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SAVING OUR SCHOOLS
From Hate and Violence

Series Overview

Saving Our Schools is a 2-part video series which will
provide educators with an invaluable tool for pre-
venting school crises and building critical lines of
communication within our school communities. For
classroom use in middle and high schools, this pro-
gram is designed to spark honest and direct conver-
sation about violence and school safety between stu-
dents, teachers and counselors.

How To Use This Video

This video is designed for use in classrooms, com-
munity centers, youth organizations, camps, teen
groups, libraries, or for children at home. Although
teenagers are the target audience, parents, teachers,
school administrators, school support staff, coun-
selors, social workers, youth workers, peer counsel-
ing trainers, and anyone else who has regular con-
tact with and a commitment to young people would
benefit from this video as well. This leader’s guide
is aimed at the classroom teacher, but it can be used
by any group leader who wants to get the most out
of Saving Our Schools.
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The S.O.S. programs are intended to be used as part
of a learning experience that begins before viewing
the programs and ends beyond the classroom walls.
The discussion questions and activities are intended
to focus and enhance this learning experience.

Before showing Saving Our Schools to your students,
the following steps would be useful preparation:

• Screen the videos at least once, and note areas
where you might want to stop the tape to probe an
issue more fully.

• Read this guide to get a sense of how the videos
might be used, what discussion questions would
work best with your students, and what follow-up
activities or projects would be most appropriate and
beneficial.

• Ask the students questions to get them thinking
about some of the key issues presented in these pro-
grams. You might want to distribute copies of the
discussion questions in this guide. Be sure to go
over these questions in advance to make sure they
are understood and that they are appropriate to your
students. They can be used to spark discussion after
the screening.

The teaching technique underlying the series is peer
education. Because we believe that teen viewers will
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learn the skills and attitudinal changes proposed if
they are taught by their peers, the programs are
structured around discussions where real kids grap-
ple with tough situations and model positive solu-
tions and attitudes.

Objectives

• To recognize “dangerous” secrets and know
how to handle them

• To identify warning signs that someone is in
trouble

• To review appropriate ways to get adult help
in potentially dangerous situations

• To explore ways to reach out to those who are
isolated or depressed

• To understand how humiliation and
harassment trigger violence

Synopsis

“It’s phenomenal, it’s horrible…those kind of things
didn’t happen before,” exclaims a young girl in
response to seven school shootings in two years.
Another teen adds that school is the last place you
should feel insecure or unsafe.

In Michael Pritchard’s opening, he suggests that vio-
lence is rooted in our failure to talk to each other
about sadness. We prefer anger to grief because
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sadness makes us feel weak. This defense mecha-
nism turns destructive when our pent up anger turns
to rage. Such fury can lead us to violence towards
others or against ourselves in the form of self-
destructive behavior.

The shootings that have taken place in our schools
have prompted a lot of soul searching. According to
Michael Pritchard, while we don’t know what
caused those students to snap, we do know they
were carrying around a whole lot of unspoken
pain – and a bunch of other students in other
schools around the country are doing the exact same
thing. Yet, if you can point a finger, you can lend a
hand. This violence will not go away until we pull
together, break the silence about hate and violence,
and find ways to get help.

After all that has happened in our schools, it is nat-
ural to feel unsafe. A group of students discuss their
fears and express concern that these incidents have
given other students similar ideas. One student tells
of dropping face first onto the floor, after hearing a
door slam that sounded like a gunshot.

When Doug claims that he has not been affected, the
other students question him. “How can you say that
when someone brought a gun to our peace rally at
school?” They share a story about being asked by
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teachers to wait in a staff room, until they could
escape out the back door to safety. Although the
student with the gun had not intended to hurt any-
one else, his classmates were extremely upset. They
were disturbed that there was a gun in school
because they feared that many people could have
been hurt. Michael validates their fears when he
points out that people who are suicidal may also
become homicidal. He then asks if they have
become more suspicious of their classmates. They
admit that the recent violence has caused them to
become paranoid about their classmates’ intentions.
“What used to be considered a joke is no longer a
joke.” The students agree that the more these shoot-
ings happen, the further they move apart as a result
of fear.

One girl recalls a class discussion about the
Columbine High School incident in which many stu-
dents said they could see themselves doing the same
thing. Elizabeth remarks jokingly that she could see
herself snapping in a similar way. After the group
expresses concern about her comment, she quickly
clarifies that she doesn’t even know how to use a
gun, and wouldn’t really do it, but can understand
the motives. She explains that many students feel
that there is no way out, their lives are over, and they
need to find scapegoats.
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Michael asks if anyone has witnessed someone
explode. Danu describes a student who was contin-
uously harassed until he finally snapped and almost
threw a podium at the student who had been perse-
cuting him. Michael poses the question, “Take that
kid and hand him a gun, what would happen at that
point?” Danu answers that he would have blown
up everybody. The group nods somberly.

“They say there are 250 million guns in America.
Why do we have all these shootings? What’s it
doing to us?” asks Michael. A boy replies that he
doesn’t believe that guns are the problem. Even if we
got rid of the guns, people could still make bombs.
But if we educated people and understood what
made them so angry, then maybe we could help
them. Another student agrees, “If we don’t reach out
to each other, it’s all going to be in there, and then
people explode. As a boy in America, you are raised
to be strong, to act tough…to not cry with tears, but
with bullets.”

Another student concludes, “If people don’t have
others to talk to about the pain that they are feeling,
they will take it out another way – with violence.”
Michael maintains that pain shared is pain divided.
He reminds us that we don’t know the pain some
kids show up with at school so we need to think
about the way we choose we treat them.
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Michael poses this hypothetical situation: a class-
mate seems very angry and has been writing strange
things in his notebook. Michael asks the students
what they would do if they observed this type of
behavior. Some kids say they would avoid the stu-
dent. Another student speculates that writing may
help the student get out his emotions. The group
agrees that such behavior is a red flag, and they
determine that we need to recognize other signs of
trouble. Together they come up with the following
list of warning signs:

• Withdrawal
• Giving away possessions
• Change in grades
• Talking about how the world would be
without them

• Any major changes in attitude

A girl points out that while teachers and principals
see hundreds of kids each day, friends have a better
chance of tuning into these signals that someone is in
trouble. Michael tries to stress that there are always
people to go to for help. If one counselor doesn’t
work out, try another. Any way we can make a con-
nection with a depressed person, even if it means
just being with them, helps.

Michael offers the wisdom that a young boy shared
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with him: everyone needs a kind stranger to tell their
secrets to. Students discuss what to do when some-
one shares a secret and explore the difference
between good secrets and bad secrets. For example,
when someone shares a secret such as having a crush
on someone, it is appropriate to keep this informa-
tion confidential. When someone shares that they are
considering suicide, an adult should be told.

Michael notes that some kids think that talking to an
adult about a friend who has problems is a breach of
trust, but when the secret poses a threat to the person
telling the secret or someone else, we need to tell
other people. Michael explains, “The shootings and
suicides we have had around the country show us
what can happen if we don’t. We can all become part
of an `early warning system’ that will get kids in
pain the help they need and, very possibly, prevent
future tragedies at our schools.”

We need to do something before something bad hap-
pens - the key word is “ prevent.” In light of this, the
discussion turns to ways to help students who are
isolated or depressed. The group recognizes that although
it is hard to be friendswith peoplewho push us away, we
have tomake that effort. The group establishes that it takes
time to break down those barriers and to change the way
people interact with one another. But persistence pays off.
If you keep showing people you care, theywill eventually
open up.
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Elizabeth shares her personal rule; she asks her
friends three times if they need to talk. She realizes
that the first time she asks, they may not be ready to
open up at that split second. She also lets them know
that if they don’t want to talk to her, they might talk
to someone else, such as a counselor, teacher or com-
munity member. Another girl interjects that when
she was a freshman and was having problems at
home, she went to a counselor who helped her out.
She concludes that although a lot of people think
there is no one to talk to, as long as there are people
in the world, there will be someone to reach out to –
you just have to try.

Michael reiterates that we are not alone in our pain
and sorrow. He reminds us that we need to be there
for each other to hold one another’s feelings. “That’s
what we all want – to be with people who care about
us and respect us.” Michael concludes the program
by encouraging us to care and respect one another.

Discussion Questions

1. Have the recent school shootings made you more
concerned about violence in your school? Are you
suspicious of your classmates? Has this fear inter-
fered with your relationships with fellow students?

2. Do you agree that we prefer anger to sadness?
How can this become destructive? One boy in the

31541_Leader Guide:SOS 1  7/30/08  8:53 AM  Page 10



11

program says that boys in America are taught to cry
not with tears, but with bullets. What do you think
he means? Do you agree? Why or why not?

3. Have you observed violent acts at your school?
What happened? Why do you think that happened?
What could have been done to prevent the situation?
What are some common triggers to violence? How
can isolation or harassment drive someone to vio-
lence?

4. Many of the students in the video relate that they
have had feelings of anger and violence against
other students. Have any of you experienced similar
feelings and what did you do about them?

5. A lot of the students feel that they understand the
motives of the assailants in the recent school shoot-
ings. One boy shares his story of being a victim of
cruelty. He admits to hating the people who tortured
him and wishing he could kill them. Yet he found a
way to get beyond his anger. How can victims cope
with their anger over injustices? What are healthy
ways to deal with such pain and anger? How can we
help others who are experiencing such emotions?

6. Because teachers see hundreds of students a day,
they don’t have the opportunity to closely observe
each of them. This is why friends can pick up on sig-
nals that someone may be in trouble and act as an
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“early warning system.” What are some warning
signs to look for in friends and classmates? What can
you do when you sense that a friend is in serious dis-
tress?

7. One girl in the program talks about the difficulty
of being a long-term “support hammock” for one of
her friends. If you are trying to help someone and
feel that you can’t do it alone, what are some of your
options?

8. “Everybody needs a kind stranger to tell their
secrets to.” Yet sometimes it is hard to know if we
should keep silent about certain secrets. How can
you know if you should hold a secret or share it with
someone else? Why is it crucial for you to take action
when people confide to you that they are planning to
hurt themselves or someone else? If someone tells
you a deadly secret, where can you go for help?

9. “Pain shared is pain divided.” What does that
mean to you? Have you ever had someone reach out
to you when you were in pain? Did it help? How can
you reach out to another student who is isolated or
depressed? What if you approach them and they
reject you? If they don’t want to talk to you, is there
someone else you can recommend that they talk to?
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Recommended Activities

1. Many students are apprehensive about sharing
sensitive information with adults. In order to ensure
that crucial information is passed on to an adult who
will know how to handle a crisis situation, create a
panel of students to act as the school’s early warning
system. Train students to know who to speak to in
specific types of situations. This panel can then serve
as a bridge between students and faculty. Notify the
school population about the program and who is on
the panel. Each year, have older students assist in
training younger students so that the program con-
tinues to grow.

2. As a group, develop a safety handbook for stu-
dents. Include warning signs that signal someone
may be in trouble and, depending on the signs,
appropriate crisis hotline numbers and school con-
tacts to approach for help. You may also want to
write out the school’s established procedure for each
common crisis situation. Distribute copies to all the
students and faculty. You may also wish to leave
booklets in the library and in the guidance office
where they’re accessible to the school community as
a reference tool.
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3. Develop a peer education group to teach anger
management skil ls to students. Have students
research anger management skills to review with
you or the group’s facilitator. One example might be
for students to write down three things they are
angry about and ceremoniously rip the paper up and
throw it out. You may want to set up an anger man-
agement hotline for people who are upset to vent
their frustrations. Students should be trained to
know how to handle potential crisis situations and
who to inform if a caller might be planning some-
thing harmful.

4. Ask students to coordinate a school safety assem-
bly. Invite speakers from the police department and
the school administration. Organize a panel of
experts who will be available to address specific con-
cerns and work with school and local enforcement
agencies to prevent violence in and around your
school.

For more ideas and activities about how you
can make your school safer and more caring,
join us online at www.savingourschools.org.
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A Few Words About Michael Pritchard

Michael is a humorist, actor, youth activist, former
probation officer and PBS host known to audiences
across the United States for his ability to help young
people gain insight into
themselves and the
choices they make. Mr.
Pritchard serves on the
boards of directors for
Special Olympics, The
California Association
of Peer Programs and
the Chinese-American
Educational Institute.
He also acts as a consultant to the California
Consortium on Child Abuse and the Department of
Pediatrics at San Francisco General Hospital.

SAVING OUR SCHOOLS
From Hate and Violence:

Produced and Directed by Jim Watson
Leader’s Guide Written by Jennifer Brady,

Edited by Sally Germain
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Saving Our Schools was filmed on location at:
San Rafael High School
Nando Llacuna, Principal
Ann Marie Sachetti, Project Coordinator

With Students From:
San Marin High School
Candace Curtis, Assistant Principal

And At:
Winship Jr. High
Kim Cobine, Principal
Patricia Merideth, Project Coordinator

Content Consultant:
Debra Whiting Alexander, Ph.D.
Trauma Specialist
Springfield (Oregon) School District

From Hate and Violence

Our Special Thanks
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