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Ronda Cooperstein wasn't surprised to hear of the assault on a teacher at the school where she used to
work. The only difference between this one and those she saw was that it was captured on video - and
drew nationwide media attention.

Until 2006, Cooperstein worked as the librarian for adjoining Reginald F. Lewis and W.E.B. Du Bois
high schools, where a teacher's beating April 4 was recorded on a student's cell phone camera and aired
last week on CNN and the Today show. During Cooperstein's three years at the schools and 20 years in
the city school system, assaults on staff were a "chronic problem," she said. Three times, she was
attacked.

"Believe me, this is not news to those of us who have worked in the schools,” said Cooperstein, who
resigned from the system last year. "It's a day-to-day problem, and if it doesn't happen to me today, it
might happen to you tomorrow."

The assault on Jolita Berry, a new art teacher at Reginald Lewis High, has shined a light on what
educators in the city school system say has been a problem for years. This academic year, school police
have made about 50 arrests for staff assaults, and the system has expelled students 112 times for
assaulting staff members. Officials couldn't say how many of those expelled also were arrested.

At this time last year, there were 98 expulsions for assaults on staff, but officials say the change might
have been in reporting rather than incidents. Lack of reporting is a historic problem in the system, and
city schools chief Andres Alonso has threatened to fire anyone who does not report violence.

Of the 112 incidents, 79 involved assaults on teachers; the rest were against administrators, school
police officers and substitute teachers, according to the school system. Students hit, pushed or slammed
doors on staff members. One teacher was bitten.

The incidents represent the most serious offenses, ones that led to a student's removal from a school for
more than 45 days.

The state reported that Baltimore suspended students for attacking staff members 515 times last school

year. That compares with 479 suspensions in Baltimore County, a larger system that has had troubles of
its own in the past few weeks, including two instances in which guns were discovered at schools.
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Jonathan T. Brice, the city school system's executive director of student support, said the state figure is a
"broad, catch-all category that could mean that a student merely brushed past the teacher.”

In the Reginald Lewis case, video footage shows a woman lying on the floor while a teenage girl beats
her. On Thursday, as Berry was interviewed by Matt Lauer on Today, a student and teacher at
Mergenthaler Vocational-Technical High were involved in a physical confrontation that left both
hospitalized. That same day, a teacher at Dr. Samuel L. Banks High was hospitalized after a student hit
her in the face with a textbook. Mervo had other problems Friday, closing early because of an arson.

Teacher assaults are part of a broader landscape of school violence that Alonso must confront as he goes
about the process of reform.

Soon after arriving last July, Alonso directed principals to gauge whether their school communities
would support the installation of metal detectors. Forty schools, including Lewis and Du Bois, requested
the devices, which were recently installed.

Alonso said many schools lack the resources to adequately address violence that spills over from the
neighborhoods they serve. Starting this summer, the system is overhauling the way it funds schools,
giving more money to principals to spend at their discretion. That will allow schools to add anti-violence
measures such as in-school suspension and mediation programs. The system is also working to expand
mental health programs.

A key component of positive school climate is leadership, and Alonso has indicated that he will replace
some principals this summer. He wants all schools to have community governing boards to increase
volunteerism, and he is pushing peer mentoring and apprenticeships.

"These are the types of interventions that will eventually turn the system around,” he wrote in an e-mail
to The Sun.

Alonso is preparing to announce an overhaul of the way the city structures alternative schools, which
serve many students who get expelled for violent behavior. Plans are also in the works for new
alternative schools, because the city doesn't have enough space to meet demand. Alonso said the system
must rethink the way it serves overage students, who are suspended in disproportionately high numbers.

As a result of the space shortage, students who are suspended for an act of violence are often sent back
to the same school, and the cycle continues.

Jimmy Gittings, president of the city's administrators union, said he asked Alonso last week to stop that
practice and to send the suspended students elsewhere.

At Doris M. Johnson High School in East Baltimore, Principal Tricia Rock refuses to take those students
back.

"They cannot come back in a community where they were disrespectful, because it sends a bad
message," Rock said.

Rose Backus-Hamm, wife of former Police Commissioner Leonard D. Hamm, recalled a time when she
was principal of Frederick Douglass High and did not report a girl's suspension to system headquarters
because she wanted her to be able to come back to the school. The girl had assaulted a teacher after he
wouldn't give her permission to go to the bathroom and stood at the door to block her.
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"l said to the teacher: 'Tell me what you should have done.' He said, 'l should have let her go to the
bathroom.™

Rock said only one teacher has been assaulted in her more than four years as principal of Doris M.
Johnson, part of the Lake Clifton complex. She gives new teachers training so they learn about the
students they'll be working with and do role-playing exercises to practice conflict resolution.

This year, attempting to defuse a conflict between two rival gangs, Rock designated 22 students - not all
of them high-performing and not all perceived as "good" kids - as "student ambassadors."

The students wear special shirts and commit to backing teachers up when tension starts brewing in a
classroom, to deescalate the situation before it turns violent. At Reginald Lewis, the students in Berry's
class cheered her attacker on, the teacher said.

Late last week, the school system sent a central office administrator to work alongside the principal at
Lewis while the school is in the spotlight. Teachers who have worked at Lewis and Du Bois say the
complex - once Northern High School - has long been chaotic.

"The Kkids ran the halls,” said Tamara Gabai, who taught at Lewis from 2003 through 2006 and now
works at Towson Catholic High School. "Twice, the glass in one of my classroom doors was broken
during the school day. A kid ran by and punched his foot through the door while we were in the
classroom.”

Shelye Knotts, a former English teacher at Du Bois, and Cooperstein were among the staff members
who filed a class-action union grievance in 2006 charging that Du Bois was an unsafe environment.
After testifying at the grievance hearing, both women said, they were charged by their administrators
with misconduct for minor, unrelated incidents.

"Teachers live in fear of administration,” Cooperstein said. "And when the union tries to do
something ... they only get a handful of teachers who are willing to stand up.”

In May 2006, the women recalled, Knotts came to the aid of Cooperstein, who was confronting a girl
who had intentionally locked herself in the library. The girl hit Knotts in the head, neck and upper back
with an umbrella. Knotts said that she pressed criminal charges, but she recalled another incident when a
boy knocked over a desk and an easel trying to hit her, and the only consequence was his transfer to
another class.

After the assault with the umbrella, Knotts - who now teaches in Baltimore County - looked in the girl's
discipline file.

"l saw that the student that assaulted me had assaulted eight previous staff members between middle
school and our school," she said. "She was returned to Baltimore City schools every time."
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