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An Overview of Violence Prevention
Violence prevention consists of stopping a person from inflicting emotional or physical harm
on another before it happens. TV often reports on violence by children and adults. In fact,
some surveys show that Americans rate crime as one of the most important problems facing
our country. At the same time, research shows that there has been a decrease in violence
over the last 5 years.
There is no single reason why children commit violent acts or become victims of violence.
The causes and effects of violence are complicated. But you can help your child avoid
violence by understanding some of the factors that help prevent it.
·

Understand your childs temperament. Children who are easily irritated or impulsive, or who have a
short attention span, are more likely than other children to hit or yell. Parents may need to spend time
helping impulsive children learn to be patient and talk through their problems.

·

Understand your childs developmental stages. It helps to have realistic expectations for your childrens
behavior. Knowing what to expect during the early, middle, and teen years helps parents help their
children build a foundation of nonviolent coping skills for successful adulthood.

·

Understand the impact of domestic violence. Children who see violence in their own families are in
danger of being abused or becoming abusers, doing poorly in school, having low self-esteem, and
breaking the law. Reducing or eliminating the violence at home can make a big difference.

·

Understand that there are different ways to parent. Parents who share their cultural background and
family expectations by responding to their children, supporting their efforts in and out of school, and
engaging in nonviolent discipline are more likely than other parents to have children who have
friends and do well in school.

·

Understand that a strong family is important. Children who live in families that appreciate each
family member, spend time together, communicate with each other, are committed to each other,
have the ability to resolve problems positively, and have a commitment to a faith community are
often more resilient and less prone to violence than other children. Parents can work on
strengthening their own families.

·

Understand that a strong community is important. Children raised in communities where they have
access to health care, adequate housing, a good education, enriching after-school activities, caring
adults, and employment opportunities tend to transition more successfully into adulthood than other
children. Parents can help by working to assure these things within their communities.

These summaries and the more comprehensive Violence Prevention Resource Guide for
Parents are intended to help you feel prepared for the parenting journey as it relates to
violence and your children. You are not alone on this journey.
The information contained in this summary is taken from the Introduction of the Violence Prevention Resource
Guide for Parents by Peggy Patten and Anne S. Robertson (Champaign, IL: ERIC Clearinghouse on Elementary
and Early Childhood Education, 2001).
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The Early Years:
Developmental Overview
For babies and toddlers, parents are the center of the world. The trust that children build
with their parents encourages them to learn many new skills. Self-esteem grows when
children experience challenges and frustration on the way to success. Young children learn
ways to cope with conflict and frustration from their families. Of course, they also learn to
assert their will and test the rules.
When you encourage, respect, and support your young childs explorations while setting
reasonable limits, you help build your childs capacity for self-confidence and self-control.
As parents, you exert an especially strong influence over healthy development in the
following areas:
·

Brain development and infant attachment. Providing appropriate foods so that your child will grow
and flourish is an important part of parenting. Loving and caring for your child so that he or she
learns to love and care for other family members contributes to your childs brain development
and to healthy relationships with others later in life.

·

Impulse control. Parents help children learn impulse control at home. Teaching your child to wait
patiently and to control anger, screaming, or biting is part of teaching impulse control.

·

Prosocial skills. Children begin to understand how to behave toward friends when they see their
parents model kind, respectful, and helpful relationships with others. Helping your child develop
friendships with other young children is particularly important in the early years.

·

Violence on television and other media. TV, computer games, popular music, and videos may
suggest to young children that violence is OK. Limiting the amount of time your children spend in
media-related activities can help prevent aggressive play and behaviors.

·

Toys that promote violent play. Some toys encourage children to imitate the violent behavior they
see on TV. Too much aggressive play is confusing for young children. Providing a variety of nonthreatening toys will encourage your childs cooperative play and help enhance his or her
creativity.

·

Early child care experiences. Choosing qualified early child care providers who teach respectful
behavior and use nonviolent discipline can help young children develop prosocial skills.

·

Managing family conflict. When parents set an example by resolving disagreements without
aggressive or disrespectful behavior, children begin to learn how to resolve conflicts peaceably
with their own friends.

The information contained in this summary is taken from the Early Years chapter of the Violence Prevention
Resource Guide for Parents by Peggy Patten and Anne S. Robertson (Champaign, IL: ERIC Clearinghouse on
Elementary and Early Childhood Education, 2001).
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The Early Years:
Brain Development and Infant Attachment
The quality of a babys early care has a lasting impact on the childs brain development. At
birth, a newborn baby has an estimated 100 billion nerve cells called neurons. Each neuron
forms many synapses, or connections made between the brain cells. Frequently used
synapses become permanent, while those less frequently used may be lost. Scientists now
believe that there are windows of time when particular parts of the babys brain are
growing rapidly. If the baby is not getting enough of the right foods or appropriate
stimulation during those times, the babys brain growth might be affected.
Infant attachment is a term used to describe the ability of a baby to seek comfort from a
parent or caregiver. This is the person that the baby will turn to when she is hungry, afraid,
tired, ill, or simply in need of attention. Healthy attachments for most babies will occur with
their parents, brothers or sisters, and a familiar caregiver. These attachments encourage
both the babys brain development and the babys ability to grow and form good
friendships later in life. You can encourage your childs brain development and emotional
attachment in a variety of ways, including:
·

Getting good prenatal care. Pregnant women who do not abuse drugs or alcohol but eat properly,
take prenatal vitamins, get plenty of rest, and have regular check-ups throughout their pregnancy
tend to give birth to healthy babies.

·

Responding to your baby. When you hold and carry your babywhen you talk to him, sing to him,
cuddle him, and take time to learn the unique ways he is trying to communicateyou are helping
your baby grow into a loving, caring child.

·

Providing good nutrition. Some parents breastfeed and some parents bottle-feed, but all babies
need appropriate amounts of food to enhance their brains growth and healthy development.
When you work with your babys doctor and get regular check-ups on your babys growth, you
are helping your child to get a good start in life.

·

Offering stimulating activities. Babies need a balance of sleep and stimulating activities to
enhance their development. When your baby is awake, you can help her brain grow by playing
with her, reading to her, taking her for walks, and talking to her about what she sees.

If you have concerns about your childs brain development and emotional attachment, you
can contact a preschool teacher, pediatrician or other health care professional, parenting
educator, early intervention specialist, or family counselor.
The information contained in this summary is taken from the Early Years chapter of the Violence Prevention
Resource Guide for Parents by Peggy Patten and Anne S. Robertson (Champaign, IL: ERIC Clearinghouse on
Elementary and Early Childhood Education, 2001).
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The Early Years:
Impulse Control
Impulse control, sometimes called self-regulation, refers to a childs ability to control his
or her behavior. It is natural for young children to show a mix of strong emotions:
excitement, joy, anger, frustration, and disappointment. An important part of growing up
is learning to show these emotions at appropriate times and in appropriate ways.
Children who learn to control their anger and frustration and to use words to express
their feelings get along better with others than children who do not learn these skills.
Children who learn to control their impulses also have fewer behavior problems during
their school years.
You can help your children learn impulse control by:
·

Making it clear that hurting others is not allowed. When a child gets mad playing a game and
pushes or hits another child, parents should first make sure that the other child is safe, and
then let both children know that hurting others is not permitted. If necessary, parents can
remove the aggressive child from the situation. Parents can set a good example by not
overreacting to the child who has been hitting.

·

Providing words that children can use to express their feelings. For example, when a child
gets mad while playing a game, parents can encourage the child to use words that express
strong feelings, such as That really makes me mad! or I dont like it when you play the
game that way!

·

Helping children think of new methods for resolving problems. Parents may want to suggest
and supervise options, such as helping children to take turns or to share a toy.

·

Encouraging children to consider the needs of others. When parents point out how
pushing or hitting hurts others, they teach valuable lessons about consideration and
empathy. These early lessons will help a child develop friendships and avoid violent
encounters with others later in life.

If you have concerns about your childs development of impulse control, you can talk to
child care teachers and providers, pediatricians, nurses, school teachers, or other school
staff. They may be able to advise you whether your childs impulse control problem requires
professional attention.

The information contained in this summary is taken from the Early Years chapter of the Violence Prevention
Resource Guide for Parents by Peggy Patten and Anne S. Robertson (Champaign, IL: ERIC Clearinghouse on
Elementary and Early Childhood Education, 2001).
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The Early Years:
Prosocial Skills
Prosocial skills is a broad term used to identify the behaviors people use to help them
get along with others. Those behaviors include giving help and comfort to others,
particularly friends. Prosocial skills help a child to show empathy and get along with
others in positive ways. Expressing empathy, which might best be described as being
sensitive to the feelings of others, is an important prosocial skill.
Prosocial skills, especially empathy, are important in making and keeping friends. You are
helping your children to develop empathy and to respond positively to others when you
show affection, sympathy, kindness, and regard for the feelings of others. Children learn
more about empathy when you talk with them about the importance of being kind and
considerate toward others. They also learn about empathy when you read stories to them
that talk about these skills.
Friendships are an essential part of healthy child development. Children without friends
may experience serious social problems throughout their lives. Many children who are
rejected by their friends lack the social skills necessary to make and keep friends. They
are at risk of becoming victims, bullies, or perpetrators of violence. Parents act as social
skills teachers when they:
·

Invite friends over and arrange for children to join in group play with other children.

·

Talk to their child about what it means to be a host and how to look out for another childs needs.

·

Discuss fairness with their childhow to take turns, how to share, and how to resolve
problems.

·

Respond to aggressive behaviors in their child and offer alternative, nonaggressive ways to
solve problems.

·

Help their child learn to play a variety of cooperative games that, in turn, the child can play
with other children.

If you have concerns about your childs lack of prosocial skills, you can talk to other
experienced parents, child care teachers and providers, parenting educators,
pediatricians, school teachers, or counselors. They can suggest how to find out if your
childs problems with prosocial skills require professional attention.
The information contained in this summary is taken from the Early Years chapter of the Violence Prevention
Resource Guide for Parents by Peggy Patten and Anne S. Robertson (Champaign, IL: ERIC Clearinghouse on
Elementary and Early Childhood Education, 2001).
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The Early Years:
Violence on Television and in Other Media
Many research studies have looked at how violent television shows affect children. Some
of the effects are immediate. Some effects show up in childrens behavior years later.
There are three main ways that watching television violence affects children:
·

Television violence encourages aggressive actions and attitudes.
Children who watch a lot of television typically see programs with a lot of violent acts.
Many of these acts go unpunished. The message children learn from watching these shows
is that violence and aggression are acceptable ways to solve conflicts. Children who watch
a lot of television are more likely to use physical and verbal aggression when they interact
with others.

·

Television violence instills fearful and pessimistic attitudes in children about their world.
Children who watch a lot of television believe that their world is meaner and less safe than
children who watch less television. Children who are heavy television viewers also often
have more worries and fears than children who watch less television.

·

Television violence makes children less sensitive to real-life and make-believe violence.
Children who watch a lot of television gradually become less upset by the violence they
see around them than children who are less frequent TV viewers. They become more
tolerant of violence. In some cases, children who watch a lot of television become less
sensitive to others pain and suffering.

Studies have also shown that children who play a lot of violent video games often behave
more aggressively and show less concern for others pain than children who play video
games less frequently.
As parents, you can help your child use media responsibly by setting certain limits on TV
programs, movies, and video games while explaining why your family has these rules. For
example, you can turn off TV programs, video games, or music with graphic or violent
content and suggest instead board games, books, dress-up, or playing outside. Parents
can also limit the total amount of a childs media-timeincluding TV, movies, and video
gamesto only a few hours each week. Watching TV with your child and discussing how
real life is different from TV also helps.
If you have concerns about the effects of media violence on your child, you can talk to
child care teachers and providers, school teachers, pediatricians, other health care
professionals, and family counselors.
The information contained in this summary is taken from the Early Years chapter of the Violence Prevention
Resource Guide for Parents by Peggy Patten and Anne S. Robertson (Champaign, IL: ERIC Clearinghouse on
Elementary and Early Childhood Education, 2001).
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The Early Years:
Toys That Promote Violent Behavior
Children have always been attracted to war play and war toys. But in the past 20 years, there
has been a significant increase in the sale of war toys and action figures with weapons. The
popularity of war toys is largely due to the increase in the number of television shows
featuring war-related cartoons. Children are encouraged to buy and play with these highly
realistic war toys by TV shows, movies, video games, and by promotional toys from stores
and restaurants. Rather than creating their own games in which the war toy gradually
becomes unimportant, some children use these toys to imitate the violent cartoons on TV.
Parents and teachers report the following negative effects on childrens behavior as a result
of increased use of war toys:
·

Children become obsessed with war play and with the realistic-looking products that can be
purchased and that are related to the programs they see on television.

·

Children behave more aggressively with others when they imitate what they see on warrelated cartoons.

·

Childrens play becomes less creative and less imaginative as they imitate what they see on TV or
in the movies.

Parents play an important role in teaching their children to resist pressure from their friends
and the media¾including TV advertisers, cartoons, and childrens programs¾to buy
certain toys. As a parent, you can explain that it is an advertisers job to try to get people to
buy their products, but it is the familys job to decide whether to spend money on that item.
Viewing and discussing commercials and ads together helps both children and parents
become more careful consumers.
If children still want to buy and play with war toys, parents can encourage appropriate
adventure play by providing items such as inexpensive dress-up clothes resembling fire
fighters, police officers, and historical figures¾heroes and heroines¾that reflect the familys
cultural heritage. Your local childrens librarian might suggest related childrens books or
videos that are entertaining, educational, and would engage your childs imagination.
If you have concerns about your childs use of war toys, you can talk to child care teachers
and providers, school teachers, pediatricians, other health care professionals, parenting
educators, and family counselors.
The information contained in this summary is taken from the Early Years chapter of the Violence Prevention
Resource Guide for Parents by Peggy Patten and Anne S. Robertson (Champaign, IL: ERIC Clearinghouse on
Elementary and Early Childhood Education, 2001).
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The Early Years:
Early Child Care Experiences
Early child care experiences affect childrens development in two primary ways. First,
high-quality child care helps provide important social skills necessary for healthy
relationships with others. Second, high-quality child care contributes to childrens early
language development and ability to learn, which, in turn, helps children do better in
school later on.
Many factors determine if your child will do well in child care. These factors include:
·

The quality of care. Poor-quality child care may be harmful to children. High-quality
child care centers tend to have a high ratio of teachers to children, a small group of
children, and a high level of staff education or training.

·

The mother or familys feelings about working outside the home. If the mother doesnt
believe she should be working, or the father is opposed to the mothers employment,
the resulting family stress may affect the child. On the other hand, if the parents are
happy about working, the family may view their childs time in day care as a positive
part of a normal day.

·

The conditions of the mothers or fathers job. Tension with co-workers and supervisors,
and other severe job stresses, can be carried home and affect your childs adjustment to
child care. If parents enjoy their jobs and their employers have family-friendly policies,
the child is less likely to experience problems.

·

The presence of stressful family events. Tensions at home, such as marital problems, can
interact with job-related problems and affect the child and her behavior in child care.
However, if families have support from their child care providers and employers through
difficult times, their children are likely to do well in child care.

When you are concerned about the quality of your childs early care experiences, you
can talk to your communitys child care resource and referral agency (CCR&R). CCR&Rs
assist parents in finding and choosing high-quality child care providers. In cases where
parents have serious concerns about the level of care being provided, CCR&Rs can help
parents identify the appropriate agency for registering complaints.

The information contained in this summary is taken from the Early Years chapter of the Violence Prevention
Resource Guide for Parents by Peggy Patten and Anne S. Robertson (Champaign, IL: ERIC Clearinghouse on
Elementary and Early Childhood Education, 2001).
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The Early Years:
Managing Family Conflict
Children learn important early lessons from their families about how to get along with others,
how to handle conflict, and how to manage their anger. When children see their parents and
family members deal with disagreements in constructive wayssharing and discussing their
viewpoints and resolving their problemsthey are more likely to handle disagreements with
friends constructively. When children see their parents and family members deal with
disagreements destructivelyusing verbal or physical aggression, showing disrespect, or
withdrawing from one anotherthey are more likely to handle disagreements with friends in
destructive ways. By setting a good example, you help your child learn to handle anger and
other strong emotions. Here are some ideas that have helped other parents handle anger and
stress at home:
·

Creating a safe environment. Young children are less likely to feel frustrated or angry when they
have a dependable routine and feel safe. Parents can encourage regular mealtimes, playtimes,
family activities, and sleep times that are supervised by caring adults who do not allow hitting or
hurting. When parents know about potential changes in the routine, they can inform and reassure
the child, in advance, so he or she will continue to feel secure.

·

Switching the activity. A child who has been involved in a quiet activity for a long time may need
to burn off some energy by taking a walk outside. On the other hand, a child who has been
playing actively for a long time may be tired or wound up and would benefit from a snack or
quiet time. Sometimes minor changes in activities can help children feel better and relieve stress.

·

Using words. Young children often do not know how to identify their strong feelings. When
parents see that their child is having difficulty finding a way to express feelings, the parent can
help the child find a way to say how he feels: You look sad right now. Maybe it is because your
cousin couldnt play today?

Brothers and sisters also informally teach each other about how to handle conflict and how to
compromise and cooperate. Children who have older brothers and sisters who are helpful and
cooperative with younger children generally mimic their older siblings and are also helpful.
Likewise, children with older siblings who are more destructive and aggressive with younger
children may behave in more aggressive, destructive ways with their friends.
Studies have shown that parents can change destructive patterns of handling conflict. When
parents handle disagreements openly and calmly and show respect for one another, children
are more likely to behave in the same way with their friends.
If you have concerns about how your family manages conflict, you can talk to family counselors,
parent educators, pediatricians, and other health care professionals.
The information contained in this summary is taken from the Early Years chapter of the Violence Prevention
Resource Guide for Parents by Peggy Patten and Anne S. Robertson (Champaign, IL: ERIC Clearinghouse on
Elementary and Early Childhood Education, 2001).
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The Middle Years:
Developmental Overview
During the years from 612, children grow rapidly and experience huge social and intellectual
changes. Children in this age group develop their ability to be logical thinkers and problem solvers.
They experiment with what they have learned from home as they go into the outside world. They
begin to compare their abilities and skills with those of their friends and classmates. Their selfesteem is tested daily as they explore new friendships and find out where they fit in.
The family remains the childs foundation during the middle years, but many children begin to
question rules. How your family talks together and how you discipline your children become very
important. When parents explain and set rules in a fair, consistent way, they are helping their child
learn to act responsibly. This parenting approach also encourages children to use reason and
negotiation to resolve differences. Parents exert a strong influence over their older childs healthy
development in the following areas:
·

Friendships and peer relationships. Helping your children develop healthy friendships is an important part of
parenting. Parents can help by organizing informal activities with neighborhood children, or by supporting
their childs participation in structured groups such as scouting, sports, or religious organizations.

·

Popular entertainment media. The wide range of media, including TV, videos, music, video games, and
computers, can have a significant impact on your childs healthy development. Parents can limit and
monitor their childs overall viewing time, making sure that the programs their children are watching are
educational or entertaining and do not glorify aggression, violence, or other unhealthy behaviors.

·

After-school care and monitoring. The time between school dismissal and dinner time is, for many children,
an unsupervised time, when some children may be tempted to get involved in smoking, drinking, or
shoplifting. Instead of unsupervised time, parents can monitor their childs activities at home, or support
their participation in programs offered at the school or through the community.

·

Encouraging school success. School success has been related to many aspects of a childs future
development, including future academic success, healthy friendships, and decreased chances of getting
involved in risky behaviors. When parents become partners with teachers by helping with homework,
attending parent meetings, and alerting the teacher to academic problems, the child is more likely to have
long-term school success.

·

Conflict management skills. Most children need help learning how to handle anger, solve problems, and
resolve conflicts without aggression. Parents and families are their childrens first and best teachers when
they set an example of handling disagreements using words, negotiation, and compromise.

·

Caring connections. Neighborhoods and communities can be a unique network of support for children and
families. Parents encourage their childs healthy development when they help their children connect to
their neighborhoods youth activities, youth leaders, seniors, and mentors.

Of course, these are not all of the factors that influence your elementary-school-age childrens
development. However, these are areas where you have a significant amount of influence and control.
The information contained in this summary is taken from the Middle Years chapter of the Violence Prevention
Resource Guide for Parents by Peggy Patten and Anne S. Robertson (Champaign, IL: ERIC Clearinghouse on
Elementary and Early Childhood Education, 2001).
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The Middle Years:
Peer Relationships
Friends can help your child learn how to cooperate, solve problems, and develop long-term
relationships with others. Most children spend lots of time with their friends. It is not surprising
that children who have healthy friendships also have higher self-esteem and do better in
school than children who do not have healthy friendships. It is also not surprising that children
who are consistently rejected by others are more likely to drop out of school and have
relationship problems later in life than those who are well liked.
Bullying can become a problem during the middle years. A bully is a child who has a strong
need to feel powerful and in control. A bully tries to gain power by teasing, threatening, hitting,
and stealing from other children, and by ignoring adults and rules. While many children may
act like bullies occasionally, a child who frequently bullies other children is likely to have more
social and behavioral difficulties as she or he grows.
Boys and girls show bullying behavior in different ways. Boys tend to act out their bullying in
physical ways such as hitting. Girls tend to show their bullying in relationships by excluding
other children from activities or gossiping about other girls. The effects of either behavior can
be equally damaging. However, research has shown that parents can play an important role in
encouraging healthy friendships and helping prevent or change bullying behavior. As parents,
you can help your child build positive relationships in a variety of ways, including:
·

Providing lots of opportunities to play with other children. Children learn about healthy friendships
through practice. They should have ample time to play with other children each week.

·

Supervising your childs playtimes. In some neighborhoods, it is safe for children to wander down to a
friends yard or the park, or to ride bikes in the street. Parents can talk with each other and organize
who is watching the interactions between the children and who is available if the children need help
solving problems.

·

Organizing playtimes. Sometimes, informal play with other children is difficult to arrange. Parents can
help by setting up play dates or a playgroup in their home or at a nearby park or recreation center.

·

Intervening early to prevent bullying. Parents can help their child learn how to respond effectively to
bullies by teaching him or her how to use words to solve problems. If the aggressive behavior persists,
parents can seek extra help from teachers, school counselors, or a psychologist.

If parents have ongoing concerns about their childs ability to make friends, they can talk
with other parents, school counselors, parent educators, social workers, and other health
care professionals.
The information contained in this summary is taken from the Middle Years chapter of the Violence Prevention
Resource Guide for Parents by Peggy Patten and Anne S. Robertson (Champaign, IL: ERIC Clearinghouse on
Elementary and Early Childhood Education, 2001).
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The Middle Years:
Popular Entertainment Media
American children today are immersed in the popular mediamusic, television, movies
and videos, video games, computers, and the Internet. The average American child spends
38 hours each week using a combination of all types of entertainment media. These forms of
media are powerful teachers!
The media can have both positive and negative influences on your childs healthy growth
and development. They can offer a broad range of ideas, provide information that is useful
in school, and promote your childs ability to understand other cultures in our world. On the
other hand, the popular media can expose your children to violent images and adult
material that are potentially harmful to their healthy development.
Some of the harmful messages are subtle. They may encourage aggressive and/or
disrespectful relationships by making such relationships appear funny and attractive. Other
messages in the lyrics of songs or scenes in movies or TV shows are openly violent. They
have graphic images of angry outbursts, bloodshed, suicide, or torture that, over time, can
contribute to less caring and sensitivity to real acts of aggression. Boys and girls hear the
same media messages but feel the impact differently. Boys may learn that being violent is
the same as being strong or macho. Girls may learn that sex and violence are always linked.
As parents, you play an important role in guarding your children from violent media and the
messages they can teach. You can help by:
·

Setting limits. Involve your child in setting a total daily or weekly time limit for use of all
entertainment media, including TV, videos, computer and video games, and music.

·

Setting family guidelines for media content. Explain clearly to your child what TV programs,
videos, or music are allowed. Remove or turn off violent, graphic, or adult media that are
potentially harmful for children. Involve your children in setting the guidelines.

·

Keeping entertainment media out of your childrens bedrooms. Put TV sets, computers, video game
systems, and VCRs in a family area of the house and out of childrens bedrooms where use is
difficult to monitor.

·

Turning media use into a family activity. Make time to watch TV or surf the Internet with your
children and discuss what you are viewing.

Parents can also add their voices to the larger organizations that work to prevent the harmful
impact of media on children. If you are concerned that your child may have been unusually
affected by violent media programming or has difficulty breaking away from TV, you may
wish to talk with your childs school counselor or a psychologist.
The information contained in this summary is taken from the Middle Years chapter of the Violence Prevention
Resource Guide for Parents by Peggy Patten and Anne S. Robertson (Champaign, IL: ERIC Clearinghouse on
Elementary and Early Childhood Education, 2001).
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The Middle Years:
After-School Care and Monitoring
An estimated 5 million children are home alone before or after school. Some children
successfully care for themselves after school for an hour or two. But statistics show that
children who begin caring for themselves after school (called self-care) at a young age are
much more likely to get involved in risky behavior than children not in self-care. The afterschool hours from 37pm are when violent juvenile crime peaks. This is also the time when
youth are most likely to experiment with alcohol, tobacco, drugs, and sex.
Some parents may be unsure how much after-school freedom is OK for older children and
youth. High-quality after-school programs provide peace of mind for some parents and
children and have important benefits, including friendships, better grades, and better
behavior during school hours. Despite the fun and benefits, some children resist programs
that look too much like child care or activities that look too supervised.
Programs can be as simple as unstructured drop-in times provided by a neighbor or a
community center. Other after-school programs may be school-based and have a structured
curriculum. Some neighborhoods offer an integrated learning program that includes
resources from the school or that combines community resources from local businesses
with those from faith-based organizations. Integrated programs often include tutoring,
mentoring, life-skills training, and service projects.
Recent research shows that the healthy development of children ages 612 requires a lot of
adult supervision and parental monitoring. As parents, you play an important role in
providing for your childs enriching after-school activities by:
·

Monitoring your childs after-school hours. Monitoring means that parents know where their
children are, who their friends are, what they are doing, when they are going out, and when they
are coming back.

·

Supporting efforts to increase after-school programs in your community. Parents can work with local
schools, community recreation departments, businesses, and faith-based communities to develop
new programs or enhance existing ones.

·

Adequately prepare your children for self-care. If parents have no other option but to leave their
child alone after school, the child will need the parents help to plan ways to handle the
responsibility, including what to do in case of emergencies.

You can contact your local child care resource and referral agency (CCR&R), local public
library, school district office, recreation center, or cooperative extension office to find more
information about after-school programs in your area.
The information contained in this summary is taken from the Middle Years chapter of the Violence Prevention
Resource Guide for Parents by Peggy Patten and Anne S. Robertson (Champaign, IL: ERIC Clearinghouse on
Elementary and Early Childhood Education, 2001).
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The Middle Years:
Encouraging School Success
Perhaps it is not surprising that the link between doing poorly in school and engaging in
other risky behaviors is well documented. It is also not surprising that children who do well
in school and are connected to school through school activities such as music, sports, or
clubs are less likely to become involved in risky activities such as substance abuse, crime,
or violence. As parents, you have critical influence over your childs school success in
several important areas. Those areas include:
·

Connectedness. Encourage your childs attachment to parents, guardians, grandparents, teachers,
or mentors who will support lasting relationships and friendships.

·

Competency. Help your child develop academic and social skills, including the ability to solve
problems and make age-appropriate, independent decisions.

·

Aspirations. Support your childs ability to set goals for a successful future and develop strategies
for achieving those goals.

·

Effective schools. Help your child to find a supportive, safe learning environment that challenges
all students to do well and that supports them in their efforts to do so.

Parents play an important role on their childs teaching team. Making time to attend
parent-teacher conferences and school activities is one part of that role. Being available to
help if the teachers have a concern about your childs progress also shows that you care. It
helps to make time to talk to the teacher if you have questions or are worried about how
your child is doing.
While some teachers may hesitate to intervene unless a child is lagging two or more grade
levels behind other students in the class, the evidence suggests that early intervention is
critical. The further behind a student falls in his or her school work, the more likely it is that
he or she will fail and develop a sense of hopelessness. Seek out the teacher and discuss
what you can do before your childs academic problems become overwhelming.
One way that parents can help teachers identify problems early is by sharing their
concerns and being open about relevant parts of their childs history. Parents can also
take the lead and request an assessment if they are concerned that their child might have
a learning disability. When parents, teachers, and school staff work together, most
difficulties can be resolved and strategies can be developed that will help the child have
a successful school experience.
The information contained in this summary is taken from the Middle Years chapter of the Violence Prevention
Resource Guide for Parents by Peggy Patten and Anne S. Robertson (Champaign, IL: ERIC Clearinghouse on
Elementary and Early Childhood Education, 2001).
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The Middle Years:
Conflict Management
Making friends, getting along with others, and peacefully resolving conflicts are essential
social skills for your children to learn and practice during their elementary and middle
school years. These skills are especially important during these years, as children gradually
become more concerned about being accepted by other children their age.
Research suggests that there is a relationship between aggression and being rejected by
others. The difficulty is that it is hard to know what comes first. Does the aggressive
behavior prevent the development of good friendships, or does rejection by other children
make a child feel hostile and aggressive? Regardless of what comes first, if your child does
not learn how to make and keep good friends, the cycle of rejection and hostility is likely to
continue. This cycle can contribute to violent behavior or to becoming a victim of violence.
As parents, you and your family play a critical role in fostering skills that encourage
appropriate ways to handle conflict without becoming aggressive. Your child learns by
watching you, his brothers and sisters, and other relatives. You can help by:
·

Listening to your child. Take time to encourage your child to use words and to explain what he or
she needs, or what the most important issue is, while you actively listen.

·

Using negotiation and compromise. Once you understand your childs concern, work with your
child to negotiate a solution that is acceptable to you and to your child.

·

Giving reasons for rules. Sometimes a rule is not negotiable, but you can clearly state the reason
for the rule as often as necessary, so that your child understands and is more likely to respect the
boundaries that you have decided on.

·

Refraining from physical discipline. Hitting, slapping, and spanking may lead to further aggressive
behavior. Parents may want to consider choosing less physical options, such as redirection,
negotiation, or an age-appropriate amount of time-out.

Research in schools shows that students and teachers who are trained in conflict
management and mediation are more likely to work together for joint goals and have a safe
school environment. Individual children benefit, too. Positive outcomes for students who
learn how to resolve conflicts without aggression include higher self-esteem, better mental
health, and resilience, or the ability to overcome and thrive in difficult circumstances.
The information contained in this summary is taken from the Middle Years chapter of the Violence Prevention
Resource Guide for Parents by Peggy Patten and Anne S. Robertson (Champaign, IL: ERIC Clearinghouse on
Elementary and Early Childhood Education, 2001).
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The Middle Years:
Caring Connections
Resilience is defined as the ability to face, overcome, and be strengthened by adversity.
It has been well documented that one protective factor for resilient children is a
multigenerational network of friends, teachers, and relatives. If a resilient child is in trouble,
he or she has a broad network of friends to turn to for help and support.
The SEARCH Institute is a nonprofit organization that supports the healthy development of
youth and families. SEARCH researchers have spent a number of years identifying
protective factors and critical assets that help children avoid risky behavior such as
smoking, alcohol abuse, and poor school performance.
SEARCH has also identified deficits in childrens lives that may promote risky behavior.
When a child has many more assets than deficits, he or she is less likely to get into serious
trouble and more likely to be resilient during difficult experiences. The SEARCH Institutes
work also consistently shows how important it is for youth to connect with other friends and
adults in their community and to develop lasting relationships. As parents, you can
encourage your childs connection to the community and support lasting relationships with
friends his own age and with adults in a variety of ways. For example, you can help by:
·

Supporting your childs extracurricular school activities. Taking part in music programs, sports, the
arts, and clubs (such as scouting and 4-H) can help children meet others with the same interests
and build friendships.

·

Supporting your childs participation in community activities. Local recreation districts, the faith
community, and nonprofit organizations offer activities for children. These activities can help your
child meet others with the same interests and adults who can serve as positive role models.

You may want to volunteer your own time to support activities for youth. When parents
organize or support youth activities, they set a positive example for their child. They
become connected to their childs friends and to other families. Your community can be a
unique network of support with shared relationships and resources. During the inevitable
difficult times, both you and your children will have more friends and resources available to
sustain you.
For more information about the work of the SEARCH Institute, visit their Web site at http://
www.search-institute.org.
The information contained in this summary is taken from the Middle Years chapter of the Violence Prevention
Resource Guide for Parents by Peggy Patten and Anne S. Robertson (Champaign, IL: ERIC Clearinghouse on
Elementary and Early Childhood Education, 2001).
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The Teen Years:
Developmental Overview
Change is rapid in the years of development between childhood and adulthood, called adolescence,
when every part of a childs body is affected by a surge of growth. During early adolescence (ages
10 or 11 through age 14), children worry about how they look, have mood swings due to hormonal
changes, and are highly focused on friendships. By middle adolescence (ages 15 and 16), teens are
more comfortable with themselves but may push family boundaries with new behaviors. By late
adolescence (ages 1719), many teens have reached their adult size and focus on independence and
peer relationships. Differences in individual teens growth patterns can make them anxious. Their
emotions may be difficult for parents to handle.
Despite their sometimes rebellious actions, most teens still value their families and abide by their
parents rules more often than they will admit. Teens with consistent support from their parents and
families will likely navigate these difficult years successfully. But there are several areas where
parents actions can make a big difference in their teenagers lives. Those areas include:
·

Organized activities, volunteerism, and community involvement. Participating in community activities
and helping solve community problems builds civic-minded and caring youth and adults. Parents can
set an example by finding opportunities where the family can volunteer together.

·

Substance abuse. The link between the abuse of alcohol and illicit drugs and delinquent or violent
behavior is much clearer now than it was a generation ago. If parents suspect that their teen is involved
with alcohol or drugs, they should act promptly to get help from a health care provider who specializes
in substance abuse prevention and treatment.

·

Access to guns and other weapons. The increased access that youth have to weapons and the role that
weapons play in serious crime, suicide, and homicide is cause for national concern. Many parents
consider removing any guns from their home. If guns are permitted in the home, they must be handled
responsibly and locked in a secure location.

·

Peer influence. Peer pressure can encourage youth to do well or push teens into risky behaviors.
Parents and strong families provide an important buffer for their teens that can help guide their choice
of friends. Family support increases the likelihood that teenagers will make responsible choices even if
there is strong pressure to get involved in risky behaviors.

·

Dating relationships and violence. Dating is a normal part of healthy development, but some dating
relationships can become abusive or violent and have a devastating long-term impact. Parents can
help by encouraging group activities and talking about healthy relationships.

·

Transitions to adulthood. Preparing for the future and the transition to young adulthood increases
during the teen years and does not stop when the teen reaches the age of 18. Parents can help with the
continuum into adulthood by encouraging their teens education, work experience, and life skills, as
well as remaining as a safety net if difficulty occurs.

The information contained in this summary is taken from the Teen Years chapter of the Violence Prevention
Resource Guide for Parents by Peggy Patten and Anne S. Robertson (Champaign, IL: ERIC Clearinghouse on
Elementary and Early Childhood Education, 2001).
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The Teen Years: Organized Activities,
Volunteerism, and Community Involvement
Doing volunteer work and good deeds for neighbors, helping solve community
problems, and taking part in political action can help teens move beyond themselves
into the larger world. Recent research shows that taking part in sports, arts, music,
organizations, and hobbies encourages a variety of positive outcomes for youth. Some
of the benefits include decreased delinquency, greater school achievement, increased
self-control, and increased sensitivity to the needs of others.
You as parents should help your teen guard against over-scheduling his day, but you
can set an example of a balanced life that includes community service. For example,
you might:
·

Stay involved in school and community organizations. Teens who see their parents attending
school activities and volunteering in community organizations are more likely to feel that
school work and community service are important.

·

Talk with your teen about community issues. Teens often have valuable insights into how
community problems might be solved, especially if those problems involve other
teenagers. When you encourage your teen to share her ideas, she will feel that her
opinions matter and that there can be successful solutions to community problems.

·

Attend community cultural events as a family. When your family attends community cultural
events, your action reflects a respect for and appreciation of the neighborhoods
uniqueness. This, in turn, fosters a sense of healthy pride in your teen.

·

Encourage your teens participation in music, the arts, or sports. Neighborhood bands or
music groups, community theatre or dance, and neighborhood sports leagues help teens
channel their energies in productive ways, build community spirit, and have informal
adult mentors.

For more information about how you can encourage your childs participation in
community organizations, you may wish to talk with representatives of local youth clubs,
the YMCA/YWCAs, your local recreation district, Boy/Girl Scouts, religious organizations,
and the Urban League.

The information contained in this summary is taken from the Teen Years chapter of the Violence Prevention
Resource Guide for Parents by Peggy Patten and Anne S. Robertson (Champaign, IL: ERIC Clearinghouse on
Elementary and Early Childhood Education, 2001).
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The Teen Years:
Substance Abuse
There is a strong relationship between teen alcohol use and aggressive or delinquent behavior.
Teens who use alcohol are more likely to try or to become users of illicit drugs than other
teens. Alcohol abuse and substance abuse are implicated in the leading causes of death among
teens and young adults. The risk of death increases if the teenager has access to guns or other
weapons. Alcohol use and drug use are also strong predictors of aggressive or violent behavior
in dating relationships.
Given the alarming information about the relationship between alcohol or substance abuse and
future problems, one would think that youth would get a clear message about its use and its
dangers. However, many parents may minimize alcohol or substance abuse issues in their
children because they drink alcohol or use drugs themselves, or did so during their teen years.
New information suggests several problems with this way of thinking about teen drug use. First,
todays drugs are more potent and addictive than drugs of 20 years ago. Second, the adolescent
and young adult brain is more vulnerable to addiction than researchers previously thought.
Third, researchers have found strong evidence of links between substance abuse and memory
loss, mental illness, psychiatric conditions, or learning disabilities.
Many teens credit their parents as a major influence in choosing not to smoke or use alcohol or
drugs. Here are some simple ways to minimize the risk of substance abuse in your teens:
·

Help with homework.

·

Eat dinner together three or more times a week.

·

Be clear and consistent about your familys values and rules.

·

Set an example by being honest.

·

Engage in healthy family activities.

Strong parenting can play an important role in discouraging teens risky behavior, but parents
alone cannot prevent teens from trying or becoming addicted to alcohol or illicit drugs.
Addiction can occur in any household, happy or unhappy, and at any socioeconomic level. If
you suspect that your child is abusing alcohol or drugs, it is important that you seek immediate
help from a counselor specializing in substance abuse issues. Current medical practice and
research supports the view that addiction is a disease and that, as with other chronic diseases
such as diabetes, it requires prompt and appropriate medical attention.
The information contained in this summary is taken from the Teen Years chapter of the Violence Prevention
Resource Guide for Parents by Peggy Patten and Anne S. Robertson (Champaign, IL: ERIC Clearinghouse on
Elementary and Early Childhood Education, 2001).
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The Teen Years:
Access to Guns and Other Weapons
Many adults in the United States grew up in households with guns. They were taught about
gun safety by their parents or relatives. But things have changed. Easy access to guns,
combined with a popular culture that glorifies violence and the use of weapons, is cause for
national concern. Even families who have traditionally had guns in their homes feel a need
to take more safety precautions than ever before.
In the lives of many teenagers, violence involving a gun or another weapon is a daily threat.
One recent survey of inner-city students showed that as many as 40% carried a weapon
outside of school. Firearm homicide is now the second leading cause of death of all youth
between the ages of 15 and 19. Murder involving guns is the number one cause of death for
African American youth. Guns also play a major role in suicides, which increased 39%
between 1980 and 1994.
According to the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP), more youth
began carrying guns as drug trafficking grew, and specifically when crack cocaine was
introduced into communities. Even youth who were not involved in drugs began to feel the
need to carry a weapon for protection. Parents should stay alert to signs that their teenager
does not feel safea situation that can lead to carrying a gun. Boys, in particular, may not
know how to tell their parents about their fears. They may feel that showing fear decreases
their macho image or increases their vulnerability.
Early signs that your teen is fearful include:
·

frequent headaches or minor illnesses;

·

frequent requests to stay home from school or refusing to go to school;

·

changing routes to or from school;

·

resisting participation in school functions, clubs, or activities; and

·

discovering a weapon concealed in the teens room, backpack, or possessions.

One way to start a discussion with your teenager about this sensitive topic is by sharing a
newspaper article about school violence and asking if he or she has any friends who have
had similar experiences. You can also work closely with school staff and community leaders
to encourage safe neighborhood and safe school strategies. Working with others in the
school and community will help in a variety of ways, but primarily by letting your teen see
that safety matters to you.
The information contained in this summary is taken from the Teen Years chapter of the Violence Prevention
Resource Guide for Parents by Peggy Patten and Anne S. Robertson (Champaign, IL: ERIC Clearinghouse on
Elementary and Early Childhood Education, 2001).
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The Teen Years:
Peer Influences
Friends can encourage one another to do well in school, stay away from drugs and
alcohol, and refrain from sex. Just as easily, friends can challenge one another to take
dangerous risks and reject school or your familys values. Some research confirms
what traditional wisdom tells us: keeping bad company encourages risky and
delinquent behavior.
Research also suggests that children who have an ongoing pattern of aggressive
behavior or rejection are more likely, as teenagers, to be friends with other aggressive
youth. Gangs are a modern-day example of a group of antisocial friends. Only a small
number of teens join gangs, but gang members are the perpetrators in three-fourths of
the murder and assault acts committed by youth. Gang violence today is deadlier than
gang violence of previous years largely because the weapons of choice are automatic
weapons rather than chains or switchblades. Not surprisingly, one of the early signs
that a teen is in trouble is affiliation with gangs or groups of antisocial friends.
While parents cannot pick their childs friends, they can have a powerful, often
indirect, influence on how their teens select friends in two primary ways:
·

Parental monitoring. When parents know where their teens are, who they are with, and
what their teenager is doing, he or she is less likely to get involved in deviant behavior.
The most successful parental monitoring takes place when parents show a genuine
interest in their childs activities and are warm and caring rather than intrusive.

·

Parental guidance about where the teen will spend time. Parents can set boundaries about
the appropriate places where teens can spend their out-of-school time. For example,
teens can spend out-of-school time involved with school clubs, sports teams, recreation
centers, volunteer work, religious organizations, a job, or home activities. Spending time
in these ways minimizes the amount of time a teen has available for unproductive or
potentially dangerous activities.

If you are concerned about your teens friendships or about gang activity in your
neighborhood, you can talk with school counselors, mental health professionals,
religious leaders, or the police.

The information contained in this summary is taken from the Teen Years chapter of the Violence Prevention
Resource Guide for Parents by Peggy Patten and Anne S. Robertson (Champaign, IL: ERIC Clearinghouse on
Elementary and Early Childhood Education, 2001).
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The Teen Years:
Dating Relationships
In our society, most teens begin exploring relationships with the opposite sex while still in
high school. This early going-together behavior, such as sitting together in the lunchroom
or talking on the phone, is usually harmless. However, teens can be pressured by their
friends, the media, or their family to behave in mature ways before they are ready. Then,
these innocent friendships can become destructive.
Dating violence is a pattern of actual or threatened abusive acts between two people who
are dating. Conservative estimates suggest that physical aggression happens in at least one
in five dating relationships. Often the pattern of abusive behavior begins early in a young
persons life. A child who has witnessed family violence, has been exposed to severe
physical punishment, or has aggressive friends may be more likely to be involved in an
abusive dating relationship. Other factors include alcohol or drug use.
An often-overlooked aspect of relationship violence is in same-sex relationships. New
findings suggest that violence in gay and lesbian relationships occurs just as often as in
heterosexual relationships. These victims are less likely to be taken seriously or get
protection when they seek help.
As a parent, you play an important role in helping your teen understand intimate
relationships, and you can help in several ways:
·

Model respectful behavior. Parents major contribution is to set an example of respectful behavior
in their own partner relationship.

·

Delay couples dating until at least 16 years of age. Many teens are actually relieved if parents
convey the value that it is better to have good friendships and participate in group activities than
to give in to pressure to have one partner.

·

Limit or discuss TV shows or movies that show abusive relationships. Parents can watch shows with
their teenager and discuss the story with their child, countering images that do not support their
familys values.

·

Encourage education programs that discourage dating violence. Parents can encourage schools to
educate students about relationship violence within the larger context of violence prevention.
Appropriate support and intervention should be provided for both boys and girls.

If you are concerned about your teens dating relationship, you can talk with school
counselors or community professionals, such as those at a rape crisis center, who specialize
in working with people in abusive relationships.
The information contained in this summary is taken from the Teen Years chapter of the Violence Prevention
Resource Guide for Parents by Peggy Patten and Anne S. Robertson (Champaign, IL: ERIC Clearinghouse on
Elementary and Early Childhood Education, 2001).
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The Teen Years: Successful Transitions from
Adolescence to Young Adulthood
For most teens in our society, the transition from secondary school to work or college
begins during their sophomore or junior year in high school. The years from 1519 are
important as teens anticipate what they will be doing after high school, prepare, and make
the transition. Although many teens hope to attend college, others will choose job training
or go directly to work. However, the constantly changing work environment and the
increasing demands for more education can make choices confusing. The last two years of
high school can be a stressful time for parents and teens.
There is growing awareness of the critical importance of teens successful transition from
secondary school and the risk of violence if the transition is not successful. Data suggest
that young people between the ages of 17 and 25 are vulnerable to violence and criminal
activity. However, the evidence also suggests that young people who can establish a healthy
structure for their lives, including a stable work and family life, tend to stay out of trouble or
end their previous involvement in delinquent activity.
Here are some ways that you play a crucial role in helping your teen with this important
transition to adulthood:
·

Providing your teen with access to career and employment counseling. You can encourage your
teen to meet with school counselors or community college counselors to explore career options,
education or training requirements, job availability, and salary expectations.

·

Encouraging your teen to take part in internships or other career-related exploratory experience.
Teens who have a part-time job or internship often report having an enhanced self-image and
better understanding of the skills required for the workplace.

·

Helping your teen investigate college options early. Your teen can narrow her college search and
then visit with college advisors or faculty in your teens area of interest. This will help her focus
on achievable goals during her last two years of school and ease her transition to college.

·

Understanding that your teens transition to adulthood is a process. Turning 18 doesnt immediately
make a young person capable of handling all aspects of adult life. Understanding that the process
is gradual and that young adults still need considerable guidance and support from others will
likely make the transition less frustrating for everyone.

If you are concerned about your childs transition from high school, you can talk with other
parents, school counselors, college advisors, and professionals employed in your teens
area of interest.
The information contained in this summary is taken from the Teen Years chapter of the Violence Prevention
Resource Guide for Parents by Peggy Patten and Anne S. Robertson (Champaign, IL: ERIC Clearinghouse on
Elementary and Early Childhood Education, 2001).
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