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February 23, 2018
Keeping Our Schools Safe

Our hearts go out to the families and communities in Broward County, Florida who were
impacted by the tragic shooting at Stoneman Douglas High School last week. Unfortunately, it
is an event that happens all too often in schools across our country since 1999 when Columbine
first brought this reality.
As school officials, the safety of our students and staff must come first before learning can take
place. While it may be impossible to eliminate all risk of such violence, there are measures we
are taking and others we may consider in the future to make our schools in Massena a safe place.
This includes not only the “hardening” of our facilities and safety drills but also programs to
create a sense of belonging for all students. Here are several examples:
•
•

•
•

•

Once the school day begins there is only one point of entry for all visitors. People
entering the school must be buzzed in.
The District Safety Team contains representative from law enforcement and emergency
services. They meet periodically to discuss ways to enhance the safety of our schools and
to organize various drills to prepare all of us in case of an actual event. Each school also
has a safety team to organize responses at the building level.
The District maintains safety plans at the district and building levels to respond to many
possible threats. Law enforcement have copies of our plans so they can react to our needs
in case of an emergency.
The Massena PD frequently visits the various schools to build relationships with students
and staff. Their response time has also been excellent when we need them in a crisis. We
are fortunate to have them and many law enforcement agencies within our community to
call upon when needed.
The District has surveillance cameras throughout each building and on the outside as
well. While they may not prevent a school shooting, they do help to keep a calmer
atmosphere within the school.

•

•

•

•

Programs such as We All Belong, (WEB), Link Crew, and Lift Out Of Poverty help
connect our students to the school through understanding and teamwork. Often, school
shooters have been those who have felt isolated from their peers, family, and adults
within the school. These programs and other supports from staff help bridge the gap.
Mental health issues have played a significant role in school violence and are on the rise
with this generation of students. Last year, the District added a school counselor at the
high school to support our students. This year, through our Community Schools initiative
we have partnered with the Office of Mental Health to bring outside counselors into the
schools on a weekly basis.
The Community Schools program is also collaborating with many local agencies and
organizations to support our students and families. This includes clothing, food, and
household needs. This spirit of generosity and cooperation helps build positive
connections to the school.
The District has increased training with staff to support students in poverty and who have
experienced trauma. On March 29th, our high school staff will be engaged in a full day of
training on understanding students who have experienced events in their lives that could
create the conditions which increase the potential for violence.

Like bullying, school safety is something that we have to continue to work on daily as there are
no easy answers or ways to totally eliminate the risk. However, we are committed to the task
and are open to suggestions from our community in how we can do better. I encourage anyone
who sees warning signs of a potential threat to bring this to the attention of the school and law
enforcement. Working together in a coordinated way is always our best safeguard.
Talking to Students About School Safety
The following information is from the National Association of School Psychologists in regard to
talking to children about school violence. I offer it to support our students, staff, and parents in
the wake of the Stoneman Douglas High School tragedy.
High profile acts of violence, particularly in schools, can confuse and frighten children who may
feel in danger or worry that their friends or loved-ones are at risk. They will look to adults for
information and guidance on how to react. Parents and school personnel can help children feel
safe by establishing a sense of normalcy and security and talking with them about their fears.
1. Reassure children that they are safe. Emphasize that schools are very safe. Validate
their feelings. Explain that all feelings are okay when a tragedy occurs. Let children talk
about their feelings, help put them into perspective, and assist them in expressing these
feelings appropriately.
2. Make time to talk. Let their questions be your guide as to how much information to
provide. Be patient; children and youth do not always talk about their feelings readily.
Watch for clues that they may want to talk, such as hovering around while you do the
dishes or yard work. Some children prefer writing, playing music, or doing an art project
as an outlet. Young children may need concrete activities (such as drawing, looking at
picture books, or imaginative play) to help them identify and express their feelings.
3. Keep your explanations developmentally appropriate.

Early elementary school children need brief, simple information that should be
balanced with reassurances that their school and homes are safe and that adults
are there to protect them. Give simple examples of school safety like reminding
children about exterior doors being locked, child monitoring efforts on the
playground, and emergency drills practiced during the school day.
o Upper elementary and early middle school children will be more vocal in asking
questions about whether they truly are safe and what is being done at their school.
They may need assistance separating reality from fantasy. Discuss efforts of
school and community leaders to provide safe schools.
o Upper middle school and high school students will have strong and varying
opinions about the causes of violence in schools and society. They will share
concrete suggestions about how to make school safer and how to prevent
tragedies in society. Emphasize the role that students have in maintaining safe
schools by following school safety guidelines (e.g. not providing building access
to strangers, reporting strangers on campus, reporting threats to the school safety
made by students or community members, etc.), communicating any personal
safety concerns to school administrators, and accessing support for emotional
needs.
Review safety procedures. This should include procedures and safeguards at school and
at home. Help children identify at least one adult at school and in the community to
whom they go if they feel threatened or at risk.
Observe children’s emotional state. Some children may not express their concerns
verbally. Changes in behavior, appetite, and sleep patterns can also indicate a child’s
level of anxiety or discomfort. In most children, these symptoms will ease with
reassurance and time. However, some children may be at risk for more intense reactions.
Children who have had a past traumatic experience or personal loss, suffer from
depression or other mental illness, or with special needs may be at greater risk for severe
reactions than others. Seek the help of mental health professional if you are at all
concerned.
Limit television viewing of these events. Limit television viewing and be aware if the
television is on in common areas. Developmentally inappropriate information can cause
anxiety or confusion, particularly in young children. Adults also need to be mindful of the
content of conversations that they have with each other in front of children, even
teenagers, and limit their exposure to vengeful, hateful, and angry comments that might
be misunderstood.
Maintain a normal routine. Keeping to a regular schedule can be reassuring and
promote physical health. Ensure that children get plenty of sleep, regular meals, and
exercise. Encourage them to keep up with their schoolwork and extracurricular activities
but don’t push them if they seem overwhelmed.
o

4.
5.

6.

7.

Suggested Points to Emphasize When Talking to Children
•

Schools are safe places. School staff works with parents and public safety providers
(local police and fire departments, emergency responders, hospitals, etc.) to keep you
safe.
The school building is safe because … (cite specific school procedures).

•
•

•

•

•

•
•

We all play a role in the school safety. Be observant and let an adult know if you see or
hear something that makes you feel uncomfortable, nervous or frightened.
There is a difference between reporting, tattling or gossiping. You can provide important
information that may prevent harm either directly or anonymously by telling a trusted
adult what you know or hear.
Although there is no absolute guarantee that something bad will never happen, it is
important to understand the difference between the possibility of something happening
and probability that it will affect you (our school community).
Senseless violence is hard for everyone to understand. Doing things that you enjoy,
sticking to your normal routine, and being with friends and family help make us feel
better and keep us from worrying about the event.
Sometimes people do bad things that hurt others. They may be unable to handle their
anger, under the influence of drugs or alcohol, or suffering from mental illness. Adults
(parents, teachers, police officers, doctors, faith leaders) work very hard to get those
people help and keep them from hurting others. It is important for all of us to know how
to get help if we feel really upset or angry and to stay away from drugs and alcohol.
Stay away from guns and other weapons. Tell an adult if you know someone has a gun.
Access to guns is one of the leading risk factors for deadly violence.
Violence is never a solution to personal problems. Students can be part of the positive
solution by participating in anti-violence programs at school, learning conflict mediation
skills, and seeking help from an adult if they or a peer is struggling with anger,
depression, or other emotions they cannot control.

NASP has additional information for parents and educators on school safety, violence
prevention, children’s trauma reactions, and crisis response at www.nasponline.org.
Strategies for Supporting Students in Need
The following is information provided by local consultant Don Mesibov for supporting students
in poverty and/or who have traumatic events in their lives that impact learning. It includes
suggestions from our own JH English Teacher April Charleson.
Each of these is a practical, easy-to-implement strategy that will provide meaningful support to
students raised in poverty/trauma; these strategies will benefit ALL students
•

OFFER OPORTUNITIES EQUALLY

Marlene Pickering: “I just wished, in first grade, that I could have been the leader in a small
group, even if it were just for ten minutes as the time keeper. But teachers always called on the
better dressed, higher performing students.”
•

DON’T PITY ME; CONNECT WITH ME

As Eric Jensen said: “These children don’t care what you know; they want to know that you
care.” There are many ways teachers have that demonstrate to students they care. For example:
smile at students to show them you appreciate them and tell them exactly that. Show an interest
in their lives, other than as it relates to school work.
•

NO ATTENTION PUBLICLY; MUCH ATTENTION INCONSPICULOUSLY
“Many children in poverty feel ‘shame,’” according to April Charleson who was raised in
poverty. They don’t want attention called to them in front of their peers. However, they
desperately need personal attention from the teacher. A hand on a shoulder while the
student is working in a small group, accompanied by “Nice work,” can be meaningful,
says April. Let’s not assume that the quiet student is necessarily just shy. He/she may
need that one adult they can believes cares. When asked what they see as evidence that a
teacher cares about them, a second grader said, “Teacher gave me a snack bar when she
saw I was hungry.” Another said, “Teacher saw I look worried, sat down with me and
ACTUALLY listened as I talked.”

•

PREPARE FOR ABUSE: STUDENTS WILL “ACT-OUT” TO TEST HOW
MUCH YOU CARE

Students experiencing trauma have often trusted an adult and then discovered the adult wasn’t
really interested in them, as a person. When a teacher begins to “connect” with a student it is
inevitable that at some point that student will act out as if to say, “Prove to me that you can still
care about me when I am misbehaving and acting disrespectfully.” This is the critical moment
for the teacher – how do you address this student’s behavior while doing it in a way that
demonstrates “I don’t approve of your behavior, but I do care about you.”
•

WHEN STUDENTS ACT INAPPROPRIATELY, ASK QUESTIONS; DON’T
LECTURE

Ask: “What are you seeking with this kind of behavior? Are you getting what you are want with
these behaviors If you are not, then what could you to accomplish the results you are after?”
Maybe the student is getting what he/she thinks they want: attention. Then ask: “Is there a way
you could get attention in a more positive way? How?”
•

STRUCTURE A ROLE (OR ROLES) FOR STUDENTS IN YOUR CLASS

Often, students in poverty are in charge of their siblings and may be in control of the household
at home. It can be difficult, in school, to submit to someone else’s control. These students
particularly, but, also, all students, benefit from having structured roles and a sense of control.

Roles can be attendance taking, clean-up at the end of class, making announcements, keeping a
group on task, teaching a brief lesson; roles can be rotated
•

HAVE LOFTY EXPECTATIONS SO THAT STUDENTS WILL RAISE MY
EXPECTATIONS

Almost every story about an educator who has turned a class or school around focuses on having
higher expectations for students; however, the higher expectations are always accompanied by
use of strategies that demonstrate caring and personal attention
•

TEACH STRATEGIES FOR DEALING WITH STRESS IN A HEALTHY,
FUNCTIONAL WAY
Ask students what they do when they are experiencing stress. Share your strategies when
you are experiencing stress. Many students believe that when they are overwhelmed by
stress, it is because they are not strong or smart, leaving some students with feelings of
shame or anger. Tell students the stress response is often normal, natural, and automatic.
Teach students healthy and functional strategies they can use in class when they feel
stressed. Jenny Morrill says "It isn't about removing stress from the lives of our students.
Unfortunately, we cannot always do that. Tell students that experiencing something
stressful is a not a reflection of their abilities or worth. We can empower our students to
learn how to navigate stress in a healthy way while improving their emotional agility and
flexibility." Model some of these strategies: “Hold on a minute; I am feeling stress and
need to take a mindful moment.” Lead students through a “Mindful Moment,”
occasionally, or establish a two to five-minute routine at the start of class to give students
the practice of soothing their stress response.
Ask students what they do when they are experiencing stress. Share your strategies when
you are experiencing stress. Teach students strategies they can use in class when they feel
stressed. Model some of these strategies: “Hold on a minute; I am feeling stress and need
to take a mindful moment.” Lead students through a “Mindful Moment,” occasionally, or
establish a five-minute routine at the start of class.

•

SHOW ALL STUDENTS THE RESPECT YOU EXPECT THEM TO SHOW YOU

Do you interact with your students using the same tone of voice and showing the same degree of
respect for them that you demonstrate with your friends?
•

DESIGN LESSONS THAT INVOLVE MOVEMENT, MUSIC, AND ART

April Charleson: “At certain times, instead of asking students to raise their hands, ask them to
stand up if they want to indicate a positive response to a question.” Use activities involving art,
music, and/or movement in lessons in math, science, social studies and English. Give students
who may be weak in linguistic or mathematical/logical Intelligence, opportunities to shine with
activities that require strength in some of the six other Multiple Intelligences.

•

DON’T THREATEN; THREATS ROLL OFF THE BACKS OF THOSE
SUFFERING TRAUMA

Students suffering trauma have learned to let threats roll off their backs. When asked how a
student suffering trauma reacts to a threat, April Charleson raised in poverty and suffering
trauma, responds: “Two things: 1) the threat comes a dare; 2) the student’s attitude is ‘Do what
you got to do!’”
•

ADDRESS SOCIAL JUSTICE ISSUES: Explore with your students’ "social justice"
issues like "racism, violence, relationships, poverty, etc." It's critical to let kids know that
social justice is not only an important issue for them to explore for citizenship
development, but that it's also important to you, as a teacher. Marlene Pickering suggests
using stories as early as first grade (or earlier) that are relevant to the day-to-day lives of
students in poverty, and then using these stories as a catalyst for a class discussion.

•

SEEK OUT THE LONELY, ISOLATED STUDENT: Be conscious & pro-active with
how race, ethnicity, religion & sexual preference affects student development. Meet with
students who seem to be ostracized & show them your support & belief in them. Check
out this link on students who are isolated and lonely:
https://www.rd.com/advice/parenting/stop-bullying-strategy/

Local Government Task Force Meeting
On Thursday, I attended the Local Government Task Force meeting in Louisville. NYPA
officials Karen White and Trish Wilson were on hand to discuss various issues on the agenda.
Some of the topics of interest were:
•

Update on 2013 Review of Relicensing Agreement— the Task Force will be reviewing
various sections to determine what areas are complete and others that are outstanding. A
meeting will be scheduled with NYPA in March to discuss progress on agreement.

•

Date and time for Recreation Improvements meeting—the municipalities have identified
areas for recreational improvements and will need to review with NYPA before funding
occurs. This will be discussed at the March meeting with NYPA.

•

High Flow Funding—NYPA has recently paid $1,062,572 to the fund held by St.
Lawrence County for high flow payments. It is expected that this money will be
distributed according to a formula negotiated in the relicensing agreement.

Community Schools Helping Families
The District’s new Community Schools program continues to find different ways to support our
students and families. Many times that includes providing essentials such as clothes, food and
bedding. Whenever a need is reported, CS Coordinator Kristin Colarusso Martin puts out an all
call to the school and community for assistance. Recently, the request was made for mattresses
to help a family with two of our students. The call was quickly answered by a teacher and a

community member donating these items. Shown below is a picture of Jason Beckstead and Tim
Martin of our Buildings & Grounds staff delivering the mattresses. I want to thank all involved
for their generous spirit.

Athletic Director Gavin Regan Face Times JH Students from Olympics
Last week, Athletic Director Gavin Regan gave our junior high students an insider’s view of the
Olympics in PyeongChang, South Korea. As vice president of USA Hockey and chairman of the
organization’s International Council, Mr. Regan is in PyeongChang assisting our Olympic
athletes. He showed our students some of the facilities and answered a variety of questions
about the games and athletes.
Here is a Courier Observer article about the discussion.

US Women’s Hockey Gold Medal

With 1984 Figure Skating Gold Medalist
Scott Hamilton

With USA Olympic Hockey Team’s First African
American Player Jordan Greenway

Massena CSD in the News
Here are some recent articles in the media about the Massena CSD:
Board of Education Approval of Hiring, Resignations, & Retirements
Smart Schools Bond Act Funding Plan for District Technology
New Facilities Usage Request System
Stacking Schools Under Consideration in Facilities Study
Preliminary 2018-19 School Budget Discussed
Streaming Graduation on Internet Considered
School Calendar 2018-19 Adopted by Board of Education
Albany Update
The following is information from NYS Comptroller Tom DiNapoli:
DiNapoli Releases Analysis of Executive Budget
The $168.2 billion State Fiscal Year 2018-19 Executive Budget proposes several measures to
reduce the financial risks posed by federal funding reductions and an uncertain revenue picture
but also weakens checks and balances over the use of public dollars, according to a report by
State Comptroller Thomas P. DiNapoli. Here is a summary of the report.
Property Tax Exemptions Top $450 Billion
State Comptroller Thomas P. DiNapoli issued a report highlighting recent trends in property tax
exemptions in New York state outside of New York City and the impact they have on local
governments and school districts. Here is a summary of the report.
District Upcoming Events
2/26—Facilities Committee Meeting—5:00 pm—JW Leary Junior High School
2/27—MFT Contract Negotiations—6:00 pm—CAB
3/1—Facilities & Reorganization Study Advisory Committee Meeting—6:30 pm-- JW Leary
Junior High School

