how to respond appropriately, from Phase 1 and 

Phase 2 of the study.  

Finally, for the most part, responses to the fifth research question demonstrated 

a desire for teachers to become more informed about ways to respond to children 

exposed to violence and how to recognize warning signs children express during the 

school day. In related findings, when asked for what questions should be asked of 

teachers in regards to this issue, the pre-service teachers said things that relate to both 

adults/teachers and child-oriented questions. For example, questions like, “What do 

you see at home that you think is not good?” or, “How much time does the child spend 

with video games, television, movies, etc.?” or, “Do you feel safe at home?” and, “Do 

they know anyone who has been killed or a victim of violence?”  Veteran teachers 

wanted me to ask children to tell us what makes them respond to violence the way that 

they do. 

Suggestions for Additional Research

I asked teachers what they know about violence, how they respond and what 

they still need to know about working with children exposed to violence. It would 

seem logical to now extend that question to students and ask children what they 

consider violence and what effect they believe it has on their development. When 

asked about what questions should be asked on a survey, many of the participants said 
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they would ask children what types of violence they have observed, giving evidence 

that even teachers would like to know what children consider violence.  

Second, during the individual interviews, the question arose of how the family 

dynamics and living conditions of the child influence the classroom. I think any 

investigation into the influence of other areas of the child’s ecology would help fill in 

part of the questions, why children do what they do in the classroom, what they do in 

their homes, and how teachers respond in the classroom.  

Third, an investigation into how teachers’ own experiences with violence 

influence their response to children who are exposed to violence would help to 

understand why some teachers think that violence, in particular peer victimization, is a 

natural part of growing up. This idea that teachers and their classroom practices, 

especially their responses to violence, would be influenced by their own experiences 

with violence was alluded to or clearly stated by at least one participant in every 

phase, so it is an area that needs further probing.

Finally, it may be important to do more technical, formal research into what 

teacher education programs are currently doing to provide teachers with the necessary 

skills to work with children exposed to violence. Even in preliminary investigation, I 

found that none of the ten teacher education programs I reviewed from ten different 

universities had any instruction in this area. Only one program I am familiar with has 

it as a focus of instruction. The current understanding, supported by previous research 

and my own study, is that it is not the teachers responsibility or expectation to do 

anything that dealt directly with the child and their experiences with exposure to 

violence.  

During Phases 1 and 2, it was implied that teachers did not know what to do 

with children exposed to violence except to follow procedure and refer them to the 

administration or school nurse, or rely on instinct or feeling. In Phase 3 of my study, 

the staff of school B said it was a team effort of sorts, in working with children 

exposed to violence. However, this decision to work as a team to deal with the 

violence in their students’ lives was made by the staff at school B and not per district 

policy. It might be important to find out what teacher preparation programs or school 

districts do to prepare teachers to work with children exposed to violence.  
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 Recommendations for educators

In this section, I will situate the recommendations that are based on the study 

data in the theoretical framework of the ecological perspective on human 

development. 

Recommendation: Children must be given the opportunity to talk about their  
experiences.

Sometimes giving children time to openly talk about their experiences with 

exposure to violence is difficult for teachers because of large class sizes and little time 

or because of the experiences of the classroom teacher that sometimes leads them to 

brush incidents under the carpet or ignore them altogether.  

The chronosystem is the outermost region of the ecological perspective on 

human development which deals mostly with events in time such as the terrorist 

attacks of September 11, 2001, the Iraq War, or even closer events such as violent 

incidents the teacher might have previously seen in his or her life.  This circle of 

influence affects the classroom and the practices of teachers. 

My recommendation for allowing children to share their experiences, including 

those with violence, is supported by Drs. Lenore Terr (1990) and Betsy McAlister 

Groves (2002), in the work of Jonathan Kozol (1967), and in the data provided by my 

study participants. Many of the participants in the study reported that they include 

community meetings into their regular classroom day. This is a positive trend in the 

classroom. However, influences from other ecological systems might become 

obstacles to regular community meetings becoming a mainstay in every grade in every 

school. For example, pressure to prepare and administer standardized tests to measure 

students’ progress cuts into time that could be spent learning more about the child 

holistically. A step in the right direction during community meetings might be to take 

some of that group time to teach, or at least expose children to, character education 

and strategies for resolving conflict positively. 
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Recommendations: Talk with children about the media influences that affect them.

The macrosystem is made up of mostly influences that reflect cultural 

ideologies which are formed by the ideologies of the lower order systems (exo-, 

meso-, and micro-). They are basically blueprints formed by the habits of the culture 

in which they are formed. This set of ideologies has been linked to the media 

influences such as the record industry, movies, video games, and other media. Music 

and video game industry leaders respond to the allegation that they are allowing their 

negatively influential medium to affect children by doing as little as possible, 

according to Potter (2003). Schools are one place where so many facets of a child’s 

life come together. The television programs children view, the video games they play 

at home, and the music they listen to all come together in the school where they re-

enact those violent images in their play.  

My recommendation is not that we continue to institute “Zero Tolerance” 

programs where children are expelled for even play-acting that they have guns, or they 

are expelled for bringing plastic knives to school to spread their cream cheese on a 

morning snack bagel. On the contrary, I recommend that we talk with children about 

the video games they re-enact, that we try to transform their thinking when it comes to 

play-acting with weapons in the schools. Although there is some connection between 

developmental level, make-believe and violence, we must resist just sending children 

home and take the time to educate children about the reasons why we do not play act 

with weapons in school (or at all for that matter). It is suggested that using weapons to 

vanquish imaginary monsters is a normal part of growing up but talking about this 

with children and not responding with a zero tolerance approach is still a healthy 

response.

Interestingly, during Phase 3, a few of the participants at School A actually felt 

differently, but it seemed to me their logic was a bit askew. During the session, they 

were asked how they would respond if a student came to them and reported that they 

saw another student re-enacting a scene from a violent video game. The teachers 

responded by saying that it depended upon whether the child was making contact with 

other children and whether or not they were play acting using a gun or if they were 
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using a sword (the logic shared being that if the child is using a sword it denotes 

fantasy and therefore is different than if they were using a gun). They continued by 

saying even if they saw the child play acting with a gun, they would report it as per the 

school’s policy on zero tolerance for children using guns (even make believe). As an 

example of implementing my recommendation, I would respond by saying that 

teachers should debrief the child and the class on why they are using the make believe 

weapons and educate them on the dangers of violence with weapons.  

Recommendation: Teachers must understand and confront their experiences, beliefs  
and values about violence.

The exosystem refers to one or more settings in which the child is not an active 

participant but is still acted upon (and can act upon), by what happens in the setting 

containing the developing person. A good example is the workplace of a child’s 

parent. The child is not an active participant in the pay raises, firings and good/bad 

days of a parent in their job but the child is influenced by and influences the parent’s 

workplace.  If the parent has a bad day at work it might affect their interaction with the 

child at home. Vice versa, if the child is having a bad morning and the parent is late to 

work, it can negatively influence the parent’s work day.

Not surprisingly, this relationship between the once-removed setting and the 

child is applicable to the relationship between the teacher and the child with the 

exosystem setting being the classroom. I found no previous research literature that 

focused upon teachers confronting and understanding their feelings about violence; 

however, this relationship and influence came up prominently in the first two phases 

of the study.  

When teachers were asked about what questions they feel should be asked on a 

survey to teachers, several suggested questions about the teachers’ own experiences 

with violence. This subject area speaks to the importance of the exosystem on teacher 

practices.  In terms of the individual student, the classroom is a microsystem because 

the child directly acts upon and is acted upon by the influence within the classroom 

environment; however, the experience that teachers have in their own past or are 
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living with at the time the child is in their class makes up the exosystem of the child 

because it is in the once-removed-from-the-child setting of the teacher.  

Study participants seemed to believe that if a teacher has previous experience 

with violence, it would influence their response to children exposed to violence. This 

dynamic raises an interesting dilemma for teachers. How much of one’s personal life 

should a teacher share with his or her students? Parker Palmer (2001) wrote about the 

nexus where identity and integrity come together. The classroom becomes that nexus. 

He posits that teachers should allow children into their lives in order to make the 

process of education and learning more personal and intimate. In this way Palmer 

believes all the stakeholders would benefit. My recommendation is also influenced by 

Dr. James Banks of the University of Washington and his take on becoming culturally 

competent (2001). He wrote that the first step in becoming culturally competent is to 

understand the biases and values that an individual holds about other people. I 

recommend that teachers understand and confront their experiences, beliefs and values 

about violence. Being mindful of our own mental health will enable us to be available 

for children who may be struggling with the effects of exposure to violence. This 

personal investigation may even be part of a class in counseling education offered 

during teacher preparation. Consequently, discussing violence with students when they 

are exposed to violence, or are victims of, or perpetrators of violence (like peer 

victimization) becomes a clearer, more honest process. 

Recommendation: Teachers must get to know their students as much as possible – not  
just academically but, personally including family life.

The mesosystem comprises the interrelationship among two or more settings in 

which the developing person actively participates. In other words, the mesosystem is 

made up of the microsystems of the people involved. For example, for a child, it 

means the relations among home, school and neighborhood peer group. 

This is a crucial piece in a child’s life where the recommendations may be the 

most difficult to implement. It would require a truce between the constituents who 

believe that children are more violent these days because of the influence of music, 

video games, poor parenting, or bad schools. Data from Phases 1 and 2 of my study 
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suggested that teachers believe that the influence of home and the neighborhood 

reaches into the classroom. But only one participant out of the 61 who were part of the 

first two phases said anything about making home visits to bridge the gap between the 

home and school. The research on peer victimization (bullying) by Harris and Petrie 

(2003) and Coloroso (2003) stresses the importance of teachers building a 

collaborative partnership with parents and children. 

My recommendation is that teachers get to know their students as much as 

possible without being intrusive (but be tactfully intrusive when the situation calls for 

it). A slogan adapted from an African proverb was used by Hillary Clinton as the title 

of her book a few years ago, which suggested that it takes a village to raise a child. I 

do not necessarily recommend a village, but it certainly takes identified caregivers 

(including teachers) in the child’s life working together in the best interests of the 

child to raise a healthy child.  

The challenges to this recommendation include the notion that was expressed 

by participants in my interviews with veteran teachers. Some of them posed the 

question regarding just how invasive they can be in a child’s life and where is the line 

drawn separating the home from school. I recommend that this line can be blurred 

before the school year even begins and this is the key to creating a positive healthy 

bridge between the two settings of the mesosystem. 

Some of the teachers in the focus groups shared ideas regarding the blurring of 

the line between home and school.  At School A the teachers talked about questioning 

a child after recognizing a sign they had been exposed to violence to, “find out more 

about their family life.”  There was a time when teachers and schools were the hub of 

the community.  Teachers knew the parents and parents knew the teachers and both 

had long discussions about the children with whom they shared influence. Larger class 

sizes, increased pressure to succeed and a more impersonal society has resulted in 

teachers focusing more on academic progress and less on the holistic needs for the 

developing child. Teachers in Phase 2 actually addressed blurring the line between 

home and school when many of them said that they needed more clarification about 

the line that separates their role as classroom teacher and intrusion into the child’s 

personal life.  
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The focus group participants at School B performed more along the lines of my 

recommendation.  They said that it is, “the mindset of the school staff to consider and 

be mindful of the [diverse] community culture when responding to students.” When I 

was teaching in the classroom, I accepted invitations for dinner at students’ homes so 

their parents and I could discuss their progress. In addition, I went to the after-school 

activities of my students and worked with non-English speaking parents to increase 

their English literacy.  

During a time when children are exposed to more and more violent images in a 

variety of ways and their means of support against the effects of exposure to violence 

become weaker and less available (Garbarino, 2001), teachers must step up and get to 

know their students and build a bridge between home and school.

Recommendation: Teachers need to involve students in discussing their experiences 
with violence and allowing the child to debrief positively with a caring adult who is 
able to provide strategies for dealing with the results of exposure to violence.

The recommendations at the micro level may be the most important because it 

responds to the stated needs of teachers. In all three phases of my study, teachers said 

they needed more information about how to recognize the signs that a child has been 

exposed to violence. They also needed more information about strategies that are 

effective when working with children exposed to violence.

In the microsystem, the recommendations focus upon the child’s immediate 

surroundings and those who have direct contact with the child. This setting involves 

the pattern of activities, roles, and interpersonal relations experienced by the 

developing person. The key to this description is that the patterns are experienced by 

the person and therefore, the developing person must be involved in the process. The 

patterns to which I am referring mean the daily goings-on of the individual child, 

including the relationships in which they participate, their daily schedules and the 

roles they play in their daily lives. This effort to improve the patterns of the child’s 

experience in school is what I recommend for teachers working with children exposed 

to violence.  
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This recommendation is two-fold. First, teachers need to involve students in 

discussing their experiences with violence. They need to allow the child to debrief 

positively with a caring adult who is able to provide strategies for dealing with 

conflict.  Daniel Olweus (1993) says that creating a safe environment where children 

can talk about their problems is an important key to dealing with the outcome of peer 

victimization. 

Several learning theories and theories of class dynamics indicate that when 

children are incorporated in decision making processes and instructional decisions, 

they become invested in their own learning. A few of the responses in the interview 

phase reflected a zero tolerance approach to the depiction of violence in drawings. In 

fact, I have personal experience with a child who drew violent images. After a consult 

between the school principal, counselor and the parents, it was recommended that he 

stop drawing such images. Children exhibit a behavior and they are immediately 

removed from the procedures in place, labeled as a “troubled child.” I recommend 

children and teachers remain integral to the process in dealing with the child’s 

exposure to violence. 

Second, teachers need to be in the forefront when it comes to what children are 

exposed to and how they, the teachers, respond to the behaviors that develop as a 

result of their exposure to violence. Teachers need to understand that a child’s 

response to exposure is due to how the they experience a violent event and how they 

are able to express their experience; it is not an accurate description of the child. One 

teacher during the interview phase asked for advice on how to approach the parents of 

her students to discuss the content of the movies, television programs and video games 

they allow their children to watch. This teacher wanted to let the children’s parents 

know it is impacting the smooth running of the classroom.  

Both of the possible responses could be addressed by learning and using 

strategies associated with counseling education that can be modified to be part of the 

regular classroom (this has already been done to some extent with the Rhinos and 

Raspberries program several of the study participants said they use in their 

classroom). 

136



Conclusion

Findings from this qualitative, descriptive study add a new perspective to the 

field of education. It brings a new understanding to the ways that teachers work with 

students who have been exposed to violence by documenting their thoughts, ideas and 

practices. Data showed that teachers responded using a variety of tools and strategies 

and that some decisions were based on instinct, how the teacher’s response to the child 

felt, while others were based on school policy. Whichever decision they made, from 

whatever source, the implications of the study results influence what is perceived as 

violence, the teachers’ classroom practices, the relationship between the school and 

home, the curricula of teacher education programs, the lens through which we see the 

role of schools and teachers and finally, the way research is perceived. In the 

following section, I will discuss these conclusions with evidence from my study and 

support from previous literature.

What is Perceived as Violence

This study brought a new awareness to the discrepancy between pre-service, 

new and veteran teachers and what they believe are the main influences that bring 

violence into the lives of their students. There is a wealth of evidence supporting the 

notion that exposure to violence occurs with children in every facet of society as seen 

in the seminal studies by Mazza and Overstreet (2000), Scarpa (2001) and the large 

meta-analysis by Stein, et al (2003). The types of violence they focused upon were 

mostly interpersonal violence (stabbings, shootings, beatings). What my research 

showed is that teachers in the study are aware of types of violence not immediately 

thought of as having an influence on their classroom.

Most teachers in every phase of my study listed media violence as affecting 

children the most prevalently, although all participants acknowledged the serious 

consequences of domestic abuse. The types of media violence they listed included 

television, music, movies but the most passionate objection, especially noted during 

the interviews, were video games. We cannot continue to believe that the positive 

influence of educational video games that teach young children reading and listening 
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skills do not also have a darker side of influence that desensitizes them to violence. In 

fact, a free video game that has players shooting human targets as its goal is produced 

and distributed by the United States Army (Lugo, 2006). That same author believes 

this video game is a deliberate attempt to desensitize young men and women to the 

violence associated with shooting another human being. 

Teachers acknowledge their concern over the influence that violent video 

games have on their students and consequently their classroom. Unfortunately, this is 

also where teachers stated they are stymied, because if they, as teachers, suggest that 

children not play violent video games, it means overstepping their boundaries into the 

realm of parenting skills. One teacher reported that she knows that the father of one of 

her students plays the video games with his son and that suggesting that he stop may 

involve more authority than her position allows. The implication by teachers in my 

study is that the exposure to violence via the very popular media format of video 

games goes unnoticed by most parents and, in fact, happens right under their 

supervision.  

Teachers’ Classroom Practices

The findings of this study suggest that there is a divide between teachers who 

change their practice in response to children exposed to violence and those who do 

not. There have only been a few studies with any reference to how teachers modify 

parts of their teaching decisions and those were based primarily on researcher 

observation (Garbarino, 1993; Groves, 2002; Kotlowitz, 1990; Kozol, 1967; Levin, 

1994) and not teacher reporting. This study has shone a light on how teachers change 

their practice to meet the needs of children exposed to violence from the teachers 

themselves. Generally, teachers in my study integrated the school counselor into the 

classroom schedule, changed their classroom management strategies, modified their 

own personal behavior, and incorporated school-based programs. 

Several participants in every phase (18% of the pre-service teachers, 7 of 15 

interview participants and the focus group participants from School B) said that their 

regular daily classroom schedule included a visit from the school counselor to discuss 

any problems, watch instructional videos on bullying and conflict resolution and to 
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give the counselor an opportunity to screen students in the classroom who may be 

suffering as a result of their exposure to violence.

Participants (51% of the survey, reported in interviews six times and identified 

twice during the focus groups) modified their classroom management strategies in 

response to identifying children exposed to violence. They either tighten or loosen 

their disciplinary hold on their students. They made statements like they would “share 

rules for appropriate behavior,” “remove the abusive child” or send a child to the 

principal if they misbehaved. 

Teachers are positively responsive in the classroom whether they are using 

their own instinct (feeling) or teacher preparation in their use of management 

strategies, especially when they were modeling or teaching appropriate behaviors by 

modifying their own behavior in class. Modeling appropriate responses to conflict 

played a part in lessons that used role play or, as pre-service teachers reported, the 

teacher modeled appropriate language and strategies during class meetings that 

discussed a conflict occurring on the playground. 

Teachers in the study reported having less control over their response to 

students exposed to violence when using the “canned” programs because children’s 

response to exposure to violence is so subjective. A standardized program will 

struggle to respond suitably to children exposed to violence because some children are 

more resilient than others. Conversely, some are more sensitive and will be affected 

more deeply and need more support than a Second Steps or Rhinos and Raspberries 

program can provide. 

The Home-School Relationship

David Mathews (1996) wrote that the bridge between parents and teachers is a 

challenging one to build and maintain because of a dual mistrust between the two. The 

focus may not have to be the teachers. In the same text, a principal suggested that 

reform, like the improvement of the relationship between parents and teachers, cannot 

happen within the schools, it must begin in the community. A finding emerging from 

my study suggests that most teachers already know that a partnership between a 

child’s home and school environments is important, but few think it is possible. 
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As a former school teacher for children learning English as a Second 

Language, I can attest to the fact that most teacher training focusing on children from 

diverse backgrounds suggests it is vitally important to include the family and their 

cultural practices into the instructional practices of the classroom. Deborah Meier 

(2002) writes that, “listening to families is more than a favor to parents; it is essential 

to children thriving as learners” (p.44). In terms of children exposed to violence, it 

proves crucial.  Several of the participants in my study and I also believe it is 

important to include the parents and family of the child when dealing with children 

who have been exposed to violence. 

I found that most of the previous literature discussing the use of families to 

soften the blow of witnessing violence is most often in terms of resilience after the fact 

and the positive, protective function of the family before the exposure to violence 

(Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005; Garbarino, 2001; Sanders, 1996; Weir, 2005). On the 

contrary, Margolin & Gordis (2004) wrote that the effects of exposure to violence 

often go unnoticed by parents.  

School professionals and parents must begin to openly discuss the negative 

behaviors of the children in their care that both are ignoring or do not recognize. Some 

of the participants in my study said that parents often do not notice that children are 

negatively affected by such things as video games, interparental conflict, and peer 

victimization. Both sets of influential adults in the child’s separate settings need to 

discuss without hesitation what they are seeing and what they would like to do in the 

best interest of the child.  

The Curricula of Teacher Education Programs

My preliminary study done prior to this dissertation gathered data on what 

teacher education programs are doing to prepare pre-service teachers to work with 

children exposed to violence.  My investigation consisted of contacting the deans of 

ten universities from mostly the northwest but also a few from other parts of the 

country. After reviewing sample syllabi and conversing with the deans, I found that 

the only program that dealt with the effects of violence on teacher practice was 

directed by Dr. Martin Haberman from the University of Wisconsin – Madison.  Even 
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this program was focused mainly on teaching in the urban environment, but it included 

the subject of violence.

More comprehensive research needs to be done in the area of what teacher 

education programs are doing to prepare teachers to work with children exposed to 

violence. Teachers in my own study gave some insight into how teacher preparation 

programs in the pacific northwest prepare their teachers when they shared with me that 

most of the strategies they use that do not include mandatory reporting or responses 

required by school policy are based on the response feeling right or, instinct.

The effects of witnessing violence are real, from physical signs of abuse to the 

psychological effects of witnessing peer victimization.  The strategies and responses 

by teachers need to be real, organized and thoughtful responses. That means 

conducting research and pilot studies to investigate strategies found to be most 

effective and appropriate that can be used in the regular classroom.

The Lens Through Which we see Schools and Teachers

According to Mathews (1996), the public does not feel comfortable in the 

school environment and feel that teachers seem unapproachable. This feeling of 

disconnect may be a result of the school policies that have closed the schools to most 

parents. There was a time when children [and teachers] were on their best behavior 

because parents were invited to drop in at any time; that time has passed (Mathews, 

1996).  There was also a time when teachers were seen as the epitome of moral high 

ground (Spring, 2006). Teachers have daily direct contact with our children so it is 

important that they embody that moral high ground.

Teachers in my study suggested that I ask teachers about their own experiences 

with violence. Acknowledging that teachers have a history that may precede their 

teaching career is an important awareness for parents. One of the participants in the 

study talked about her own experience with domestic abuse and implied that it must 

have an influence on her responses to children exposed to domestic abuse, but she 

could not pinpoint an example. If she were to repress the memories of her own abuse 

or deny that she is being abused, will it influence her own response to a child who is 
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being abused? Goodlad, et al (1990) asks the same question when they propose that 

teachers must, first and foremost, be responsible for the children in their care. 

This intersection is where the public’s view of teachers and the reality of 

teachers come together. The public must realize that teachers should not be put on a 

pedestal and realize that they are susceptible to the same kinds of influences. 

The Way Research is Perceived

Finally, I wanted to discuss another conclusion I came to as a result of this 

study. Reading all about qualitative research and interpretivism in particular, I have 

discovered that researchers and those who read the studies using the interpretivist 

paradigm must accept it as a viable perspective. McCutcheon & Jung (1990) talked 

about the differences between positivist approaches and the interpretivist approaches 

and how the advantage for researchers is that it comes from a holistic approach and 

takes into consideration the relationship between all the constituents of the study. 

We can no longer come from a solely positivist perspective and believe that we 

can extract a single dimension from a research environment without considering all of 

the influences on that environment.  Weber (2004) points out that in the interpretivist 

perspective the person and their experience cannot be separated and that knowledge of 

the world is constituted through a person’s lived experience.  As an educator, I have 

always believed that a teacher cannot remove the learner from that being learned, nor 

can a teacher remove the experiences of a child from what occurs in his or her 

classroom. Teachers in my own study also realized that the experiences of the teacher 

and child are interwoven in the interactions between the two. This study has confirmed 

my beliefs about research.
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Appendix A The Bullying Cycle
(Modified from Coloroso, 2003)

                                                                             Defenders of the Target
G

Bully/Bullies
A

B Followers/
     Henchmen Y   The Target

F Possible
C  Supporters/        Defenders
       Passive Bully/Bullies

              Passive Supporters
         D     Possible Bully/Bullies

                                                            E      Disengaged
Onlookers
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Appendix B                   In – Class Reflection Questionnaire

Respond to the following questions as openly, honestly and completely as possible. 
You may choose not to have your data included in the study. Please circle “Do not 
use” on the accompanying envelope and do not sign the Informed Consent document 
accompanying this form. If data can be used, please circle “Use” on the envelope and 
sign the Informed Consent document, placing it in the large envelope and turned into 
the department secretary. I will not know who has consented or not consented as this 
is an anonymous document and I will not be given the consent forms until after the 
course is finished.

Use the space provided to respond to the following questions:

1) With which grade level do you work? _______________________________

2) Tell me about as many different types of violence that you are aware of that 

may affect students.

3) Of these, which do you think most affects your students? Are there other types 

of violence you think affect them?
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4) What effects have you noticed on students’ abilities to learn, performance in 

the classroom, relationships with peers after they have been exposed to 

violence?

5) Tell me about your observations regarding how your Cooperating Teacher 

(CT) recognizes the signs that a student has been exposed to violence?

6) Tell me about a time when you recognized a sign and how you responded. Was 

there another time? What did you do? Where did you learn of this response?

7) What three things have you seen done in the classroom to offset the effects of 

chronic violence?
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8) What would you need or want to learn about working with children exposed to 

violence?

9) What questions about student exposure to violence should be asked on a 

survey or questionnaire?

10)  Are there any questions that I should have asked you?

11)  Do you have any questions or comments for me?
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Appendix C        Individual Interview Questionnaire

Respond to the following questions as openly, honestly and completely as possible. 
You may choose not to have your data included in the study at any time without 
penalty. 

Demographic Information:

12) Age:

a. 18 – 23 b. 24- 39 c. 40 – 55 d. 55+

13) Years of licensed teaching experience:

a. 1 – 4 b. 5 – 7 c. 8 – 10 d. 10+

14) Level of education:

a. Bachelor’s degree

b. Bachelor’s degree plus teaching license

c. Master’s degree

d. Doctorate

15) Racial or ethnic background with which you identify:

a. European American

b. African American

c. Latino

d. Asian American

e. Pacific Islander

f. Other ___________________________

16) With which grade level do you work? _______________________________
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17) At which university did you receive teacher training (preparation)?

______________________________________________________________

Use the space provided to respond to the following questions:

18) Tell me about as many different types of violence that you are aware of that 

may affect students.

19) Of these, which do you think most affects your students? Are there others you 

think affect them?

20) What effects have you noticed on students’ abilities to learn, performance in 

the classroom, relationships with peers after they have been exposed to 

violence?

159



21) Tell me how you recognize the signs that a student has been exposed to 

violence?

22) Tell me about a time when you recognized a sign and how you responded. Was 

there another time? What did you do? Where did you learn of this response?

23) What three things have you seen done in the classroom to offset the effects of 

chronic violence?

24) What would you need or want to learn about working with children exposed to 

violence?

25) What questions about student exposure to violence should be asked on a 

survey or questionnaire?
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26) Are there any questions that I should have asked you?

27) Do you have any questions or comments for me?

 

Appendix D Focus Group Scenarios

1) One of your students has residue around his lips resembling duct tape adhesive. 
How do you respond?

2) As you stand at the door releasing students on Friday afternoon, you say, 
“Have a good weekend.”  One of your 5th grade female students replies, “I 
don’t want to go home.” Then shares with you that her mother is away for the 
weekend and she must stay with her mother’s boyfriend. She is clearly 
uncomfortable with that idea. How do you respond?

3) While nonchalantly speaking with a child he says, “The kids don’t believe that 
my mom beats me; even when I show them the scars.” How do you respond?

4) There is a boy in your class who often looks “dirty” and appears tired, even 
falling asleep, in class. How do you respond?

5) One of your 5th grade boys stays with you after school sometimes until after 
dark rather than walk home through the neighborhood. How do you respond?

6) During one-on-one tutoring, a child says, “I don’t like reading. My dad hits me 
and yells at me when I don’t read good.” How do you respond?

7) One of your students writes a story in their journal that includes scenes 
depicting “shooting cops.” How do you respond?

8) After recess, a student reports to you that another student was re-enacting 
scenes from a violent video game on the playground. How do you respond?

9) While brainstorming for a poetry activity, you ask a child, “What are you 
afraid of?” She replies, “My dad.” How do you respond?

10) A student calmly, nonchalantly, tells you a story about how police came to his 
house last night with their guns out and took his dad away and searched the 
house and took guns away.” How do you respond?
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11) A 2nd grader looks in your eyes and says, “you’re evil and gonna die.” He also 
creates drawings of stabbing victims including blood – is defiant and extremely 
low academically. How do you respond?

12) Children are recreating scenes from the “Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles” movie 
that include “martial arts moves”, i.e. kicks, punches, etc. How do you 
respond?

13) A child comes in from recess reporting that a classmate has been picking on 
him and intimidating him. How do you respond?

14) You overhear one student sharing their weekend hunting trip with another 
student. The speaker is going into stark detail regarding the success of their trip 
and descriptions of their kills. How do you respond?
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