By RANDY BANNER

School-based programs can help %

reduce violence at an early age,
according to a study being re-
leased today by Columbia Uni-
versity.

A two-year evaluation of the
Resolving Conflict Creatively
Program, a violence-prevention
program in New York City pub-
lic schools, found that students

in the program tended to be less - '
hostile, were less likely to resort !
to aggression and more likely to

choose verbal rather than physi-
cal strategies to resolve con-
flicts.

The study, by the National Cen- -

ter for Children in Poverty at
Columbia's Joseph L. Mailman

School of Public Health, tracked

5,000 students in grades two
through five from 15 New York
City elementary schools that

took part in the program in 1994 Lome Masin gwes

and 1995. The center surveyed
teachers and students, who
ranked incidents of aggressive
behavior. Students who took the
most classes in conflict resolu-
tion, on average 25 over the
school year, had no increase in
incidents, while others, on a
scale of 1 to 5, had an increase
of almost 2. Aggression and vio-
lent behavior naturally increase
as children mature, said J. Law-
rence Aber, principal investiga-
tor of the study and director of
the Center for Children in Pov-
erty.

The study also found that stu-
dents taking 25 lessons in con-
flict resolution improved aca-
demically faster than those with
less exposure to the program.
The program, initiated in 1985,
teaches students techniques to
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conirol potentially violent
situations through negotiation
and reasoning. It includes
classroom instruction, a stu-
dent peer mediation program,
teacher training and a series of
worksheps for parents. The
program is used in 60 primary
and secondary schools in New
York City and taught to 9,000
students in kindergarten
through the 12th grade. For
the youngest students, puppets
and other playthings are used
to illustrate how conflicts can
be resotved by talking rather
than hitting.

Violence prevention initia-
tives have become common
throughout the country. Bos-
ton public schools have a pro-
gram called Voices of Love

and Treedom and there are

many local initiatives in New
York City itself. The Resolv-
ing Conflict Creatively Pro-
gram, however, is the only
systemwide initiative financed
by New York City's Board of
Education, which administers
the program with the non-
profit group Educators for So-
cial Responsibility.

The study of New York's pro-
gram was financed by the
Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention and private
foundations.

Ellen Icolari, the program's
director for the Board of Edu-
cation, said the report vali-
dated what was already a
widely held view by those in-
volved with it. "It's something

we've known all along from
working in the schools but
never had hard data to back
up," she said.

Dr. Aber said the study was
conducted at the elementary
level to determine if the pro-
gram succeeded in early child
hood -- which is deemed to be
a critical time in the formatio
of attitudes and behaviors --
and then to follow the student
into junior high and high
school in subsequent studies.
A report examining the pro-
gram from 1995-1996 will be
issued next year.
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