Children are the fastest-growing ssgment of the crimina popuktion; every four
minutes achild is arrested for aviolent crime. Thirty percent of all crime is now
committed byjuveniles. Theviolent crime rate( including hamicide, suicide, and assault )
among uveniles has quadrupged ower thelast twenty-five years, and increased svenfold
since World War Il. The age tha children commit these crimes is dropping a well. This
epidemic of yout violence has been recognized for quie sometime by many people who
work with children, but the recent school killingshas derted the nation o itOs
seriousess. The bad navs is tha there are many factorsworking together to produce this
epidemic. The good nevsistha aimog al these factors are preventable.

Much youh violence hasitsroots in vey early childhood( he nine monthsin
utero and the first two years of life). Recent advances in undestanding howthe human
bran develops and howchildren react to stress, are illuminaing the factorswhich can
predispose them towards violence. Early on, the developing bran can beaffected in such
away asto weaken achildOself-cortrol, coping kills, concentration, judgnent, or
ability to empathize with others. Damaging conditionsinclude prenatal exposure to drugs
or dcohol, exposureto lead or dher toxins, premature birth and birth trauma,
malnutrition duing pregnancy andthefirst two years of life, head injuries, abus,
neglect, svere dress, head injuries, and rgection by hechildOsnother. Other things that
can pralispose towardsviolence later in life are atention dceficit disorder and
hypeactivity, ineffective discipline, paents who ae crimind, subdance abusng or
mentally ill, andthe lack of an involved adult who cares abou the child and teaches
values. No onefactor by itself will cause violent behavior-usudly there hasto bea
combinaion of hem. Chidren show sgnsof bang dfected bythese factors quite early
in ther lives. For example, amog al theadults in prison today were already in trouble
with the law as teens and were known as having probems at even younge ages.

Sodal factorswhich can dso contribute to a child becoming violent are the use of
drugsand dcoholto del with prodems, the modding by ke role models of violent
solutionsto probkms, and theviolence in our popuér culture. Intelevision, video ganes,
movies, and nmudc, violenceis portrayed & heroic and glamorous raher than apoorlast
resort for problems. Saturation with violent images has been described by pgychdogist
James Garbarino as a Godal poison.QA review of theevidence by an expert pand of the
American Psychologcal Association cnduddl that by itself televised violenceis
responsble for up b 15 pecent of dl aggressive behavior by children. David Grossman,
amilitary psychdogist and theauthor of On Killing ,bdieves that children who
repeatedly play violent video games are being trained in bah themotor ills and the
psychologica skills needed to kill people. He states that the American military even uses
some of these games to train their soldiers for combat ! Poverty is akey socia factor, too.
A child growing up n povety is moreapt to experience many ofthe individud factors
we have dready dscussed, induding helth prodems, dbuse, neglect, malnutrition, and
subgandad day care. Today the United Sates has an extremely high child povety rate
compaedto dl other developed ndions



If we look & which of these factors can be prevented, and howthey can be prevented,
we begin to gd a handle on wha can be doneaboutyouth violence. The mog important
thing tha we as anaion can do, sto make care of ou children-our future adults- an
absolute priority. For example, emotiond nurturing and exrly simulation buld slf-
esteem, slf-control, rdatedness, and theability to communicate and w-operate with
others. Effective disciplineteaches children howto begood ¢tizens Protecting ou
children from the glut of violence and sxudity onthe media requires lots of supavision.
But in orde for paents to take care of thar children adequaely, with thefirm and loving
involvement they require, they need the help of the government, their employers, and the
wider culture. Mog developed courtries offer far more help to parents raising their
children; they realize that well-adjusted people enrich and supporttheir communities, and
violent people traumatize and dran them. Wha is working againg pacents here in the
United Sates?

**A lack of family supportresulting from the fact tha people are more mobile and
divorce rates are high. This meansless family members to provide childcare for working
parents, and O upeavise andteach the familyOwvaues to its children.

** A lack of financial supportfrom government inditutions In many pats of Europe,

for example, childbirth triggers a generousbenefits package that indudes prenatal care,
obgetrical care, generoushoital gays, five monthsleave a full pay, andmore. In
Sweden, one paenta leave is used up, @rents are entitled to work asix hour dg untl
their childOsighth birthday. Many courtries give tax relief for working paentsin the
form of child tax credits, child allowances, and diminaing pgroll taxes for working
parents. This hdpspaents either care for ther children at horme or obtin high quaity
daycare. (It is estimated that only 8% ofall childcare for infants and toddersin the
United Sates is of high quaity. The line between poor dildcare and outight neglect is
not aways an easy oneto draw.)

Families of children who ae at high risk of having probéms dueto drug or
alcohol addiction, povety, menta illness or other stresses need even more hdp from the
govenment, induding gecia proglams to deal with these problems. The children in
such families also need programs like Early Head Sart, which serves children frombirth
to three. This progran has been shown to have measurable postive, long &rm impacts on
childrenOslevel opment. Another very important program is home visitation of families
with babies by trained nur®s or paaprofessionds. If these visits begin during pregnancy
they can help discourage prenatal drug ug and melnutrition. After birth they can bea
great source of supportfor parents-they can teach parents al kindsof paenting kills,
give guidance in many areas, and relp families find oher resouraes that they need.
Babies whose mothers receive hone visiting ae born wth fewer hedth probkems, and
are abused less. These types of programns opeaate at a fraction of the cos of dealingwith
troubled older children later on; and pevent much auffering as well.



**A lack of supportfrom employers, who could hdp parents tremendousy by haring
family-friendly work policies, such as flexible work hoursand noretime off to meet
family needs

**A lack of supportfrom our maingream values. Our aulture vaues beng consimers
and Qiving for ourglvesOmorethan sacrificing for oters. Parentsin general lose sexud
freedom, gender equity, money, deep, andtimeto @o your ow thingOwhen they take
on thejob of béng paents. They are notcompensated for these sacrifices very much,
especially compared to other affl uent countries. And the tremendousamount of violence
which we alow our nagionOshildren to be exposed to- on Elevision, novies, and video
games -serioudy undemines parentsO tiempts to teach children nonviolent solutionsto
problems.

To remedy this sStuaion, the mog important changeis for dl adults to se that we mugt
make care of our rationOshildren atop piiority, for our own self-interest as well as
because its theright thingto do. lig bang agood paent to our own kids may not be
enough aymore when our kdsare grown there will beno way for usto protct them
from tomorrowOwery troubled and violent adults.( As psychologist James Garbarino
points out, Otoday amog every teenager in America goes to school with akid who is
troubled enoughto become the next killer-and chances are that kid has access to the
weaponsnecessary to do ®0) The knowledgeof wha to dois dready outthere- pdicies
that pronote healthy children from birth to adulthood. The 5" Annud Violence
Prevention Confeence was hdd this July a Oregon Sate University. It was co-
spon®red by many date agencies. Schoolteachers, counslorsand ahers who work with
children attended. Therapists, emergency roomdodors, police officers, community
organizers, educators, choolteachers, and safety experts gave presentationson many
aspects of working with young pepe and preventing violence. Although hey had many
diverse viewpoints, dl the speakers agreed that we know much of what it takes to help
children. Extensve research has shown uswha will hdp them, and many innowative
prograns have been designed-we have only to decide to make violence preventiona
priority. The problem of yout violence has not come ou of nowhere. As journdist
David Sarasohn sys, @ur eenagers didn®come from a different planet; they come from
the violent, unsipporive, and hewily armed odety that adults built them.O

A naiond survey conduded in 1996 bythe Nationd Parenting Assodation found hat
parents were deeply concerned aboutcrime and violence, ther childrenOsafety, drugs
time with ther children, and the quality and cog of education for heir children. This was
true regardless of the gende, race, or income of the parents. HereOsvhat parents felt
would actudly hdp them bemore effective with thar children, and give them thetime
with ther children that they so desperately need :

- workplace policies tha enhance their ability to pend more time with thar children




-finandal assistance for parents in the form of tax breaks to hdp pay for education,
increased tax dedudionsfor children, andraising of wages to pull al full-time working
parents abovethe powerty line The child povety rate is the United Sated is the highest
in the developead world, and paents redlize therisk it presents.

-longe school days and years that are more in sync with the working day and year.
Parents know tha the more nonadult supavised time children have, the greater thar
chances of bang déinquent.

78 pecent of the parents polled grongly suppored dricter gun bws, and 60 pecent
wanted more control ove the sex and violence their children are exposed to in the media.
Reference: The War Against Parents by Sylvia Hewlett and Correll West

FACTORS WHICH PREDISPOSE YOUTH VIOLENCE

Generaly, no ore of the following factorswill necessarily predict violent behavior.
Althoudh each ore can hdp pu achild ona course towardsviolence, normelly a
combinaion of 2 or nore internd factorsand early negative family circumstancesis
congdered agtrong pedictor.

PERSONAL FACTORS

These factors dter the brain Gadversely and pemanentlyOduing the most rapid peaiod of
bran growth, thefirst 33 nonths of life:

1. Genetic factors

Studies have found no hatability in violent crime or juvenile ddinquency.

2. Prenatal exposure to illegal drugs, alcohol, and prescription medications.

In generdl, illegd drugscan areate imbalances in genes that control serotonin and
noradrendin levels. Babies of mothers who adus illegd drugsoracohd when they are
pregnant have ho9ital stays 3 imes longer than those of mothers who were drugfree.
Some gudies have shown an increased chance of bang impulsive and hypeactive when
exposed to marijuanain utero, while cocaine can damage areas of the bran responsble
for arousal and dtention. Heroin expoaureis linked to prematurity, low birth weight,
attentiond problems behavior probkems and antisodal behavior. Amphetamines may
have smilar effects as cocaine and reroin. Alcohol abuse during pegnancy sets up
physcal and reurologica conditionstha may predispose kidsto aggressive and violent
behavior. It aters the development of the fetusesO nevoussystem by interfering with cell
migration, prodution of nairotranamitters, and bran growth. Cogntive deficits,
indudinglower 1.Q., learning disabilities, hypeactivity and high distractibility, low birth
weight, score lower onlanguege and dher cognttive tasks, and imparments in boh gros
and fine motor <kills can result from a pregnant motherOsbuse of dcohol. Many experts
beieve tha fetal alcohd exposureis the sngle biggest factor for predisposng American
babies to aggressive and Molent behavior. Nicotinecan result in low birth weight,
prematurity, lung dsorde's, DS, and posibly poor reding «Kills, atention cficits, and
hypeactivity. Some sudies have shown long lesting dfects from exposure to various




prescription drugsn uero, such aslagsin behaviord and notor development, ddaysin
languaye development, and impa rment of memory and judgment with certain
medicationsgiven during labor and celivery.

3. Prenatal malnutrition

This can includea lack of calories, or sSmply a deficiency of aspecific nutrient, such as
iron or pro&in: cogniive, sodal, and béaviora ddicits with long-term consequences.,
such as attention probéms, more easily agitated unde stress, distractibility and hyper-
alertness may result.

4. High levels of stress during pregnancy

In combinaion with alcohd, chronc maternd stress produ@s monkeys who ae
extremely aggressive, highly destructible, ddayed motor development. In monkey
mothers exposed to dressorsin mid-gestation, offring were morelikely to deal with
stress poorly by beng nore upst and having agreater emotiond respongs to the same
stress, less ability to rdate to other monkeys, and nmuch more violent behavior.
Laboraory experiments with mice have shown amilar results.

5. Delivery complications

A infant gruggling with the effects of acomplicated breech birth, umbilical cord aound
the neck, ruptured uerus, eclampsa, very long kb, vey shortlabor ora prolapsed cord
has an exceptional nead for reassurance and comfort to help deal with the stress:
however, if theinfantis rgected the by the mother, the sage may be set for rage and
possibly, later anti-sodal behavior. Recent sudies bear outthis connection.

6. Prematurity and low birth weight

Both of these condtionsgart thechild ou with astressful environment.

7. Accidents.

Head injuries may diminish coping «kills, judgment, and slf-cortrol.

8. Nutritional deficiencies during the first 2 years of life

Iron ddiciency, for example, can cause permanent damage to the bran.

9. Exposure to lead and other toxins

Lead exposureis assodated with lowering of 1.Q. and sgnificant increases in
impulsivity, distractibility, learning disabilities and disciplinary prodemsat school.

10. Low maternal 1.Q.

This stuation pus children & risk of retardation or borddine-normel intelligence.

11. Attention deficit disorder (ADD)/hyperactivity

This condition can be genetically linked or it can be caused by prenaa drug u or
diffi cult laborsor ddiveries. ADD and hypeactivity are impulse-control prodems, and
children are at much greater risk of violence when thar impulse cortrol problem is
exacerbated by neaive environmenta influences such as child abuse or beng
surroundel by violent behavior. They may need acombination ofapproaches induding
stimulant medication, paenttraining, family therapy, and $dal ill training forthe
child. This can aut ther rates of later crimind behavior sgnificantly, butmug bedone
early-before age twelve, probdly. Inthefirst two years of life nurturing and teaching ae
especialy important. Medication done is not effective.

12. Post-traumatic stress.



Chront dress increases activity and reactivity of the brangem, possibly contributing to
aggression, impulsivity andthe capecity to display violence, due to alimited ability to
control behavior. Hyperarousal, nunmbing or removing oneelf emotionally may become a
permanent trait in a child, and ttingin motion bot neurochemical and homond
paterns causng learning and béaviord problems. Children may become both
aggressive and depressed.

13. Being abused or neglected (which could include many different caregivers, or a lack
of a consistent caregiver)

The number of children srioudy injured by abuse nearly quadrupled beween 1986and
1993. Neglect decreases themoderating activity of thecortical areas, increasing
aggression, impulsivity, and capecity to display violence.

Statistically, bangabused or nelected asa child increases thelikelihood of arest asa
juvenile by 53 pecent, as an ault by 38 pgercent.

14. Lack of mental stimulation

Babies who ae given lots of gimulation <ore higha oncognitive and language testsin
both preschool and giade schod. Babies who ae neglected are deprived ofthe
experiences necessary for normal cognitive development, such as play.

15. Maternal depression or rejection of the child

16. Family problems

Parental mental illness or subdance abuse or marital discord, crimind father or
ineffective disciplinecan besubgantia predisposers to violence.

17. Lack of an involved adult

No involved adult meansthere is no oneto teach thechild postive values or to express
deep caring aou thechild.

SOCIAL FACTORS

1. Poverty, because it contributes to family stress and the eroson of he childOsedth and
safety.

2. Modding of violent solutionsto probkems by key role models

3. Modding of weapon ug in the community

4. Access to weapons

5. Modding of dcohol and drug usto deal with probkems

6. Violencein television, video games, movies, musc, toys

EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE..

As thediscussion of risk factors above demongrates, there are no @uick fixesOto
the problem of youth violence. However, as a naion we can take stepsto aurb it. Mos
importantly, we nead to make the care of our dildren a priority. We now know what
kindsof early experience predisposes children to violence, and wha it takes to hép them.
Extengve research has shown uswhat risk factors should beavoided and howto avoid
them. In many cases, we adso knowwha will work and many innovdive progams have
aready been designed. We only have to decideto make violence prevention anationd



priority. We can beginto change sodiety today, grow healthy and well-functioning aults,
and prevent tremendoussuffering-if only we care enough.
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