HARD LESSONS:
The Struggle to Keep Milwaukee Schools Safe

 

A four-part Journal Sentinel Watchdog Reports series on violence at MPS
 

Chat transcript: Journal Sentinel reporter Sarah Carr (May 8)
Chat transcript: MPS safety director Peter Pochowski (May 9)

WHAT DO YOU THINK? Submit your opinions in our moderated forum

	
	PART 1: Violence intensifying
By SARAH CARR
The intensity of violence is rising in city schools. Gun seizures are up and more teachers are filing worker's compensation cases because they are victims of assault.
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	PART 2: Sad tale behind punches
By SARAH CARR
When authorities arrested an MPS high school student for punching the principal twice, knocking her out, the incident became front-page news. The story of the years leading up to the attack, however, paints a portrait of the causes of youth violence.
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	PART 3: Moved between schools 
By SARAH CARR
MPS officials have trouble coping with the most disruptive students, so they keep moving them from school to school.
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	PART 4: When is it dangerous? 
By SARAH CARR
Cigarette lighters are the most common "weapon" seized in a rural South Dakota school. But under federal safety provisions, the school is more dangerous than any found in Milwaukee. 

Related coverage 
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JOURNAL SENTINEL WATCHDOG REPORT
MPS violence intensifying 

By SARAH CARR
scarr@journalsentinel.com
Posted: May 5, 2007
First in a four-part series
An 18-year-old punches his school's football coach and grabs his genitals. • Two middle-school age sisters jump a police officer called to calm a disturbance. • A grandmother charges a group of students at an elementary school, and then strikes the principal. • A boy tries to sell a gun to his friend in elementary school.
Violence in Milwaukee Public Schools has intensified, and calls to police have become daily occurrences in some of the city's schools.

Teachers and staff trained to bring knowledge to children in a safe setting are instead struggling to keep the hostility of the streets from seeping into classrooms and hallways. 

A Journal Sentinel investigation found:

• Dozens of teachers, administrators and staff are getting attacked. In the first semester of this school year alone, at least 127 MPS employees reported being physically assaulted by students or outsiders coming to campus.

• Elementary school teachers are falling victim to physical or verbal assaults nearly as much as those in high schools. Close to half the teachers assaulted this year work at elementary or K-8 schools.

• Far more Milwaukee students were expelled for bringing firearms to school last year than in all of the Chicago Public Schools, a district more than four times the size of MPS. In Chicago, unlike Milwaukee, high school students walk through weapons scanners every day, and handguns have virtually disappeared from the schools.

• The number of students expelled and suspended for drugs, violence and weaponshas nearly doubled in the past five years, and many are simply transferred to other schools. Total MPS expulsions have tripled in the past 15 years.

• Police are called routinely to break up fights or deal with other disturbances. Staff at each of the district's 11 large high schools called police about twice a school day on average in the past six months.

The violence is worst at a handful of schools, and is caused by a small percentage of the district's 90,000 students. But their actions are taking a toll on staff, teachers, taxpayers and students who want to learn. 

Safety costs have increased at a time when some schools are forced to cut their last music teachers or librarians. The district is spending $10 million on security this year, up about $1 million from last school year.

Dozens of injured teachers are filing worker's compensation claims, adding to the overall cost of school violence.

"We want our kids to go to school to get an education, but they can't if they are worried about guns, knives and chains," said Peter Pochowski, director of safety and security for MPS and a retired Milwaukee police captain. He argues that the punishment for a crime needs to be greater when it happens on school grounds, just as fines increase for speeding in a construction zone.

"These schools need to be treated like sacred territory," Pochowski said.

Officials say the rise in weapons and expulsions could be due partly to more aggressive enforcement. But there's a reason for the harder line.

Consider what happened to Enrique Lockhart in September.

The football coach for three small high schools that share the Washington High building asked a student to return to the auditorium. A defiant 18-year-old Stephan Collins kept walking. 

Then the scene turned ugly.

Collins shoved the football coach, Lockhart pushed him toward a wall, and then Collins punched Lockhart in the face, grabbed his genitals and tried to put him in a chokehold. Collins pleaded guilty and was convicted. 

National peak in the '90s

Nationwide, school violence peaked in the 1990s and then declined.

In Wisconsin, however, violence is on the rise again. Between 2003 and 2005 there were increases in school fights and weapons possessions on school grounds, according to the Youth Risk Behavior Survey filled out by students statewide.

Milwaukee is not the only city that has seen a spate of high-profile attacks on school staff this year. In Philadelphia in March, an elementary school principal was knocked to the ground by a female student, and three teachers were assaulted in separate incidents. 

The problems are growing in some rural and suburban schools, too.

In Whitefish Bay, Shorewood and Wauwatosa, the number of weapons and drug-related incidents resulting in suspension or expulsion at least tripled between 1999 and 2005 - a greater percentage increase than in the city.

In West Allis, a mother was charged with punching a 14-year-old boy in the face in front of his school and threatening to kill him. The state's most recent school gun killings were of a principal in rural Cazenovia last year, and an assistant principal at Wauwatosa West in 1993.

But on a daily basis, the situation is more dire in Milwaukee Public Schools.

In recent weeks, the city has been rocked by a series of high-profile cases. A seventh-grader was arrested with an unloaded gun and ammunition. A staff member at Walker International Middle School was knocked unconscious while trying to break up a fight. On the same day, a series of fights at Hamilton High School led to a lockdown.

For many, the violence has taken a personal toll.

Cynthia Buford, whose nephew attended the Washington High School of Expeditionary Learning this fall, said she transferred him because she worried about his safety. She also said a school administrator appeared numb to the threats.

"Every day, guys were trying to jump him," she said. "The principal would just say, 'Boys is going to be boys.' They weren't trying to protect him."

The principal, Gregory Y. Ogunbowale, said eight safety assistants and three principals in the Washington building constantly monitor the school grounds. "I'm in the hallways all the time, all the time," he said. "We try our best to make the school safe."

Buford's nephew, Terry, is an outgoing 17-year-old who admits his mouth used to get him into trouble. He has not had as many problems since transferring to South Division. Overall, he felt safer when he attended schools in Louisiana.

More than once a day

More than once a day, a staff member reports being physically assaulted in MPS schools.

Over the last five years, the number of teachers, assistants and substitutes reporting assaults (including verbal ones) has stayed between 300 and 400. Physical assaults make up the majority of cases.

Not all indications point to more violence. The number of assaults is actually down compared with 10 years ago. But the district was significantly larger then.

Teachers and principals say the attacks have been more intense recently. Over the last two school years, for example, about a quarter of teachers reporting physical assaults went on to file worker's compensation claims. In the past, the percentage was lower - about 15%.

"We're seeing fewer (assaults) with an increased level of violence," said Sid Hatch, assistant executive director of the union. "Before, a young student might have kicked a teacher during a temper tantrum. Now it's a parent coming in and beating up a teacher."

Many in MPS agreed with Hatch that the nature of the assaults has worsened.

This fall, 69 physical and verbal assaults occurred in elementary or K-8 schools.

Reports to MPS alleging sexual assaults have increased more than 20% in five years.The district does not track how much is paid in assault-related worker's compensation claims. But one case at Parkview Elementary School offers a glimpse into the costs. 

Records show that the district paid close to $35,000 after a first-grade substitute teacher was assaulted by a parent. Most of those costs, roughly $20,000, went to pay the teacher's temporary disability benefits. In the case of full-time teachers who miss time after an assault, schools face the additional cost of hiring a substitute.

"It's not just in high schools," said Dorothy Johnson, a teacher at Wisconsin Avenue Elementary School. "If our kids don't feel safe in elementary school, how are they going to feel safe in middle or high school?" 

Last school year, police arrived at Keefe Avenue Elementary School after hearing that a mother, Andreya Jones, had stormed a classroom in search of a teacher's assistant. She was reportedly angry that her son's teachers kept calling her. 

The assistant tried to back up as Jones approached. But Jones drew closer and started punching. When a school official arrived, he saw the teachers assistant flying across the room toward a wall, literally airborne. Jones later pleaded no contest to battery and was convicted. 

The attack exemplified what some teachers and staff describe as a new brazenness. A student sexually assaulted a teacher in front of a full classroom at Madison High School, touching her indecently on top of her desk. Two young women fought outside Bradley Tech High School with babies in their arms. Two sisters, both middle school students, even attacked a police officer.

In late January 2006, one of the sisters sat tapping a pen on a chair insistently and angrily while the police officer wrote her up for another incident. Suddenly, the 13-year-old exploded.

As she punched, kicked and scratched the female officer, her 14-year-old sister joined in. A police report describing the incident says the 14-year-old shouted to the officer, "Get your hands off my sister, bitch," and grabbed the officer's shoulder.

Two other adults in the building responded. But the 14-year-old punched one in the chest and kept swinging. She kicked the second in the groin.

Teachers say there's often a complicated, sad story behind such scenes.

Lockhart, the football coach at Washington, doubts the student who hit him would have done so if the two had known each other.

That drive to connect with struggling children keeps him engrossed in his work.

"I love trying to help a young man defy the odds," he said. "That's what helps me get up and go every day." 

In the case of the assault, Lockhart added: "He was (a) young man who was screaming out for help, and no one heard him."

Lockhart was not badly injured. But he ended up prosecuting the case against Collins, the student who attacked him. 

"I would never want to see a child get arrested when maybe there is something else that can be done. But he showed little remorse for his actions," Lockhart said. "He gave off a vibe that he would do it again. He was not only a danger to myself, but to my co-workers and the other children who go to the school."

A flash of metal

With one quick move, Davell Jones silenced his classmates.

The 17-year-old student at Vincent High School interrupted an argument between two students this fall by lifting his shirt and reaching toward his waistband. 

"You don't want no heat!" Jones said, according to a police report.

One of the students saw a quick flash of metal. Frightened, the two students slowly backed away.

The number of students expelled annually for gun incidents in Milwaukee's schools has doubled from 23 five years ago to 48 last school year. 

The expulsion figures include all types of guns - handguns, pistols, rifles, BB guns and replicas. In almost all cases except for BB and replica guns, students found with a firearm get charged with a felony.

In Chicago, the drop-off in guns has been steep since the school district started using metal detectors and X-ray machines every day in all of the district's high schools.

"We haven't had any handguns in the last two years - none at all," said August Burda, director of safety at the Steinmetz Academic Centre, a high school. "We've had a few box cutters, but in most cases the student works at Jewel and left it in their pocket."

Through the entire Chicago Public Schools district, officials found two firearms last year. 

In Milwaukee, a mobile team of security agents travels to different schools periodically to set up metal detectors.

But students know they can bring a gun to school with less chance of getting caught, since the scans are hardly daily occurrences. District officials declined to say how often they use the scanners, but students interviewed said that they are used only once every several weeks.

Pochowski, the district's safety director, would like to see some of Chicago's strategies adopted in Milwaukee.

A major obstacle to the get-tough approach is the cost. 

Superintendent William Andrekopoulos says the district began testing X-ray apparatus, similar to the type found in Chicago, at two schools this spring. But each device costs nearly $20,000. A school needs at least two devices to screen efficiently. That's a half million dollars to equip the 11 largest high schools.

The cost of two metal detectors at one high school could pay the base salary of a teacher.

Pochowski attributes the increase in all types of guns - fake and real - to increased availability in the community and to greater anxiety among students.

"When we talk to students who have guns, we will ask them, 'Why are you carrying this?' " he said. "Sometimes you will get an excuse. But for the most part they will say, 'I'm carrying it because I'm afraid, because this kid said he was going to get me,' or 'this gang said it was going to get me.' "

At Vincent this fall, the two students told school officials about the gleam of the gun in Jones' waistband. Later that day, police found a .380-caliber pistol inside a black hooded sweat shirt hung in Jones' locker. The gun had five rounds in its magazine.

Jones is now serving 7 1/2 -months.

Local officials hope that putting police in the schools will cut down on police calls and help defuse situations before they get out of control. One pair of officers is assigned full time to Bradley Tech. Another pair works at a cluster of schools on the city's north side, focused on Custer High School.

The pilot project will cost the city and school district about $300,000 for a school year.

John Balcerzak, Milwaukee's police union president, said calls from the schools have been straining the department. He thinks assigning police officers to schools will be more affordable in the long run.

MPS officials have questioned a figure released this winter by Balcerzak, showing that police were called more than 11,000 times last school year to city schools. They wonder if weekend and evening calls unfairly inflated the numbers.

But a Journal Sentinel review of the last six months of police calls shows that the vast majority were on school days and during daylight hours.

The log of MPS police calls in the last three months includes cases of vandalism, marijuana use, stolen cell phones and some hangups. But many of the calls are more serious: a staff member struck and bleeding from the face at Custer, a student threatened with a gun at Washington, a beating at a bus stop near Bay View High.

"To the critics who do not want the police in the schools, I would respond, 'The police are already there on a daily basis,' " Balcerzak said.

Police calls do not appear in the total amount the district spends on safety, however. Neither do worker's compensation claims. Or the time an assistant principal spends on discipline issues.

Don Krueger, retired principal at South Division High School, calculated at one point that he spent nearly a quarter-million dollars a year on safety. The money went largely toward salaries and benefits for safety aides but also for administrators working on safety issues.

"For that type of (investment), you'd better be getting a good bang for your buck," Krueger said.

The $10 million the district spends on safety includes money for safety aides' salaries and benefits, administration of the security department, canine searches, and a crisis response initiative. 

The extra $1 million this year covers a share of the cost of the policing pilot program. It also pays part of the cost for three county-run "mobile urgent treatment teams" to work with schools when students have mental health crises. 

But in a district that has cut about 1,000 teaching positions over the last three years, there's a tradeoff.

Dennis Oulahan, the president of the teachers union, said he believes cutbacks in art, music, extracurricular programs and other opportunities for children make the problems worse.

"Teachers' assistants are being cut. Specialists are being cut. The class size goes up," he said. "It all leads to fewer adults and fewer outlets for kids."

Even with a drop in enrollment, class sizes in the district have been trending upward, with some teachers complaining that their classes have more than 40 students.

"Because we have fewer adults, we have some real issues," said Sarah Fadness, a teacher at Audubon Middle School. "Relationships suffer, support services are cut, and when we do send a student to see an assistant principal, that AP is overwhelmed."

In the past year, school officials have experimented with violence-prevention programs and new strategies.

Teachers are receiving more training on how to handle class disruptions. A proposal to let safety aides use flexible handcuffs on out-of-control students generated a furor. Ultimately the district backed down. A violence-prevention program tested with some success at South Division this year will expand to cover more schools in the fall. Parents and other outsiders who cause disruptions in the schools are now slapped with what Pochowski describes as a "temporary restraining order lite."

Pochowski says the whole community needs to rally behind school safety by insisting the courts punish those who break the law on school grounds. He cites Chicago as an example.

"Chicago's taken it to a whole new level," he said. "If you do something violent in a school, the police will throw the book at you and the judge will give you the maximum penalty, because you don't mess with the schools. I'm trying to get the same mind-set here."

A state proposal would make it easier for school districts to spend additional money on some safety efforts, a move Andrekopoulos supports. That way, money spent on police in the schools would not come out of other district programs, such as art and music. 

When asked whether the district - and the taxpayers - can afford the growing cost of security, Andrekopoulos said: "The question is, 'Can we afford not to do this?' "

The case of middle school sisters who attacked a police officer last year shows that there are no simple solutions.

One of the sisters was suspended at least eight times at the school prior to the assault, according to court records. In the 2 1/2 years before the incident, she had attended four different schools. 

This fall, she enrolled at another MPS school. In November, she was arrested for shoplifting a second time. A witness to the incident said the girl seemed to have "no regard to penalties."

At the time of that arrest, the girl, then 15, was about three months pregnant.

The father, in his 20s, left Milwaukee for Chicago to avoid charges of statutory rape, according to court documents.

Last month, the young girl was due to became a mother. 

	




PART 2
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JOURNAL SENTINEL WATCHDOG REPORT
Behind knockout of principal lies a sad tale 

By SARAH CARR
scarr@journalsentinel.com
Posted: May 6, 2007
Second in a four-part series
The anger seemed to come from nowhere. 

When another student slammed a fruit cup on a cafeteria lunch table last fall, the young girl's rage began to build.

It grew in the cafeteria, as the 15-year-old lashed out at her fellow students, angry that some of the spilled fruit landed on her pants.

It grew in the main office of Ronald Reagan High School on Milwaukee's south side, where school staff had taken her to regroup.

In the office, a steady stream of profanities flowed from her mouth. Sensing a growing threat of violence, the school principal, Julia D'Amato, approached. Again and again, D'Amato told her:

"You have to calm down." 

"You have to calm down."

But she was just getting started.

When authorities arrested the student for punching the principal twice, knocking her out, the incident became front-page news, a horrific example of random violence in the schools.

The story of the years leading up to the attack, however, paints a portrait of the causes of youth violence. When she was just 5 years old, the girl witnessed a gang murder. Not long after the shooting, her family broke apart.

During the last decade, movement became the only constant in her life - from foster home to foster home and from school to school.

The girl's name is being withheld because she is a juvenile. The Journal Sentinel's attempts to contact her were unsuccessful.

Her story, detailed in hundreds of pages of Children's Court and child welfare documents, helps explain why schools struggle with violence. Despite the extreme details, the girl illustrates stresses many of Milwaukee's children live under. 

Thousands of them come from fatherless homes, raised by mothers who are children themselves or by the county's foster care system. Many are shuffled around in a way that impedes long-term relationships with caring adults and mentors, while they live surrounded by the life-draining violence of the streets.

In this teenager's life, these stresses combined in a singular, incendiary fashion during a moment when she lost all control.

Violence begets violence

The girl's file at Children's Court is thicker than a city phonebook. But it offers only a sentence or two about the gang murder she witnessed in Chicago, an act of violence that rippled through the coming years. 

Her three older brothers also saw it. The case file doesn't say who was killed or why. Their mother made a desperate effort to protect her children from the violence surrounding them by coming to Milwaukee. 

After they arrived, the young child and her family bounced from shelter to shelter. Each time, staff kicked them out for behavior described as "volatile" or "unruly" - although no details were cited in the records. Finally, after only a few days in the city, the mother called authorities. She had no place to live with her children and was ready to give them up.

But when police and child welfare authorities arrived, the mother had changed her mind. She said she would live on the streets with them if necessary. 

The officials looked at the children, who were dirty and out of control. And at the mother, whose inconsistent, explosive behavior suggested mental health problems.

They took the mother to a mental health facility, placing the children in the temporary custody of the state.

With that seemingly temporary step, the family broke apart permanently.

Mother disappears

Almost immediately after her children were taken, the mother disappeared. For years, she was out of touch with Milwaukee foster care workers.

Their caseworkers heard stories through Chicago relatives of drug addiction, mental health problems and prostitution.

Ira Bordow, an attorney who served as legal guardian for the girl until she turned 12, said he argued before one judge that the child and her brothers should be reunited with relatives in Illinois.

"I'm not saying the kids would have been better off in Chicago, but at least what family they had was there," he said.

The children didn't go back. Instead, they entered the foster care system.

For the first 2 1/2 years, the girl lived in the same home. But in February 2000, her foster mother said she could not cope with the child's increasingly erratic behavior.

That triggered a series of moves.

By that March, when she was 8, the girl was hurting herself, banging her head against a wall. 

She was admitted to a treatment center for children with mental health issues, where she tried to kill herself several times that year, often by running into a busy street.

Studies have shown that it's extremely rare for a child under age 11 to attempt or commit suicide. There hasn't been a reported suicide of a child under 11 in the city in a couple of years. Experts argue that children under age 12 cannot fully understand the implications of suicide. 

Soon, the girl began to hurt other people, too.

In one foster home, she threw herself on the floor, kicking and screaming. She threatened her foster mother and hit another child in the head with a belt.

The home had seemed like a great fit at the start. Court documents from October 2001 noted that she felt "comfortable enough to joke with and tease" her foster mother. 

Over the years, this pattern would repeat multiple times, and would grow to define the young woman's troubled life:

Initially, she would get along with her foster parent. But eventually, she would become violent. Ultimately, she would move.

The girl's treatment

From about the age of 8, the girl received mentoring, individual therapy, crisis intervention and medication management services from Wraparound, a county program for children with serious emotional and mental health issues. While her counselors changed over the years, therapy and anti-depressants were fixtures from a young age.

The girl saw her brothers during group therapy sessions. They had their own problems in the foster care system - and with the law.

Her oldest brother has been through Children's Court at least 22 times, for crimes including disorderly conduct, battery and sexual assault. 

In 2003, when the girl was 11, she attended a sibling therapy session at Ethan Allen juvenile correction facility, where her older brother was held. A caseworker wrote that the children created "therapeutic rap verses about their thoughts." They felt unwanted but hoped to be reunited with their parents.

The girl "felt the most alone because she has few memories and cannot remember what their mother and father look like," the caseworker wrote. "She has the most feelings of unwantedness and rejection."

Since the day her mother disappeared, the child moved more than 30 times in the foster care system.

The trauma of loss

Milwaukee has a high rate of teen mothers and women living without spouses. Studies have shown that children without fathers do worse in school, earn less in their lifetimes and are more likely to end up in prison than those with fathers.

For children in the foster care system, who lack a stable father and mother, the situation is more severe.

Research indicates that young children taken by authorities from their parents' home can suffer as much trauma as children who witness a violent crime.

Although it's extremely rare for children in the foster care system to move 30 times, instability is common.

Last year more than a quarter of the children in foster care had lived in at least four homes, according to a semi-annual report on the foster system.

For some children, the trauma grows with each move, making it less likely they will form healthy relationships with a parent figure.

The same pattern that defined the girl's life in the foster care system took shape in the schools. The girl, a special education student, would thrive for a few months and then fall to pieces.

Always, that meant bouncing to a new school.

In sixth grade, a caseworker reported that she was doing "extremely well," and her teachers praised the girl for recognizing "her emotional triggers before she becomes explosive."

She was not a bad student. At times she thrived in the day treatment school programs she attended. Even though returning to mainstream schools was often rough, she excelled in a few of them, as well. In eighth grade, the teenager earned a 4.0 grade point average and was honored at a school banquet for teaching Spanish to disabled students.

But in the schools, as in the foster homes, her behavior grew increasingly explosive.

In seventh grade, authorities ticketed her for kicking the walls of her school bus. Later that school year, police arrested her after she bit another student and poked him with a wooden flagpole. At that point, she had been expelled from two schools and suspended at least four times. She said after the attack that "feeling bullied most of the time" contributed to her anger.

The next school year, the girl was at yet another school, where she reportedly kicked a teacher in the face. No further details of the incident are available.

Still, she excelled academically and graduated from middle school on a high note.

The bigger picture

The girl's story speaks to broader shifts in Milwaukee Public Schools, where an unprecedented number of students are, like her, in special education programs and perpetually on the move.

This year, for the first time, more than 20% of the district's high school students received special education services.

In some MPS high schools, more than a third of the students are in special education. While many special education students stay out of trouble, others can absorb the majority of their teachers' time. 

David Coyle, lead teacher at the Milwaukee Learning Laboratory & Institute, said he spends about 20% of his time on about five disruptive kids out of about 170 students in the school.

"I try my best because usually I'm the person who deals with most of it," he said. "I'm not professionally trained. I can talk to the kids, but I'm not a psychologist and I'm not a social worker. There are probably a lot of things that I'm not picking up on."

Student movement throughout the city's schools is widespread. The district's official "mobility rate" underestimates the churn, since it counts only students moving into a school during the school year. That ignores the children who leave or disappear.

James Sonnenberg, principal of Westside Academy, notes that his school's official mobility rate is about 20%, but it's really closer to 50%.

"If I could change one thing about this school, it would be the mobility," he said.

The 15-year-old girl had endured years of turmoil by the time she started high school in the fall.

She came from a family with a history of mental health issues and had herself been receiving treatment for several years.

She came from a family that was broken in the most literal sense of the term. She was part of a stressed school system dealing with increasingly needy, transient students. She had been reared by a slew of adults, many of whom eventually asked that she be taken away.

"In a subtle way, we've bought into the idea of losing control," said Jerrell Braxton, the school social worker at Milwaukee High School of the Arts. "And as a result, I think our kids have bought into the idea that it's OK to go off."

None of this excuses what she did, or even explains it.

But her actions, like those of the dozens of students who brought weapons to school or assaulted their teachers, cannot be divorced from the context in which they occurred, according to teachers and social workers interviewed about youth violence.

"These kids are angry, they are living in poverty. They've faced adversity at a young age that adults are cracking under," said Enrique Lockhart, a football coach at the Washington High School complex who was assaulted last fall by an 18-year-old. "It's too much. It's too much for a child."

At some point in the fall semester, the girl talked to her birth mother. It was the first contact noted in her case file in years.

The girl told child welfare officials that her mother was living in a residential drug treatment facility in Chicago. She refused to give them her mother's phone number. The girl's great-great aunt living in Chicago told caseworkers she believed the mother would never be capable of caring for her children.

When the girl started high school at Ronald Reagan, she had problems right away. Staff members worked with her to create a plan for when she grew angry. Reagan has an ambitious academic program and a structured, intense school day.

It was a bad fit from the start.

An assertive principal

Over the last four years, Julia D'Amato earned a reputation as an assertive principal who was fiercely protective of her school - and its students.

But she was not prepared to fight one of them.

Shortly after the girl arrived in the main office Oct. 11, D'Amato asked a staff member to call police. She sensed the student would not easily calm down.

At more than 150 pounds, the student was close in size to D'Amato.

Even with several adults nearby, the girl punched D'Amato forcefully in the chest.

The stunned administrator remembered thinking: "She's not going to see me fall."

A second blow sent D'Amato reeling. She slammed into a wall, then fell to the floor, blacking out.

For weeks, D'Amato was unable to attend school because of her injuries. 

In a recent interview, she said her injuries included a fractured bone in her back. She is still in pain and undergoing physical therapy.

D'Amato believes the student never should have been sent to her school. Instead, she should have been in a setting where she could have been better controlled.

The principal also says that, whatever the details of her background, the girl had no justification for attacking people.

"You can't endanger the safety of kids in school because you're not getting what you want," she said.

She is still shocked that, after 31 years of working happily and productively in schools, she was actually struck by a student.

"It was surreal," she said.

D'Amato argued that the girl should serve time in a juvenile correctional facility for the attacks. The teen was convicted on a felony charge for the assault of D'Amato.

She is still enrolled at a school focused on children with behavioral issues. She's still part of the foster care system.

A judge put her on probation in winter.

"You don't want to just throw her in jail and lock her up," said Braxton, the social worker at Milwaukee High School of the Arts. "I'm not saying she has the right to attack anyone. But she has issues that need to be dealt with in order to balance her out in society."

The violent acts did not end that day at Reagan.

Just a few months later, she found herself in trouble again at an alternative school when she turned on two staff members - punching and then biting them.

For the girl, the cycle keeps repeating.
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The anger seemed to come from nowhere. 

When another student slammed a fruit cup on a cafeteria lunch table last fall, the young girl's rage began to build.

It grew in the cafeteria, as the 15-year-old lashed out at her fellow students, angry that some of the spilled fruit landed on her pants.

It grew in the main office of Ronald Reagan High School on Milwaukee's south side, where school staff had taken her to regroup.

In the office, a steady stream of profanities flowed from her mouth. Sensing a growing threat of violence, the school principal, Julia D'Amato, approached. Again and again, D'Amato told her:

"You have to calm down." 

"You have to calm down."

But she was just getting started.

When authorities arrested the student for punching the principal twice, knocking her out, the incident became front-page news, a horrific example of random violence in the schools.

The story of the years leading up to the attack, however, paints a portrait of the causes of youth violence. When she was just 5 years old, the girl witnessed a gang murder. Not long after the shooting, her family broke apart.

During the last decade, movement became the only constant in her life - from foster home to foster home and from school to school.

The girl's name is being withheld because she is a juvenile. The Journal Sentinel's attempts to contact her were unsuccessful.

Her story, detailed in hundreds of pages of Children's Court and child welfare documents, helps explain why schools struggle with violence. Despite the extreme details, the girl illustrates stresses many of Milwaukee's children live under. 

Thousands of them come from fatherless homes, raised by mothers who are children themselves or by the county's foster care system. Many are shuffled around in a way that impedes long-term relationships with caring adults and mentors, while they live surrounded by the life-draining violence of the streets.

In this teenager's life, these stresses combined in a singular, incendiary fashion during a moment when she lost all control.

Violence begets violence

The girl's file at Children's Court is thicker than a city phonebook. But it offers only a sentence or two about the gang murder she witnessed in Chicago, an act of violence that rippled through the coming years. 

Her three older brothers also saw it. The case file doesn't say who was killed or why. Their mother made a desperate effort to protect her children from the violence surrounding them by coming to Milwaukee. 

After they arrived, the young child and her family bounced from shelter to shelter. Each time, staff kicked them out for behavior described as "volatile" or "unruly" - although no details were cited in the records. Finally, after only a few days in the city, the mother called authorities. She had no place to live with her children and was ready to give them up.

But when police and child welfare authorities arrived, the mother had changed her mind. She said she would live on the streets with them if necessary. 

The officials looked at the children, who were dirty and out of control. And at the mother, whose inconsistent, explosive behavior suggested mental health problems.

They took the mother to a mental health facility, placing the children in the temporary custody of the state.

With that seemingly temporary step, the family broke apart permanently.

Mother disappears

Almost immediately after her children were taken, the mother disappeared. For years, she was out of touch with Milwaukee foster care workers.

Their caseworkers heard stories through Chicago relatives of drug addiction, mental health problems and prostitution.

Ira Bordow, an attorney who served as legal guardian for the girl until she turned 12, said he argued before one judge that the child and her brothers should be reunited with relatives in Illinois.

"I'm not saying the kids would have been better off in Chicago, but at least what family they had was there," he said.

The children didn't go back. Instead, they entered the foster care system.

For the first 2 1/2 years, the girl lived in the same home. But in February 2000, her foster mother said she could not cope with the child's increasingly erratic behavior.

That triggered a series of moves.

By that March, when she was 8, the girl was hurting herself, banging her head against a wall. 

She was admitted to a treatment center for children with mental health issues, where she tried to kill herself several times that year, often by running into a busy street.

Studies have shown that it's extremely rare for a child under age 11 to attempt or commit suicide. There hasn't been a reported suicide of a child under 11 in the city in a couple of years. Experts argue that children under age 12 cannot fully understand the implications of suicide. 

Soon, the girl began to hurt other people, too.

In one foster home, she threw herself on the floor, kicking and screaming. She threatened her foster mother and hit another child in the head with a belt.

The home had seemed like a great fit at the start. Court documents from October 2001 noted that she felt "comfortable enough to joke with and tease" her foster mother. 

Over the years, this pattern would repeat multiple times, and would grow to define the young woman's troubled life:

Initially, she would get along with her foster parent. But eventually, she would become violent. Ultimately, she would move.

The girl's treatment

From about the age of 8, the girl received mentoring, individual therapy, crisis intervention and medication management services from Wraparound, a county program for children with serious emotional and mental health issues. While her counselors changed over the years, therapy and anti-depressants were fixtures from a young age.

The girl saw her brothers during group therapy sessions. They had their own problems in the foster care system - and with the law.

Her oldest brother has been through Children's Court at least 22 times, for crimes including disorderly conduct, battery and sexual assault. 

In 2003, when the girl was 11, she attended a sibling therapy session at Ethan Allen juvenile correction facility, where her older brother was held. A caseworker wrote that the children created "therapeutic rap verses about their thoughts." They felt unwanted but hoped to be reunited with their parents.

The girl "felt the most alone because she has few memories and cannot remember what their mother and father look like," the caseworker wrote. "She has the most feelings of unwantedness and rejection."

Since the day her mother disappeared, the child moved more than 30 times in the foster care system.

The trauma of loss

Milwaukee has a high rate of teen mothers and women living without spouses. Studies have shown that children without fathers do worse in school, earn less in their lifetimes and are more likely to end up in prison than those with fathers.

For children in the foster care system, who lack a stable father and mother, the situation is more severe.

Research indicates that young children taken by authorities from their parents' home can suffer as much trauma as children who witness a violent crime.

Although it's extremely rare for children in the foster care system to move 30 times, instability is common.

Last year more than a quarter of the children in foster care had lived in at least four homes, according to a semi-annual report on the foster system.

For some children, the trauma grows with each move, making it less likely they will form healthy relationships with a parent figure.

The same pattern that defined the girl's life in the foster care system took shape in the schools. The girl, a special education student, would thrive for a few months and then fall to pieces.

Always, that meant bouncing to a new school.

In sixth grade, a caseworker reported that she was doing "extremely well," and her teachers praised the girl for recognizing "her emotional triggers before she becomes explosive."

She was not a bad student. At times she thrived in the day treatment school programs she attended. Even though returning to mainstream schools was often rough, she excelled in a few of them, as well. In eighth grade, the teenager earned a 4.0 grade point average and was honored at a school banquet for teaching Spanish to disabled students.

But in the schools, as in the foster homes, her behavior grew increasingly explosive.

In seventh grade, authorities ticketed her for kicking the walls of her school bus. Later that school year, police arrested her after she bit another student and poked him with a wooden flagpole. At that point, she had been expelled from two schools and suspended at least four times. She said after the attack that "feeling bullied most of the time" contributed to her anger.

The next school year, the girl was at yet another school, where she reportedly kicked a teacher in the face. No further details of the incident are available.

Still, she excelled academically and graduated from middle school on a high note.

The bigger picture

The girl's story speaks to broader shifts in Milwaukee Public Schools, where an unprecedented number of students are, like her, in special education programs and perpetually on the move.

This year, for the first time, more than 20% of the district's high school students received special education services.

In some MPS high schools, more than a third of the students are in special education. While many special education students stay out of trouble, others can absorb the majority of their teachers' time. 

David Coyle, lead teacher at the Milwaukee Learning Laboratory & Institute, said he spends about 20% of his time on about five disruptive kids out of about 170 students in the school.

"I try my best because usually I'm the person who deals with most of it," he said. "I'm not professionally trained. I can talk to the kids, but I'm not a psychologist and I'm not a social worker. There are probably a lot of things that I'm not picking up on."

Student movement throughout the city's schools is widespread. The district's official "mobility rate" underestimates the churn, since it counts only students moving into a school during the school year. That ignores the children who leave or disappear.

James Sonnenberg, principal of Westside Academy, notes that his school's official mobility rate is about 20%, but it's really closer to 50%.

"If I could change one thing about this school, it would be the mobility," he said.

The 15-year-old girl had endured years of turmoil by the time she started high school in the fall.

She came from a family with a history of mental health issues and had herself been receiving treatment for several years.

She came from a family that was broken in the most literal sense of the term. She was part of a stressed school system dealing with increasingly needy, transient students. She had been reared by a slew of adults, many of whom eventually asked that she be taken away.

"In a subtle way, we've bought into the idea of losing control," said Jerrell Braxton, the school social worker at Milwaukee High School of the Arts. "And as a result, I think our kids have bought into the idea that it's OK to go off."

None of this excuses what she did, or even explains it.

But her actions, like those of the dozens of students who brought weapons to school or assaulted their teachers, cannot be divorced from the context in which they occurred, according to teachers and social workers interviewed about youth violence.

"These kids are angry, they are living in poverty. They've faced adversity at a young age that adults are cracking under," said Enrique Lockhart, a football coach at the Washington High School complex who was assaulted last fall by an 18-year-old. "It's too much. It's too much for a child."

At some point in the fall semester, the girl talked to her birth mother. It was the first contact noted in her case file in years.

The girl told child welfare officials that her mother was living in a residential drug treatment facility in Chicago. She refused to give them her mother's phone number. The girl's great-great aunt living in Chicago told caseworkers she believed the mother would never be capable of caring for her children.

When the girl started high school at Ronald Reagan, she had problems right away. Staff members worked with her to create a plan for when she grew angry. Reagan has an ambitious academic program and a structured, intense school day.

It was a bad fit from the start.

An assertive principal

Over the last four years, Julia D'Amato earned a reputation as an assertive principal who was fiercely protective of her school - and its students.

But she was not prepared to fight one of them.

Shortly after the girl arrived in the main office Oct. 11, D'Amato asked a staff member to call police. She sensed the student would not easily calm down.

At more than 150 pounds, the student was close in size to D'Amato.

Even with several adults nearby, the girl punched D'Amato forcefully in the chest.

The stunned administrator remembered thinking: "She's not going to see me fall."

A second blow sent D'Amato reeling. She slammed into a wall, then fell to the floor, blacking out.

For weeks, D'Amato was unable to attend school because of her injuries. 

In a recent interview, she said her injuries included a fractured bone in her back. She is still in pain and undergoing physical therapy.

D'Amato believes the student never should have been sent to her school. Instead, she should have been in a setting where she could have been better controlled.

The principal also says that, whatever the details of her background, the girl had no justification for attacking people.

"You can't endanger the safety of kids in school because you're not getting what you want," she said.

She is still shocked that, after 31 years of working happily and productively in schools, she was actually struck by a student.

"It was surreal," she said.

D'Amato argued that the girl should serve time in a juvenile correctional facility for the attacks. The teen was convicted on a felony charge for the assault of D'Amato.

She is still enrolled at a school focused on children with behavioral issues. She's still part of the foster care system.

A judge put her on probation in winter.

"You don't want to just throw her in jail and lock her up," said Braxton, the social worker at Milwaukee High School of the Arts. "I'm not saying she has the right to attack anyone. But she has issues that need to be dealt with in order to balance her out in society."

The violent acts did not end that day at Reagan.

Just a few months later, she found herself in trouble again at an alternative school when she turned on two staff members - punching and then biting them.

For the girl, the cycle keeps repeating.

PART 3
http://www.jsonline.com/story/index.aspx?id=602026
JOURNAL SENTINEL WATCHDOG REPORT
Disruptive students bounced from school to school 

By SARAH CARR
scarr@journalsentinel.com
Posted: May 7, 2007
Third in a four-part series
Before anyone could stop them, two boys stood on tables during a crowded lunch at Milwaukee's Bradley Tech High School this winter, flashing gang signs and chanting gang slogans.

Many of the students, who had been eating, chatting and milling about in the school's open atrium, cheered them on.

Quickly, the commotion grew.

The boys who caused the disruption were new to Tech. A few days before, they had been expelled from a suburban high school for fighting, said Tech Principal Ed Kovochich. 

Shortly thereafter, they would be forced out of Tech, too - bounced to another MPS high school. 

"The dance of the lemons," as Kovochich described it.

Teachers, administrators and social workers say the most violent or disruptive children are regularly moved from school to school.

Although the district does not officially track the movement, this dance involves scores of children a year, creating a system that treats disruptive, troubled students as someone else's problem, the Journal Sentinel found.

"Kids are being recycled in MPS schools until something really serious happens," said Willie Jude, former principal of Custer High School, who retired about two years ago. "Then they get sent to correctional institutions or expelled altogether."

The constant movement can take a stark toll on the children. But it also takes a toll on the schools.

Consider what happened at Custer High School three years ago.

In the middle of the school year, 40 students arrived, some of them bringing long rap sheets.

A few had assaulted teachers. Others had committed robbery. Some were simply uninterested in school.

"Not everyone creates a problem," Jude said. "But enough create a problem that (we) have to focus on those kids instead of academics."

Many of them came from "behavioral reassignment" - alternative programs meant to prepare students to return to mainstream high schools. 

"You have administrators dealing with just those 40 kids," Jude said. "As a result, they aren't focusing on our real goal, which is education. They aren't working with the teachers. They aren't in the classroom observing. They aren't talking with parents about their child's academic performance."

There's a growing consensus that the chronic movement needs to be stopped. But first, the community has to decide which mental and behavioral services the school district should be expected to provide - and which the district can't handle alone.

Superintendent William Andrekopoulos said MPS is trying to expand the number of alternative school seats and beef up the number of social workers and psychologists in the traditional schools.

"Our belief is that we want children to be in regular schools as much as possible," he said.

Others believe that new ideas are needed. 

"I don't think we as a society have figured out how to treat those students so their behavior improves," said Lori Cameron, a school psychologist who works with MPS' Violence Prevention Program. Or, she added, "where to treat them."

Little data on movement

The movement of disruptive children is a problem many within MPS know about - but no one measures.

The district does not track the number of students transferred to other schools for behavioral reasons. Neither do many of the large high schools. 

The Journal Sentinel asked the district's 11 large high schools for their transfer numbers, and many said they don't keep track. The large high schools that do track the numbers report that at least a couple dozen students move in and out of their school midyear for discipline reasons. Pulaski High School alone took 50 new students. Schools with selective admissions, such as Rufus King, are more immune.

District administrators say several years ago they changed their computer system, making it impossible to track overall movement. But Hughes George, director of student services, said MPS is looking into buying a new system that would make such tracking easier.

Most children who are expelled from a school spend a semester or two in an alternative setting before returning to MPS, Andrekopoulos said.

The transition can be rough.

When Custer received the 40 new problem students three years ago, it took six weeks before the children and school environment returned to normal, Jude said. 

"Many of them aren't coming looking for a fresh start," he said. "They are looking for opportunities to continue their ways. If we don't get on top of it, kids that were behaving themselves might now become involved in the melee."

About half of the new arrivals tend to find their place eventually, he said. The rest leave - or are kicked out. 

Teachers have to devote extra time to helping the newcomers adjust. In some cases it can be a long, hard battle.

Jude recalls one sophomore student who arrived midyear at Madison High School. It was the boy's fifth high school. He had a long rap sheet, including assaulting teachers and other students.

His teacher at Madison took the time to consult with a previous teacher, who said that, despite the boy's emotional outbursts, he wanted to learn.

"During the first week or so the kid was suspended three times in one week because he was misbehaving," Jude said. "A couple of teachers said, 'I don't care what happens, he's going to behave himself and do some work.' They kept him in the classroom. Sometimes we had to restrain him there. But over a period of time it began to work."

The boy graduated from Madison. But not every case wraps up so neatly.

He tells story to judge

Stephan Collins was dressed in a suit and tie last month as he described to Milwaukee County Circuit Judge Mel Flanagan his own dance through Milwaukee's schools.

The 18-year-old was being sentenced for assaulting Washington High School's football coach. Collins had shoved the coach, Enrique Lockhart, punched him in the face, grabbed his genitals, and tried to put him in a chokehold. 

The reason: Lockhart had asked the high school senior not to leave the auditorium early and had followed Collins upstairs when he ignored the request.

Collins had been cited previously for disorderly conduct. But the assault on Lockhart was by far his most serious offense.

Collins started high school at Vincent, where he "had a problem with a teacher," he told the judge. Then, he went to Milwaukee Leadership Training Center, a charter school for high-risk students who have struggled elsewhere.

From the training center, Collins moved to Marshall High School. He had to leave Marshall, however, because the school was being phased out to make room for three smaller high schools. 

So Collins went to Washington, where he assaulted the coach.

The judge sentenced Collins to probation for two years and instructed him to complete an anger management program and get his high school diploma. 

"You have a threshold of frustration that is far too volatile," the judge said. "Most of the changes are a result of your behavior. This is where (Lockhart) has to teach, where he has to get up and function every day. . . . It's more than an altercation between the two of you. It affects the whole environment."

Children involved in far more serious crimes are also bounced from school to school. 

The youngest boy charged in the mob beating of Charlie Young Jr. in 2002 avoided time in juvenile corrections. But court files show the schools have been at a loss for how to cope with him. 

The boy, 10 at the time of the attack, was judged not mentally competent to stand trial.

He returned home, and to MPS, where records show he has bounced from school to school. 

At one MPS middle school, several teachers wrote letters to a Children's Court judge in December 2004, saying they were struggling to cope with the boy.

Among other things, they reported he threatened to sexually assault another student and tried to touch her indecently. He also reportedly punched another student in the nose, they said.

His special education teacher said in a letter: "He has demonstrated that the limitations of Milwaukee Public Schools cannot meet his needs. This child is in need of more intensive services than can be found within the public school systems or within the repertoire of a special education teacher." 

The boy was not long for that school, anyway.

One day in January 2005, school staff told him to return to class. He broke into a run, colliding with a safety aide so hard that he knocked two of the aide's teeth loose.

The boy was transferred to a day treatment program where he received more intensive psychological services. Such programs can cost the district $30,000 to $35,000 per student, plus transportation.

Then he was returned to MPS.

The boy's family declined to talk to a reporter about his case, but said through their lawyer that the "school-shuffling" process has been difficult for the family.

Andrekopoulos said the district is increasingly struggling to address the mental health needs of its students, some of whose issues range from mild depression to bipolar disorder.

"It's challenging us from a financial point of view, but also challenging us from an educational point of view," he said. "The mental health needs are not the primary responsibility of the schools system. That's partly a community responsibility."

Mainstreaming is the trend

Decades ago, children like the boy originally charged in the Charlie Young beating might get sent to a reform school or mental institution. These days, they are more likely to be attending mainstream schools, and living in the community.

Institutions such as orphanages are long gone.

People with mental illnesses, whether children or adults, are more likely to be treated in community settings than mental institutions. 

Changes in the health insurance system also discourage long-term stays in hospitals for children with serious mental health needs.

Just a few years ago, the county and MPS jointly operated a program for dozens of students with emotional and behavioral problems.

The county provided psychologists and social workers, but the funding was cut off. Eventually the site was closed and the children were spread out to other schools in the district.

Over the last two decades, MPS closed several of its alternative schools for children with behavioral issues - schools such as Hayes and Craig - relying instead on outside agencies that can more easily pick and choose which students they will accept.

As a result of these changes, the vast majority of children who require special education services attend regular MPS schools. In addition, when students get kicked out of private schools such as Messmer High School, they often enroll at MPS.

Jude, the former principal at Custer, argued that MPS needs to expel more children completely - not just transfer them to an alternative school. He also thinks the district needs to create more of its own alternative schools.

According to Cameron, the school psychologist who works with the Violence Prevention Program, some children cannot thrive in a traditional school environment.

"If a student goes on to two or three different buildings and continues to have a difficult time, obviously it's not working," she said. "Some students have emotional needs that are incompatible with being in with a lot of other students."

Tom Phillipson, who runs a parents advocacy organization that works with some of the most troubled students in MPS, said he would like to see specialized services for the small minority of students who suffer from mental illness.

He thinks the city needs its own financially accessible version of Kradwell School - a private program in Wauwatosa that focuses on students with bipolar disorder, depression, anxiety and other issues.

MPS students can usually get into Kradwell only if their parents have enough money to sue the school district, Phillipson said.

MPS officials "understand their moral obligation to provide an education to these kids. The dilemma is they don't do it," he said. "There is no solution within the context of the current system."

Bloom where they're planted

Others stress that most children, including those with serious mental health issues, belong in traditional schools and that the district has a legal obligation to serve school-age children in the city.

Chris Morano, director of the Milwaukee County Mental Health Complex's Mobile Urgent Treatment Team, said it's been hard for people to accept that many children with severe mental health issues should be treated in the community.

"We've got to help kids bloom where they are planted rather than someplace else," he said.

David Coyle, lead teacher at the Milwaukee Learning Laboratory & Institute, argues that "if you are isolating kids and putting them in one spot where they get a lot of services, I don't think it's good for them socially.

"The real key is figuring out how you can create something in the school system that matches kids up with schools that are good for them." 

Coyle said he's trimming back slightly on classroom teaching positions next year to increase the amount of time a psychologist spends at the school. It's a stark example of the trade-off schools face between teaching and mental health needs.

The district hopes the creation of dozens of small high schools like the Milwaukee Learning Laboratory & Institute will help curb some of the movement among the large high schools. But the small high schools, too, regularly receive a group of students in the middle of the year who are fresh out of juvenile corrections or alternative programs.

Coyle said his small school received nearly 10 kids within a few days in the middle of the school year. 

"Ten in a school of 168 can actually ruin a school for a while," he said. "Being so small, if there is a disturbance or a kid yells or screams, everyone in the school knows about it and the culture really changes."

Superintendent Andrekopoulos said the district is exploring the possibility of creating a school for children with serious behavioral issues. But he has mixed feelings about the prospect. 

"We don't want to create in the school system a school that moves kids into prison," he said.

Andrekopoulos said he does not believe that isolating the "small number" of chronic disrupters will solve the problem. 

"If you remove those small number of kids, there will be another small number," he said.

Still, he plans to ask representatives from The Council of the Great City Schools, which works with urban school districts throughout the country, to evaluate the city's student discipline procedures. It's one area that needs a hard look, he said. 

No one acts as liaison

Under the current system, no one has the job of routinely connecting the dots between the mental health community, the juvenile justice system and the school district. 

"You could argue that the complexity of the system is one of the big barriers to serving kids with mental health issues," said Ann Umhoefer, chief administrative officer at St. Aemilian-Lakeside Inc. Her center provides numerous services for children in the community, including treatment foster care, day treatment and residential programs for children who have struggled in traditional settings.

St. Aemilian is working with other organizations to create a clearinghouse of mental health services for children in Milwaukee that could then be used by families and the schools, she said.

Cameron, the school psychologist, said there should be better coordination between programs like Running Rebels and the school district. Running Rebels offers mentoring services for children charged with crimes.

Stephan Collins started this fall at Madison - the fifth Milwaukee high school he has attended.

"They just switched me out of school," Collins told the judge. "I never got expelled. I never had a central meeting. None of that."

"I am not saying the system fails everyone," his mother said. "But after a while you just get tired of banging your head against a wall."
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At Todd County High School in South Dakota last school year, 16 calls to police helped earn the school an unsavory distinction in the eyes of the state and federal government: The rural school was slapped with the label "persistently dangerous." 

Under the 6-year-old No Child Left Behind Act, each state must define a "persistently dangerous" school and allow parents to transfer their children out of them.

But at Milwaukee's Fritsche Middle School, 187 calls to police over a recent six-month period did not make the school persistently dangerous under Wisconsin's definition.

Neither did 263 calls at Bay View High School, or 299 at Custer.

The fact that Todd County's high school is "dangerous" while many of Milwaukee's high schools do not come close to earning the designation highlights dramatic inconsistencies in the way the federal safety provision is applied, a Journal Sentinel analysis shows.

The analysis also found that the dangerous schools provision does little to foster accountability on school safety issues - and could actually discourage accountability in some schools and states. 

Milwaukee does not have a single dangerous school. Neither does Chicago. Nor Boston. Nor Los Angeles.

All told, 40 schools throughout the country were labeled dangerous at the start of this school year - nine of them in Philadelphia.

None is in Wisconsin.

The states and schools that have been the most rigorous and thorough in reporting and defining violence wind up paying a price for it. In many cases the schools lose dozens of students to ones that are presumed to be safer.

Just eight states have had schools identified as persistently dangerous over the last three years. Most of these states reported that dozens, if not hundreds, of students transferred as a result. With 643 transfers over two years, Maryland led the pack.

In other states, such as South Dakota, the biggest repercussion has been the stigma of being on the list. The Todd County High School is so remote the district cannot even offer students a feasible transfer option.

Worse than the inconsistency, however, the law could provide incentives for states to go easy on safety, or schools to underreport crimes, since bureaucrats don't want the stigma of a "persistently dangerous" label on their schools. 

In New York, 10 of 15 largely middle-income districts had failed to report at least one-third of the violent incidents documented in school records, a state audit found last year. New York had 17 schools identified as persistently dangerous this fall.

"In some districts, particularly rich ones, there's a pressure on administrators not to report the kinds of violence they see because that has an impact on property values," said Beverly Glenn, executive director of the Hamilton Fish Institute on School and Community Violence at George Washington University. The institute works with schools to prevent school violence. 

"Nobody wants to move into a neighborhood where the school is characterized as violent," she said.

Richard Bordeaux, superintendent of the Todd County district, which is on a low-income American Indian reservation, said honesty has to trump public image.

"We are not a persistently dangerous school, but we are going to maintain some integrity," he said. 

Every time there's a fight at the school, Bordeaux calls police, and it gets logged as an assault. The only "weapon" found regularly at Todd County High School is a cigarette lighter. But it contributes to the school being labeled dangerous. 

"I told people, 'We are going to be on the list every year,' " Bordeaux said. "What are you going to do, come and close us down?' "

Mostly about academics

Lawmakers wrote the dangerous-schools provision into No Child Left Behind to address school safety issues in a law that was otherwise overwhelmingly focused on academics and testing.

The original intent, according to lobbyists and legislative aides, was to allow families with children at dangerous schools to transfer to private schools using vouchers.

That element was changed in the final bill - families could transfer only to other public schools in the district. 

Lawmakers began by trying to create a national standard for a violent incident and a dangerous school. But when they actually started writing, the definitions got complicated, according to participants in the process.

They started to wonder: Does school violence happen only inside school gates or can it also happen outside them? And what if it happens on the way home?

So that sticky determination was left to the states, with highly variable results. 

Federal law now requires all states to have a dangerous-school definition. Many of the states, however, have defined "persistently dangerous" in such a way that schools are unlikely to earn the label unless they have a large number of violent incidents over an extended period, and are thorough in their reporting. 

In Wisconsin, to earn the label of persistently dangerous, a large school needs to suspend more than 5% of its students for weapons incidents or expel more than 1% of the students for assault, weapons or dangerous behavior for three straight years.

A school of 1,000 students, for instance, would have to suspend 50 students every year for three straight years for weapons incidents. 

Put another way, a large high school could find a gun every day for a week, and it would likely not qualify as persistently dangerous under Wisconsin's definition.

Under Maryland's definition, in a school of 1,000 students, 25 would have to be expelled for serious offenses for three consecutive years.

In Pennsylvania, by contrast, a school is identified as dangerous based on the number of students who are arrested for violent incidents, including robbery, assaults and weapons possession.

Peter Pochowski, MPS' director of safety and security, said his department does not track students arrested for violent offenses. Instead, the district looks at the outcome of the school disciplinary process.

"It's a tough call, defining what makes a school dangerous," said Pochowski, adding that he wishes there were more consistent definitions.

In Wisconsin, a committee of legislators approved the definition with input from educators and the public.

"I think it's a fair definition," said Tony Evers, deputy state schools superintendent. "I'm not sure in the end analysis it will mean as much in Wisconsin as it does in other states."

He said parents have numerous school options in Wisconsin - and especially in Milwaukee. Adding one more school-transfer option would not make much of a difference, Evers said."The goal is to allow parental choice," he said. "In Milwaukee and the rest of the state, it exists to a large extent."

Evers added that school violence is a "complex community issue," and labeling schools does not do much to cope with the broader problem.

William Modzeleski, associate assistant deputy secretary for the Office of Safe and Drug Free Schools in the U.S. Department of Education, agrees that the provision should be changed.

"There needs to be an examination of the entire provision to see how we can reform it," he said.

"Philosophically, it's a very sound provision," he added. "I don't think anyone wants their children in an unsafe school. But on the flip side, we need to do a better job articulating what exactly those schools are - and how we can transform them."

Crime down in Philadelphia

In Philadelphia's schools, where officials have been aggressive in defining and reporting violence, crime has dropped significantly. 

District officials say the number of serious incidents in 2005-'06 was down 13.4% from the previous year.

"Self-improvement only happens after self-criticism," said Paul Vallas, chief executive officer of the school system.

He said detailed cataloging has allowed the district to pinpoint where the problems are - and then try to solve them. 

"If there is no accountability, there is not going to be any effort to improve the situation," he said. "I think the persistently dangerous school list, and the aggressive nature in which we've reported, forced everybody to say that we are going to do better."

The school safety situation, however, is by no means idyllic. In March, the city was stung by several high-profile attacks on teachers.

Vallas estimates that when he started in Philadelphia five years ago, between 30% and 40% of the safety incidents went unreported. Since then, the district has created a safety hotline where callers can report violence. That way, principals know they may get caught if they do not report something.

Glenn, at the Hamilton Fish Institute, said the pressure on administrators not to report fights, bullying and crime is more intense in wealthier districts where there's more concern over property values.

Don Krueger, former principal of Milwaukee's South Division High School, said he doubts there is rampant under-reporting of crime at MPS but added that no school is immune from reporting pressures.

"Sometimes, you would do it through reporting differently," he said. "Can you have an in-school suspension that's not called an in-school suspension? You start to think that way." 

Since Pennsylvania defines incidents largely in terms of arrests, and Wisconsin in terms of expulsions and suspensions, it's nearly impossible to compare Philadelphia and Milwaukee.

However, last school year in Philadelphia, which has about twice as many students as MPS, four firearms were found. In Milwaukee, 12 students were expelled for firearm incidents. If you include BB guns and replica guns, 48 students were expelled. Philadelphia has daily weapon scanners that students walk through to get into the high schools, while in Milwaukee the scans are done by a mobile team that cannot hit every school every day.

Moreover, the Journal Sentinel found that if South Dakota's definition for a persistently dangerous school were applied to Wisconsin, the state would likely have several schools slapped with the label.

In South Dakota, a school can have a maximum of 10 "dangerous incidents" for two years in a row before it is labeled persistently dangerous. Dangerous incidents can include battery, robbery and weapon possession with intent to do harm, among others.

Milwaukee does not always identify whether there was an "intent to do harm" when students are disciplined for weapon possession, making definitive conclusions impossible.

But a review of data at MPS over two recent years showed that 36 students at Custer were suspended or expelled for weapons incidents or assault and dangerous behavior in 2003-'04. The next school year, 49 Custer students were suspended or expelled for those reasons. In one case, a student used a padlock as a weapon.

Not all agree

Milwaukee parents differ on whether labeling schools as dangerous would be useful.

Carol Pleas-Carnie, whose children attend MPS schools, said she plans to transfer one of her daughters to a private school next year because of safety concerns at her K-8 school.

She said labeling schools more aggressively would help spotlight schools for parents not closely monitoring their children's schools. More importantly, Pleas-Carnie said, she would like to see more thorough and open reporting of crime. 

"So many of the reports that come out are full of fluff," she said.

Tina Johnson, who has two school-age children in Milwaukee, said she thinks parents need to visit schools to get a sense of how safe they are, and not rely on a label.

"That law has proved to be unfair and unsupported in so many other areas, and this is just one of them," she said.

Pochowski said he would also like to see increased accountability from the states and the federal government if the law's provision on persistently dangerous schools stays in effect.

He said one solution would be to have five different criteria for identifying a school as dangerous: The states could pick three of them individually, but the other two would be mandated by the federal government.

"We need some uniformity," he said. "Right now, there's nothing."

