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The contents of this issue reflect the views and perspectives of 
members of the larger community of the metro Denver region. 
Informed through our unique community-sourcing approach, 
the voices and perspectives reflected here are from the 
community, and we intend for these to inform the work of 
schools, school leaders, school boards, education foundation, 
and education legislators. After reading, please share.
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|  a message from the editor  |  antwan jefferson, ph.d  

As I reflect on the topic of school safety, I am reminded of the Maasai proverb, “And how are the 
children?” Reminded that the health of our society will be most evident in the lives of our children. 
And, because public education may be our society’s last truly public institution, there’s a public 
responsibility underlying the topic of safety in our public schools. 

I hope that this public responsibility is under exploration in each page, in every written word, and in 
every issue. 

In my own experience as a parent to school aged children, one of whom experienced an active shooter incident on campus 
on the last day of school in May, my understanding of children’s safety in schools has broadened beyond guns on campus. 
It now includes mental health resources, caring adults who guard against targeting and isolation, and a community that 
expects public education to honor its public commitment.

School safety is such a broad topic, I hope we’ve at least scratched the surface. I invite you to learn from this issue just as 
we’ve learned while creating it. You’ll encounter voices of families, educators, and former students; many of whom have 
also learned that we must think broadly about school safety if we want truly safer institutions.

You’ll also encounter the unique contributions of student artists whose perspectives on our broader society are represented 
in original art developed with RedLine Contemporary Art Center (https://www.redlineart.org/), a community-facing arts 
venue that centers the community and our children in the production of art for public use. Many thanks to Shaunie, Tya, 
Moe, and Robin.  

Together, I hope that the combination of insights from adults and youth throughout the region, and children’s art 
representing their perspectives on our society help us to understand the answer to the question: “And how are the 
children?” 

Welcome to our school safety issue. We hope that you find the writing here informative and the art inspiring.

Peace,

antwan
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By  | Allan Tellis, Chief Writer, Denver

SAFETY COMES IN MANY FORMS

     Often, when we think about safety in schools and  
other institutions of learning, our first inclination is to think 
of safety from threats of bodily harm — understandably 
so. But, it is important to recognize that the concept of 
safety in schools goes beyond physical welfare. Creating 
a safe environment in a school can mean different things 
for different people and requires that the social, material 
and psychological environment of a school be addressed. 
Safety is largely a perceived experience while also being 
referential for a shared understanding of environmental 
threats. The interplay between power, vulnerability, and 
subjectivity presents schools with a unique and complex 
challenge as it relates to keeping all students safe. Through 
exploring a series of recent community conversations 
we see how community members are defining and 
experiencing safety. Despite similar concerns about the lack 
of safety in schools, these conversations make it clear that 
making schools safer is a complicated and delicate task. 
      Community conversations revealed that protecting 
schools from gun violence was a prevailing concern, 
though the nature of these concerns varied. 

As one alum noted, “...especially with what’s happened 
in the US lately, kids can’t go to school without running 
the risk of potentially dying at the end of the day. And 
how can we parents, families, and supporters send kids 
to school every single day knowing that we run that 
risk of not seeing our child at the end of the day?” 
      However, as community members also pointed out, 
concerns about gun violence can often take all of the 
oxygen from the room. While addressing gun violence 
as an important and valid aspect of establishing school 
safety, community members suggested it is also important 
that we think about other facets of school safety. As one 
educator noted, “I think that so much of the policy is about 
the fact that to keep schools safe we have to stop school 
shootings. That’s absolutely true, but that’s not the daily 
safety that we’re talking about. That’s one small piece.” 
      For instance, going to school in old and outdated 
buildings--some of which lack central air conditioning 
units or are operating with faulty sewage systems-

-creates an important set of safety concerns. 
 

student SUCCESS
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A George Washington High School (DPS) alumnus 
recalled, “I would tell kids, like don’t drink from that 
water fountain, there’s probably lead coming out 
of that water. I remember…we would literally have 
power outages. Some of these power outages happen 
in the winter, so there’s no heat in the entire school.” 
      Occurrences within the neighborhood, outside of the 
actual school, can also impact the ability of students to 
be safe while at school. One parent mentioned that they 
became increasingly concerned about the effect of the 
surrounding environment on the campus after they heard 
about used needles being left in the playground. As this 
parent noted, “I know we can’t keep them in a bubble 
but especially on school grounds just to search and keep 
an eye out and maybe as adults maybe in the morning 
or the afternoon taking a look around the playground 
making sure everything is safe; there’s not anything 
lying around given the neighborhood that we’re in.”

Resources and Priorities
      Issues like instability of leadership, a chronic lack of 
resources, and confusion on where to focus our collective 
attention, makes providing an environment where 
students and educators feel safe a unique challenge. 
According to educators, the constant back and forth about 
what constitutes best practice can be draining. School 
safety is a difficult standard to pursue when schools are 
seemingly unable to create a sustained, consistent vision 
over time. This dynamic can also be complicated by 
different experiences of similar efforts to enhance school 
safety. For instance, some current teachers and former 
students report having a very positive relationship with 
SROs, while others felt that their presence alone was a 
source of fear and anxiety. As one alum and current DPS 
parent noted, “my immediate reaction… anytime the 
police are around, I don’t feel safe, ever. I get physically 
tense. Him [an officer] being there, I felt like I was being 
watched.” Importantly, our community conversations 
revealed that students were often unclear about why 
the SROs were in schools in the first place, and this lack 
of clarity created a sense of stress and anxiety amongst 
the students. Were they there to protect them from 
external threats, or to search and surveille them? 
      Not all schools have the financial capacity to 
implement innovative practices aimed to address social, 
emotional and physical safety, but those that do may 
have an increased ability to create safe environments. 
An educator stated that he felt the environment at the 
Montessori school he worked felt exceedingly safe, but 
that sense of safety and freedom was in part due to 
the unique and financial privilege of his school. As he 

recounted, “it was really cultivated in this way where the 
teachers felt supported, the children then felt supported, 
and then the families, you could help them feel supported. 
It just cost a lot of money. When you have the funds, it’s 
unfortunate, but that did seem to be the answer to it all. 
When you have a bunch of money being funneled into 
the school, you’re able to have these resources and things 
like that. It seems like it’s out there but it’s very selective 
for different people and things like that. Working through 
DPS this summer…I don’t feel safe there. The teachers 
were so ‘fried’ and the way they talked to the kids…”
       According to community members, current school 
policies regarding managing student behavior often fail 
to adequately recognize the needs of students and fail 
to create desirable outcomes like a safe environment. 
Moreover, and perhaps more importantly, many prevalent 
forms of addressing student behavior do not actually help 
students understand expectations or improve the student 
experience. Strategies that are focused on rehabilitation 
and reconciliation, like restorative justice, provide a more 
useful intervention than those rooted in isolation and 
punishment. “A lot of the positive behavior interventions 
that people would do for encouraging positive behavior 
in students were not culturally responsive at all”, one 
educator stated. “As a teacher, I was like, No wonder I’m 
struggling. I’m using these positive behavior incentives 
and interventions that don’t necessarily apply to my 
students at all.”  Frequent interactions, even if for negative 
behavior, can make compliant students associate good 
behavior with not being noticed, or even invisible.  They 
can then seek to go unnoticed, which conditions them to 
be quiet and uncomfortably isolated in school settings. 

Safe to be Me
      Metro area residents seemed to be concerned 
that students were not safe to express “their true 
authentic selves.” Students often don’t feel safe to 
openly express themselves because many teachers 
are unskilled in navigating situations in which 
students are behaving in problematic ways. For 
instance, an unsafe social environment may allow for 
bullying to take place, which can have tremendous 
negative impacts on the well-being of a child. 
As one alum recalled, “in middle school I don’t think 
I felt really safe going to school. Not like I thought 
I was going to get assaulted physically, not that kind 
of safeness--just, like, as in the safety to be myself.”
      Dynamics which jeopardize the perception of 
school safety are not always a result of potential 
physical harm. For instance, many metro area residents 
suggested that faculty diversity not being reflective of 
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student populations negatively impacts school safety. 
According to several alumni and teachers, not seeing 
faces like their own can be a source of anxiety and 
discomfort for students and staff. One Black alum framed 
her experience, stating: “I do remember how intimidated 
I would feel when an older white woman would come 
approach me to talk to me about something. It could be 
about anything, but every time…I would get so scared, 
and I would be so afraid that I did something wrong, 
even if I did nothing wrong. I’ve been doing a lot of 
reflecting lately and I did not realize how much anxiety 
being in that system caused me to have later on in life.”
      Race relations in the United States are inextricably 
connected with power relations, and students are capable 
of understanding and interpreting those dynamics as they 
evaluate their own sense of safety. As one white educator 
noted, “students of color are never going to feel safe when 
they’re in a system where 70 percent of their teachers 
are white women. We can read all the books and be as 
woke as we can be, but it’s just not the same.” Interactions 
within schools can trigger students to converge these 
experiences with other encounters with institutions 
designed to surveille and monitor them and others like 
them. One alum stated, “it’s just like the way they speak… 
Sometimes they speak to you in a demeaning tone and it’s 
just scary and intimidating, especially also growing up in 
the immigration system where it’s full of, you know, white 
people perpetuating systems of abuse to my brown family.”
      Community conversations also revealed that students 
incorporate the treatment of educators into their own 
perceptions of safety. Commenting on the mistreatment 
of faculty in DPS, one former educator remarked, “it’s 
not only damaging to me as the adult, but kids pick up on 
that, and then to them you are sending that message —
whether you are blatantly saying it or not, that this person 
that looks like me is not valued, so I’m also not going 
to be valued.” Area school districts have had difficulty 
recruiting and retaining teachers of color in part because 
they can’t provide a sense of safety for these educators. “A 
lot of BIPOC educators move on, because they don’t feel 
safe, they don’t feel supported, they don’t feel seen, they 
don’t feel like what they have to share or you know, their 
experience, their culture, is relevant or supported and 
they begin to shrink and it takes them a year to speak 
up... That psychological safety is very prevalent in my 
thoughts as well,” the former DPS educator continued.
      Many metro area community members highlighted 
that the ways in which some students’ families are treated 
can contribute to students feeling unsafe in schools. 

Due to things like language barriers and cultural 
differences, families can have an unease and discomfort 
in relation to schools, which has consequences for 
students’ perceived sense of safety. As one educator 
noted, “if the parents don’t feel safe, then the kids 
don’t really feel safe in school. I’ve been thinking about 
that because I come from a bilingual multicultural 
background...specifically with multicultural kids, we 
kind of neglect the parents a lot. I feel that’s something 
that needs to be prioritized with the safety concerns.”  

Social and Developmental Safety
      Community members, especially educators, voiced 
that some of the social development which helps students 
navigate relationships with faculty and each other was 
stunted due to a shift online due to the pandemic. In 
order to establish a sense of safety and community in the 
wake of a pandemic, schools may have to prioritize and 
incentivize the type of engagement that fosters meaningful 
relationships amongst those in the school. As one educator 
explained, “It feels like with Covid, social media, anxiety 
and depression, that communication which was designed 
to keep us together is actually tearing everyone apart.”
      It can also be difficult to establish a safe environment 
inside schools because students behaviors are deeply 
affected by the time they spend away from the classroom 
setting. The tension in attempting to establish safe 
schools while students’ are struggling in their day-to-
day lives became especially transparent during and after 
the pandemic. According to current and former teachers, 
the strain difficult home lives places on students can 
deeply affect their well-being and behavior, which in 
turn impacts how students experience safety in their 
schools. A teacher stated “these kids were at home and 
we have no control as staff or as mentors or as people 
who engage with these kids in a temporary setting.  We 
send them home and a lot of times, for that like 10-15%, 
we’re sending that 10-15% back home to a place where 
they don’t necessarily feel safe. I remember having kids 
that were devastated to have to go home for winter 
break because they knew that they might not eat.” 
      Even schools that provide opportunities for students to 
navigate their life experiences with professional guidance 
often lack the adequate resources for students to utilize 
the services. Several recent graduates noted that when 
they were students, they pursued mental health services 
provided by their school and preferred to work with 
counselors of color. However, securing therapeutic sessions 
was consistently difficult due to the limited availability 
of their preferred counselors and a lack of rapport with 
other mental health professionals at their schools. 
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As one alum recounted her experience with the only 
black therapist in her school, “...there was only one 
of her for a while. So therefore it was the whole 
student body that needed her. It was very hard to 
schedule meetings with her. That’s why it’s important 
to have therapists and counselors of color.” 
 
      We learned through our community conversations 
issues such as emotional health, infrastructural 
degradation, gun violence and social conditions are 
prevailing safety concerns. As we continue to engage 
community voices, we must also consider that the 
notion of being safe involves subjective judgment about 
how one feels in an environment. Establishing safe 
schools also means developing the capacity to identify 
how different people experience safety, and learning 
what makes or has made them feel unsafe in schools. 
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“Schools have an opportunity to be a safe haven, a community for students who aren’t finding safety  
outside of school walls.”

By  | Erin Pier

from an educator perspective

student SUCCESSProtect Kids Not Guns artist statement

Jay’vion C. 7th grade
Mentor: Alex Saintil

Protect Kids, Not Guns

Gun violence is an epidemic that has  
become a contemporary global
human-rights issue. In the United States,  
it is estimated that 3 million children bear
witness to gun violence each year. As a  
culture, we have become desensitized
to gun violence and instead, prioritized  
protecting gun ownership over the lives
of our children. This installation serves as a 
memorial and poignant reminder that
we can do better to protect Kids not Guns.

This issue of DJEC features artwork and artist statements 
from the 2022 Youth Art Mentoring Exhibition at RedLine 
Contemporary Art Center.
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Safety 

My role as an educator is an unusual one. As the Director 
of Advocacy at AUL Denver (a DPS charter school, former 
Academy of Urban Learning), my primary responsibility is 
to provide court and probation support for students facing 
charges. At AUL, our mission is to dismantle the school-to-
prison-pipeline, and to be seen by the courts as an alterna-
tive to juvenile incarceration. Currently, I serve approxi-
mately 10 percent of AUL’s 150 students.

In reading the articles from the Denver Journal of  
Education and Community on Student Safety, I find myself 
in agreement with much of the community’s reflections: 
safety is largely perceived. Race relations are inextricably 
connected with power relations. Psychological safety is 
imperative. So much of what the community is seeing  
resonates with my everyday observations.

In my opinion, the root of many of the safety issues  
mentioned by the community, though not directly named, 
is implicit bias. Implicit bias is behind SROs who search 
and surveil, teachers who fail to authentically connect with 
students, and why DPS struggles to retain teachers of color. 
It fuels the discomfort and anxiety that community  
members report feeling when educators do not share their 
same cultural identity or background, and it’s something 
we don’t talk about enough. 

What is implicit bias?

Implicit bias is defined as the mental process that causes 
us to have negative feelings and attitudes about people--
based on characteristics like race, ethnicity, age and appear-
ance--of which we are not consciously aware. 

When white teachers allow unchecked biases to guide 
them, they may assume negative intentions when  
dealing with challenging behavior. Researcher Halley  
Potter summarized this succinctly: if a white,  
preschool-aged child were to bite another child, the white 
teacher may recognize the behavior as familiar - similar to 
her niece or nephew. She may respond by recognizing that 
the child is struggling with communication, and offering 
support. If the child is Black or brown, however, the  
teacher might make assumptions, and think, “this is the 
beginning of aggressive behavior and the child needs  
discipline.” 

The impact of such bias leads to the suspension and  
expulsion of students of color at a rate three times greater 
than white students, despite similar, if not identical,  
infractions. 

For many students, challenging behaviors in school are 
directly correlated to a lack of feeling safe. 

Perhaps they feel unsafe at home or in their community. 
Perhaps they’ve witnessed violence or experienced abuse. 
In any case, they come to school seeking safety. Yet often 
they are met with teachers and staff who believe the worst 
about student intentions and meet mistakes with punitive 
consequences as opposed to grace, understanding and  
education. Schools are rejecting students for their behavior, 
and what is rejection if not the ultimate blow to  
psychological safety?

Failing to create safe community

Over the years, I’ve gotten in the habit of asking each of 
my students to reflect on their earliest negative experiences 
in school. Without fail, they point to a behavior event  
(e.g., fighting, biting, kicking) that occurred in early ele-
mentary, resulting in suspension. After they recount this 
experience, I ask, “What was happening in your life at that 
time?” They pause. No one has asked them this before.

Then:

What I hear from students is a range of experiences,  
such as:
-My mom told me in the car...
-My house was robbed...
-My dad was killed...
-My mom was...
-Both my parents were...
-I got taken...
-I didn’t have...
-I didn’t know...

The stories are endless. Every single one centers a young 
child deep in crisis trying to make sense of their lived  
experience. These kids are brilliant, creative, thoughtful,  
reflective and so kind. And before they were eight,  
they were written off by teachers because of troubling  
behaviors that were a direct reflection of what was going 
on in their lives. They were experiencing emotions they 
didn’t yet have the words to explain. Their educators did 
not ask them what motivated negative classroom behavior. 
They just punished them for doing it. 

Schools have an opportunity to be a safe haven, a commu-
nity for students who aren’t finding safety outside of school 
walls, and a place to maintain safety for those who are.  
We have a chance to humanize student behavior and  
provide tools for healing and growth. 



 |    Page 11    |    © 2023 djec   | 

| student safety |

Until we challenge educators to check their own biases, we’ll 
be unable to build trusting and safe communities with our  
students. But once we do, I believe schools can feel safer than 
ever before.

___________________________________________________ 
Erin Pier has worked in education  
for the past 15 years, both as a  
special education teacher and a 
school psychologist. She is now  
the Director of Advocacy at AUL 
Denver. Her efforts include grant 

writing, increasing student access to culturally relevant 
mental health supports, and working to dismantle the 
school-to-prison-pipeline and juvenile incarceration. 
She believes in the power of curiosity and imagination, 
and listening to each other’s stories with wonder. Erin 
lives in Denver with her husband, 3 amazing kids, and 
a beloved pup.
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By  | Kalayeh Houck

from a student perspective 

“It’s hard to find who you are and your identity when there’s no one hearing you, and if no one is helping 
you in that process it’s hard to find out who you are.” 

student SUCCESS
Rubix Kid

Kalayeh H. 6th grade

Schools need to take the time to solve the puzzle and figure out what makes kids feel safe.
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What does it take for a mixed-race, 12-year-old, 6th-grade 
LGBTQ girl to be seen?

In school I don’t feel seen but at home, I am seen. I feel 
seen at home because I am comfortable being me, but at 
school, I don’t have that exact environment or community 
where I feel seen. 

There are 1,424 kids in my school and only 74 teachers. 
Not everyone is being heard and it doesn’t matter who  
you are. Whether you are someone of color, or have a  
disability, or you speak another language, or a person from 
the LGBTQIA+ community, or a person just figuring out 
who they are, you should be heard no matter who you are. 

Now, how can we get kids like me in school to feel heard 
or seen? Being seen makes me feel safe at school. When 
teachers acknowledge that I am there and ask how I’m 
doing it makes me feel safe in my environment. But, that’s 
not just the teacher’s job, so we need to create a system to 
try to acknowledge kids. Counselors can be a part of that, 
but sometimes kids (even me) are scared to talk to a  
counselor. We worry whether they will judge us or think 
we need serious help. So we need to build trust and then 
build a system where kids can feel safe talking to an adult.

In the past, I’ve had some experiences where I’ve felt heard 
and seen. Youth Equity Leaders and Learners (Y.E.L.L.) is 
a program where some of the kids from school talk about 
different challenges of being a person of color and really 
bring attention to said challenges, programs like those make 
me feel seen.

It’s hard to find who you are and your identity when 
there’s no one hearing you, and if no one is helping you 
in that process it’s hard to find out who you are. People 
tend to not have help in that process so they begin to feel 
unwanted because no one is seeing them, and maybe  
someone is struggling and they can’t seek help as easily. 
Having programs where you feel acknowledged, and feel 
comfortable in that environment can be a tremendous help. 
Some people make me feel wanted and are helping me find 
out who I am. Some of those people are my friends, they 
hear me out and listen and see if I’m okay and don’t care 
about what other people think of me. They don’t judge me 
and that makes me feel safe and wanted to be around and 
that helps me a lot through that process. 

So what do you think it takes for a mixed biracial 
LGBTQ+ 6th-grade girl to feel safe and seen in her   
environment whether I am at home or at school? 
What does it take for everyone to feel safe? 

___________________________________________________
Kalayeh Houck is currently a 6th grader 
at Campus Middle School. She enjoys 
soccer, art, and spending time with her 
friends.
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By | Moe Gram

from a community perspective

“True justice is the sharing of information to provide access. As educators and community members,  
we commit to preparing students for life after school.”

student SUCCESS
The Insufferable Weight of a Most Grievous Certainty artist statement

Fernando M. 8th grade
Mentor: George- Michael Karas

The Insufferable Weight of a Most Grievous Certainty

Within this art piece we chose to use invisible ink to depict mental health afflictions and the societal issue of  
bullying. These things affect a great deal of people and can weigh an infinite amount on someone’s life. A huge 
problem is a lot of people don’t know what someone might be going through because so many carry it around  
unseen, which can sometimes lead to very unfortunate situations. What we would ask of you is to please use the 
black lights provided and take some time to find for yourself the difficulties people experience all over the world. 
Perhaps someone you know might be going through the same thing.

This issue of DJEC features artwork and artist statements 
from the 2022 Youth Art Mentoring Exhibition at RedLine 
Contemporary Art Center.
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Take a moment to consider what ultimate safety might feel 
like. What if there was never a question whether or not a 
student would be supported through their emotional growth? 
Where all students received the same information about the 
basic functions of human bodies and how to adequately care 
for themselves. Imagine if students were able to stay in class 
and access content even if they were out of uniform. Wouldn’t 
it be incredibly cool to see neuro-diverse students existing 
in learning environments that prioritize access to necessary 
supports? How amazing would it be for teachers to have the 
capacity to be both academically and emotionally supportive?

Student safety is a heavily nuanced topic. Even beyond school 
shootings, there is a genuine need to make sure students,  
families and staff are socially, emotionally, physically, and 
mentally safe. The ways we consider school safety often start 
at the state and federal levels with a trickle down effect that 
ultimately negatively impacts the well being of students in 
under-resourced schools.  

When thinking about this topic, I had an immediate concern 
around the consequences of the reversal of Roe v. Wade. I had 
big questions around how to support students in their sexual 
health needs and their access to sex education. Something we 
know to be true is the ever common cliche “with knowledge 
comes power.” True justice is the sharing of information to  
provide access. As educators and community members,  
we commit to preparing students for life after school.  
This commitment includes making sure students have a  
clear understanding of their anatomy, the functionality of  
reproductive organs of all genders, impacts of hormones, 
hygiene and an even longer list of important bodily functions 
that will definitely impact the success of their adult lives. I am 
a  product of teen pregnancy. I am confident that if my parents 
had access to sexual health education, they might not have  
had to endure the unfortunate consequences of such a  
circumstance. 

This is one example of the nuance involved in the conversa-
tion of student safety. When reading the article from these 
community conversations, a theme I am seeing is around  
support for teachers and staff. Like all other humans, the 
adults in every school building need to receive access to men-
tal health services, effective health care, and for decision mak-
ing agencies to have a general consideration of staff capacity to 
take on additional roles beyond their job descriptions. While 
this may be obvious, I would like to remind us that, when  
we take intentional care of the adults in schools, learning  
environments naturally become more supportive, loving,  
positive, compassionate, and growth oriented. All together, 
these are characteristics of a safe academic setting where  
students receive all of the support necessary for them to  
access content.   

In the spirit of being solution oriented, I believe it is important 
to consider the collective perspectives of staff, students, and 
families around school safety. Community feedback and the 
implementation of their perspectives when developing these 
plans are essential. The livelihood of these groups of people 
depend heavily on the choices of individuals who rarely step 
foot onto school campuses. I’d love to see staff, students and 
families establishing a collective vision of what ultimate school 
safety could look like. From there, decision makers would have 
clear actionable information that allows them to work back-
wards to generate clear benchmarks for a masterful plan. By 
implementing community feedback it is possible that students 
will be able to thrive in environments that meet them where 
they are and provide necessary support for social, emotional 
and academic learning. Wouldn’t that be rad?

_____________________________________________________  
Moe Gram is a multidisciplinary visual 
artist living in Denver, CO and working as 
the Community Outreach Coordinator for 
RedLine Contemporary Art Center. Gram 
graduated from California State University 
Bakersfield with a major in Studio Visual 

Arts and a minor in Cultural Studies; during which she partici-
pated in a 6 month museum studies and studio arts program in 
Florence, Italy. She is a former educator and current community 
advocate.
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By | Jon Wells

from a scholar perspective

“Communities need to have a genuinely open conversation about what school safety and security is,  
while co-developing policies and procedures that support the community’s wants and needs.”

student SUCCESS
Hidden Community artist statement

Jerome C. 8th grade
Mentor: Derek Simon

Hidden Community

“My name is Jerome Clinton and my art installation addresses the homelessness issue in the Denver Metro area and 
how it can happen to anyone. There are many ways people can end up homeless. Each tent tells the audience about 
the problems and living conditions some homeless people endure. Did you know 11,830 metro students experience  
homelessness?”

This issue of DJEC features artwork and artist statements 
from the 2022 Youth Art Mentoring Exhibition at RedLine 
Contemporary Art Center.
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| student safety |

Pragmatism,  Community Inclusion, and School Safety

Keeping schools safe only seems to get more complicated 
as our society evolves and changes its expectations of what 
schools provide for students. Safety and security scenarios  
require nuanced approaches, differing for large-scale threats 
like mass shootings or student-on-student violence or deal-
ing with ambiguous issues like social media threats, bullying, 
student self-harm, and increasing safety concerning non-binary 
identities and sexualities.

In many ways, school safety has become a commodity. Security 
firms and manufacturing companies have a financial interest in 
fortifying and hardening school security for profit and contin-
ue to lobby heavily for the use of hardened security types at 
the state and federal levels. Hardened security is visible safety 
measures, like metal detectors, bulletproof glass, cameras, 
armed security, and School Resource Officers (SROs). 

Security companies benefit from continuous 24-hour news 
cycles sensationalizing violent acts stirring panic within  
communities–all heightened after the horrific events at  
Columbine High School in 1999. Companies use panic as 
leverage to get their products into schools. Although strength-
ening visual forms of security helps with the optical impres-
sion of safety and security, hardened schools can be cold, 
oppressive, prison-like facilities that lack a positive and inviting 
atmosphere. A student’s ability to feel connected in these  
spaces may be unlikely and much more difficult than in an 
inviting environment.

SROs, the uniformed officers assigned to schools, are often 
perceived to be on-duty. SRO roles and job descriptions differ 
in each school, district, and state, with officers often operating 
without explicit policies and procedures. Often, officers are al-
lowed to interact with students how they would on the street, 
meaning in extreme circumstances, a student breaking a school 
rule could be treated as a criminal breaking  
a law. As a result, SROs have opportunities to interact force-
fully and violently with students. In an active shooter situation, 
the presence of SROs could be positive because of response 
time and proximity. Nevertheless, the presence of officers can 
become problematic considering the day-to-day operation of 
the school. Controversy ensues when a student may behave 
in a disruptive or insubordinate manner, and officers use force 
and violence to subdue the student–overreaching within the 
context of a school environment. 

Denver Public Schools removed all DPD (Denver Police 
Department) SROs from district run schools in 2020, citing 
well-documented issues with student-to-police contact and the 
likelihood of these juveniles becoming part of the school-to-
prison pipeline phenomenon. 

Additionally, the strained relationship between members of 
the Aurora community and the Aurora Police Department 
derives directly from well-documented racist, violent, and 
unempathetic behaviors of APD officers, including the highly 
publicized murder of Elijah McLain in 2019. Therefore, the 
presence of APD officers in Aurora Public School may be 
problematic and potentially damaging for students who fear 
for their safety or the possibility of racial targeting from a  
department with historically racist practices. This issue is  
applicable  to communities with similar racial and socioeco-
nomic demographics or histories. 

Community members and students, as reflected in this issue’s 
main article, have pondered why SROs are present in schools. 
The creation of SRO job descriptions, policies, and procedures 
should be co-constructed between the district, school, and 
police department. Officers must not be ambiguous security 
forces in schools but visible and purposeful members of a 
school community. A more inclusive effort between schools, 
community, and police in all aspects of safety and security 
could improve perceptions, equity, and, most  
importantly, the execution of policies and procedures that 
keep students safe. 

Schools also utilize interventionist or interactionist safety  
strategies, specifically focusing on mental health. These  
strategies require mental health professionals to evaluate and 
monitor students for anxiety, depression, and other identifiers 
of poor mental health. However, mental health supports that 
schools use to support students are not always indicitive or 
helpful when identifying those with the potential for violence.  
Moreover, funds are often lacking for quality mental health 
professionals to serve a school properly, with health profession-
als often taking on tasks unrelated to their field and expertise. 

Mental health professionals must also battle the impact of 
Covid 19, the closing of school districts, and the impact on  
the mental well-being of children who have dealt with isola-
tion for the last two years. Schools need to provide more  
support than ever to combat the issues with the pandemic,  
on top of the numerous needs schools ask their counselors  
and health care professionals to make. 

Both forms of security are expensive. The allocation of  
funds often limits what schools and districts can afford to 
implement. Thus, politics and fiscal policies often exacerbate 
the school safety problem. A mixture of hardened and inter-
ventionist school safety strategies would be an appropriate 
approach to safety measures. 

However, extremes often prevail, given current political  
gridlock and partisanism. 
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For example, decisions concerning the allocation of tax 
funds often result in conservative politicians leaning  
towards hardened security measures. At the same time, 
more left-leaning politicians fight for fund utilization 
towards mental health support and intervention strategies. 
Politicians merely toeing party lines are not genuinely  
invested in their constituents’ needs, making it more  
difficult for schools to make informed, rational, and  
inclusive choices regarding safety.

Communities need to have a genuinely open conversation 
about what school safety and security is, while co-devel-
oping policies and procedures that support the communi-
ty’s wants and needs. Then, policies and procedures need 
review and amendment with consistency. Unfortunately, 
pragmatic approaches to school safety and security seem 
near impossible because of greed, politics, and socioeco-
nomic inequities. 

___________________________________________________ 
Born and raised in Aurora Colorado,  
Jon Wells has been a teacher in APS for 
10 years, focusing much of his scholar-
ship on equity in school safety and  
security. Jon has an earned doctorate in 
education, and his research focuses on 

SROs, community input, and district decision-making.  
Additionally, he has also worked with Ednium: The Alumni 
Collective, exploring perceptions of success for DPS graduates. 
If not writing or teaching, he is playing music or enjoying the  
outdoors of beautiful Colorado
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OUR JOURNEY TOGETHER CONTINUES.
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